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      Walking to work was rarely uneventful, especially in a place as unusual as Forgotten Falls. Daily, I was reminded that I lived in a magical and slightly bizarre town. And yet, magical and bizarre were considered normal here.

      As I crossed over the red-brick road to get to the police station, a gnome no taller than my knee toddled down the road, rolling a watermelon nearly her size. It was quite the feat, and her strength impressed me.

      I stopped and let her pass, knowing gnomes had wicked kicks when they were angry. Having been on the receiving end of those kicks a time or two, I had no desire to add another bruise.

      After she passed, I proceeded across the street, happy I would arrive at work without having to explain why I was late or covered in substances, which happened more often than not.

      Breathing in a deep breath of the cool morning air that gently breezed along the White Mountain terrain and through our hidden town, I took a moment to appreciate I had moved here during the summer. I could only imagine what winter would be like.

      “Watch out!”

      The shouted warning came too late. Hit from the side, I smacked down onto the hard brick road. Heavy weight collapsed on top of me, and I groaned from the pressure above and the unforgiving surface below.

      “What were you thinking crossing the road without looking? I could have killed you!”

      I heard the anger, frustration, and the barest amount of concern in the woman’s voice.

      Still not sure what had happened, I glanced behind me to find a mound of dirt and grass on top of me. The earth witch must have been using it to propel herself around town.

      Since vehicles were prohibited in town, witches used other means of transportation. It was both a blessing and a curse. Currently, a curse.

      Before I could unbury myself, the woman waved the dirt away from me and settled it off to the side. A large hand that didn’t belong to the witch reached down and pulled me up from the ground. I looked up at the burly man who wore a blue police uniform shirt.

      “You okay, Wren?” Thyrius asked as he scanned me.

      Beyond dirty clothes, I was mostly fine.

      “She stepped into the road without looking,” the witch said before I could answer.

      The angry witch wore a green dress and a severe scowl. Ivy weaved through her braided brown hair. As her hazel eyes narrowed on me, I realized I didn’t recognize her. Being relatively new to Forgotten Falls, there were many residents I had yet to meet.

      “Delfina, this is your third accident this summer,” Thyrius said.

      She swung her glare to him, which I had to give her credit for her bravery. Thyrius was not only an enormous and muscular man, but he was also an officer and a wolf shifter. To say the least, he was intimidating.

      “It’s not my fault,” Delfina said. “People should watch where they’re going.”

      “You were wielding magic and going too fast. If you hadn’t run over Wren, you would have run over Bluebell and her watermelon.”

      Delfina tsked. “Gnomes pop back up. She would have been fine.”

      Thyrius sighed at her missing the point. “Delfina, you’ve been warned countless times. I have enough warnings logged over the years that I can escalate this if needed.”

      Delfina’s eyes widened. “No. It’s okay. I’ll pay attention from now on. I can’t afford time off work.” She glanced nervously at the moon clock tower in the town square behind me. “In fact, I need to get going.”

      The moon tower didn’t tell the time. Instead, it tracked the moon cycle, so I wasn’t sure why she looked at it. However, Delfina hurried away on foot, leaving her dirt behind.

      Thyrius watched her for a moment, making sure Bluebell didn’t get knocked over in Delfina’s hurry. He eyed me. “Are you really okay?”

      “Just a little dirty. Glad I took that shower this morning,” I said sarcastically.

      “Go and change. I’ll tell the chief you’ll be a few minutes late.”

      Today was my first day back to work after having spent a week of long, grueling hours repairing homes on Water Witch Circle. It was partially my fault they needed the repairs after I’d unleashed a hurricane. To be fair, I was being suffocated to death by a witch, and I only had a hurricane in my spell arsenal. It was either that or die.

      That still didn’t excuse me from the ire of the witches or my boss.

      “Anything new happen while I’ve been away?” I asked Thyrius as I dusted off as best as I could. Unfortunately, the dirt was moist, and I made a bigger mess.

      “It’s been quiet mostly. We brought in a few fairies for theft. But that’s normal. How’s your grandma?”

      “Uncomfortable but getting better. The poison is out of her system, and the water therapy is working. I’ll pick her up from the hospital after work today and bring her to Roman’s house to recover.”

      “What about her companions?”

      Grandma’s “companions” were men who traveled with her. She had a fondness for young, muscular men and collected them for periods of time.

      “She said they were going to fly off to wherever they came from.”

      “Will you stay at Roman’s, too?”

      I nodded. I had temporarily given up my rented room at Basia’s Bed and Breakfast. It was still full of lodgers from when the dervishes wiped out homes in the wind witch area, as well as from my summoned hurricane in the water witch area.

      Now that Grandma was going to stay at Roman’s, it was best if I stayed there as well.

      “Not that I wanted my grandma to get poisoned, but Basia has been renting out my room to those who need it. So, it’s perfect timing, and Roman has the space.”

      Thyrius put gentle hands on my shoulders and turned me toward the Vampire Shire. “Go change. Chief is expecting you soon. I’ll stall him.”

      “Thanks.” I headed back the way I came, past the hospital, under the bridge, and into the forested area of the shire.

      Homes here were mostly Victorian but lacking a major aspect of any house. Windows. Instead, the vampires mounted cameras on the homes so they could see outside during the day without having to burn to ash.

      Roman’s two-story home was close to the shire’s business section, so I didn’t have to walk too far. He was on his way out the door when I arrived.

      Breaking into a smile as he eyed me, his brilliant blue eyes sparkled with humor. “Hey, sunshine. What happened? You only left a few minutes ago.” He wore his usual summer attire of jeans and a T-shirt.

      “A witch named Delfina ran me over with a mound of dirt.”

      “I’ve heard she does that a lot.”

      “She doesn’t seem to be sorry about it.”

      He held the door open for me. I took off my shoes on the porch before going inside.

      “Were you heading out?” I asked.

      “Elwood called and asked me to look in on someone.”

      As the only vampire in possession of golden blood, which allows him to walk in sunlight, Roman did tasks for other vampires who couldn’t leave their homes during the day.

      “Anything wrong?” I asked.

      He rubbed the back of his neck, then shrugged. “I’m not sure. People say vampires are odd, but Maurice is probably the oddest. He had Mad Hatter Disease before he was turned. It left him a little peculiar. Nearby neighbors complain Maurice keeps his cuckoo clock collection going off day and night, nearly every minute, but now it’s quiet.”

      “Want me to come with you?”

      Roman shook his head. “Go clean up. The mutt will come looking for you if you don’t get to work soon.”

      Roman enjoyed antagonizing the mutt, aka the Chief of Police, Zane Lovelace.

      But Roman was right. If I didn’t hurry, Zane would look for me and his scary neck vein would poke out again.

      I hurried away as quickly as I could without spreading my dirt throughout Roman’s modern styled, yet antique decorated, home.

      When I reached the guestroom on the second floor, I grabbed a change of clothing and headed to the large shared bathroom to strip off, rinse, and dress again. The process took all of five minutes, and when I was done, I carefully rolled my clothes into a ball to contain the dirt to deal with later.

      I double checked myself in the mirror to make sure my quick rinse got all the smudges, then pulled my brown hair into a ponytail. After placing the wadded-up clothes in my room, I jogged downstairs, grabbed my shoes from the porch, and banged them together to get as much dirt off them as I could. When they were as good as they were going to get, I slid them on and was just about to head back to town when Roman blurred to a stop next to me.

      When he came into focus, I could tell there was something wrong.

      “Is Maurice okay?”

      Roman shook his head. “No. He’s dead.”

      “What? How?”

      “I think someone staked him.” His hand trembled as he pressed it to his stomach. “I feel a little sick. I haven’t seen a staking since . . . I don’t remember.”

      Never had I seen Roman visibly shaken before.

      “I’ll call Zane.” Taking out my phone, I pressed his contact.

      “I heard about Delfina,” Zane said when he answered. “I’ll take care of her. When will you get here?”

      “Actually, there’s another situation.”

      Zane sighed. “Did you trip over a gnome again?”

      “No. I saw Bluebell before Delfina ran me over.”

      “Did you flatten a fairy in mid-flight with your face?”

      “I was a hero then. The fairy had stolen a sack of money.”

      “And levelled your nose with his haul.”

      “Zane, instead of guessing all the ways I could have injured myself or others, which could take more time than I care to admit, let me tell you why I called. There’s a situation in the shire. Roman checked on Maurice and found him dead.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “Roman’s house.”

      “I’ll be there with a team in a minute. Don’t go inside Maurice’s house.”

      Since I didn’t want to see a dead person, I agreed, and Zane disconnected.

      When I had applied for the job with the Forgotten Falls Police Department, it was to be a tracker. With my wind magic, I could find people with relative ease. But since I joined the police, tracking has led me to dead people. I could do without any more deaths.

      “He’s on his way,” I said. “Do you know who’d want to kill Maurice?”

      Roman ran a hand through his dark brown hair and blew out a breath. “Plenty of people were upset by his cuckoo-clock collection.”

      “But to kill?”

      Roman shrugged. “I really don’t know. If you listen long enough to something annoying, people can snap. And all the clocks are quiet now.”

      Before I could ask more, Zane, Sin, Angel, and Thyrius arrived at a full run, which wasn’t as fast as a vampire, but a few times faster than an Olympic runner. They all wore the signature blue police shirts with the Forgotten Falls logo embroidered on it.

      “I smell sulfur,” Thyrius said.

      Roman nodded. “All that’s left of Maurice is ash. I didn’t touch anything inside of his house. Just opened the door, saw his ashes in the living room, and backed out.”

      “Let’s look,” Zane said to his team. “Roman, you come too. I’ll have more questions for you once I see the scene. Wren, I might need you to track.”

      In the northern part of the shire sat a house similar to the other Victorian homes. However, there was a significant difference with the roof. It had been custom built to resemble a traditional cuckoo clock. A large door positioned in the middle looked like it would open at any minute. Yet, it didn’t. Not even the clock below it ticked.

      “Is it unlocked?” Zane asked Roman when we stepped up on the porch.

      “Yes. It was unlocked when I got here, and I didn’t lock it when I left.”

      Zane stood still for a moment before opening the door, possibly tapping into his wolfy senses. When he finally opened the door, the officers tucked their noses inside their shirts.

      “Is it that bad?” I asked. A slight sulfuric scent wafted out that wasn’t pleasant, but it wasn’t horrible.

      “Sensitive noses,” Angel said. He and his twin brother shared a commiserating look.

      When we filed into the house, I gasped and stared wide-eyed at the clocks that filled every inch of wall space from floor to ceiling. “He has to have a hundred clocks in the entryway alone.”

      “He has thousands here,” Roman said. “When I said he was an annoying neighbor, I meant it.”

      I couldn’t imagine living in a house with so many clocks. The ticking alone would drive me batty.

      Beyond the clocks, the house was furnished from a bygone era where fainting couches were still a thing. Even though it looked cluttered, old, and had a sulfuric smell, it looked like Maurice kept it reasonably tidy.

      “He’s over there.” Roman pointed to a stiff back chair with leather padding on the seat and the back.

      There was no body, just ash on the seat and on the floor in front of the chair. A stake jutted out the back of the chair and was about chest height.

      As far as evidence went, that was significant.

      “Do vampires turn to ash when staked?” I asked.

      “Depends on how old the vampire is,” Roman said. “A newly turned vampire wouldn’t. His body would remain the same. But when you get to be as old as Maurice, the only thing holding your body together is vital blood and vampirism.”

      Zane walked over to the chair and peered at the stake. “The sulfur is masking other scents. I can’t detect who has been here.”

      Zane looked at Roman. “Why did you come here?”

      “Elwood asked if I could check on Maurice. He hadn’t heard the clocks.”

      “Did he say anything else?”

      “That he’s happy his headache finally went away.”

      “We’ll need to talk to him,” Zane said just before there was a clattering at the door. A figure appeared wearing multiple coats, hats, goggles, and all sorts of outerwear to keep the sun off him. Even so, a bit of smoke rose from the fabric.

      After patting himself, the figure stripped off the extra clothes that kept his identity hidden. But I knew who it was, and so did everyone else, judging from their exasperated expressions.

      Elwood was a playful, yet eccentric vampire, who dressed in whatever suited his mood. Today he wore pink leggings with a black miniskirt and a faded T-shirt that had an old metal rock band on it. He styled his honey blonde hair in pigtails and dyed the ends pink to match his leggings. His mischievous hazel eyes zeroed on the wolves as he pursed his black painted lips.

      Waggling his fingers at them, he said, “Hi, daddies.”

      Five sets of groans sounded at the same time, but I chuckled. This case might not be so dreary, after all.
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      “Elwood—” Zane started as Elwood made a beeline over to him.

      “It’s Wood,” Elwood interrupted Zane. “Just wood for you, daddy.”

      I muffled a laugh when Zane’s ears turn pink, as they always did when someone flirted with him, which happened more often than not. Even though Zane was stoic and gruff, he was definitely handsome. Handsome enough to have his own group of adoring fans who tracked his every move. They aptly named themselves Zane’s Watch Club.

      “Elwood,” Zane continued, “when did you notice the clocks were silent?”

      “Definitely this morning.” He twisted his mouth to think. “I was about to go to bed, and I didn’t have to grab my noise cancelling headphones, which was odd. So, I listened for the clocks. When I didn’t hear anything, I called Roman. But I know for sure the clocks were running when I woke up at twilight last night.”

      “So it might have happened sometime last night,” I said. “Where were you last night?”

      “A guy doesn’t like to kiss and tell,” Elwood said, batting his thick lashes at Zane.

      “He has a nighttime custodial job at the hospital,” Roman said.

      “Way to give away my secret.” Elwood pouted.

      “Why is it a secret?” I asked.

      “Because this is an effortless look.” Elwood gestured to himself. “But not if I have to scrub bedpans to pay for it. Just forget you heard anything.”

      “Forgotten,” I said.

      “What time did you leave for work last night?” Zane asked.

      “It’s summer, so sadly, I leave later than winter hours. Cuts into my wardrobe budget.” He twirled one of his pigtails around his finger. “But around ten? They don’t really care when I get there as long as I get the job done.”

      “And what time did you leave work?” Zane asked.

      “About four. Didn’t go home right away. Had to stop and flirt with Roman at the shop for a bit. Then went to Fang’s Fudge Shoppe because I was dying for a little something.” Elwood playfully winked at me. “I’ll give you a guess, and it’s not his confectionary I was after.”

      “Elwood,” Zane warned with a barely contained groan.

      “Don’t worry, daddy. You’re still my favorite. I’m a member of the Zane Watch Club, but I never get to take part. Oh, except now.” He whipped out his phone and took a selfie with Zane before anyone could register it had happened. “Done.” He was about to send a message when Zane confiscated his phone.

      “This is a crime scene. I don’t want pictures or anyone else here. And I’ll need you to come down for questioning.”

      Elwood eyed him. “Questioning or interrogation? I could get behind the interrogation if you handcuff me.”

      With one look from Zane at Angel and Sin, they quickly wrapped Elwood in his extra clothing and hauled him out the door.

      “Hurry!” I called after them, even though at their speed, they were probably already halfway to the station. Elwood could only go short distances even while covered. I didn’t want him to turn to ash as well.

      “You don’t really think it’s Elwood, do you?” Roman asked Zane.

      “I’ll know when I question him. And you.” Zane looked pointedly at Roman.

      Roman smirked. “While I always love our little chats, I’m already booked for today.”

      Zane crossed his arms, muscles straining the seams of his police shirt, and narrowed his blue eyes at Roman. “It’s cute you think you have a choice.”

      While they continued their nearly daily squabble, I stepped over to the chair and peered at the stake. It wasn’t a properly whittled stake, but a piece broken from something. Perhaps a leg from a chair or table. Nothing solid or heavy. Spindlier.

      I glanced around the room to see if I could find something broken, but if it came from furniture in this house, it wasn’t in this room. I wanted to check the rest of the house, but I wouldn’t until Zane gave the go ahead.

      Glancing at the nearest wall, I scanned the clocks that ranged from simple traditional wooden ones to elaborate and colorful ones. Some clocks were modern, and I suspected they had multiple moving parts; others were cartoon and cult classic movie themed.

      I looked closer at one that resembled a haunted house and found it had wound itself down. No one had stopped it.

      Checking the others, I found they were the same.

      So, someone killed Maurice and left the clocks still running. But if the killer murdered Maurice because of the noise, why didn’t they stop the clocks?

      “You look like you’ve thought of something,” Thyrius said, stepping over.

      Zane and Roman had stopped their squabbling at some point and were looking at me.

      “If this murder was because of the noise, why didn’t they stop the clocks? The clocks I’ve looked at had wound down on their own. If I was so angry about the noise that I would kill someone, I’d have at least smashed some clocks in my rage.”

      Roman nodded. “She has a point. None of the clocks look like they have been touched. Everything is in place, and Maurice had been sitting. There’s nothing to indicate a fight.”

      “And the door doesn’t look tampered with,” I said. “It must be someone Maurice was comfortable enough with to let in his home.”

      “I wish we could smell more than sulfur,” Thyrius said. “If the murder happened last night, the scent would be strong, but the sulfur is overpowering everything else.”

      “Unless someone neutralized the scent,” Roman said.

      “A wind witch can neutralize scents,” Zane added. “Which means the sulfur odor would be gone as well.”

      “Really?” I asked in barely veiled excitement. Neutralizing smells could be considered an unusual power, which means it might not have been taken away from me by my parents.

      It had been only recently that I’d learned my parents used “therapy” on me to rid me of magic. Basic wind spells were removed, leaving me with unusual powers they either hadn’t known about or ran out of time to remove before the ban.

      Right now, I could track people and objects, and I could create monstrous hurricanes. What if I could neutralize scents, too?

      I’d have to ask Niles when I saw him. If I ever saw him.

      “What would you like me to do?” I asked Zane, knowing he wouldn’t put my sleuthing skills to use. He’d already told me several times he hadn’t hired me as a detective. He hired me as a tracker and had reprimanded me on more than one occasion, and if I wanted to keep my job, I needed to follow orders. His words, not mine.

      Zane glanced around the room, his eyes narrowing on the makeshift stake. “Looks like that was broken off a chair or table. Find the piece of furniture.” Before I could take one step, he said in a way that a long-suffering parent says to their troublesome child, “Do I need to remind you?”

      “Only find the object. No investigating. Don’t go into the shire.” I smiled. “Except I’m already in the shire.”

      “Don’t go into vampires’ homes other than this one,” he added. “It’s daylight, so you should be relatively safe. But if you see a wind witch here, I want to know right away. Do not engage.”

      I nodded quickly.

      “Roman, come to the station,” Zane said.

      “I should stay here with Wren.”

      Zane narrowed his eyes at Roman. “Right now, you’re a suspect. Do you want to do this the easy way or the hard way?”

      Roman smirked. “If Elwood was here, he’d choose⁠—”

      Zane pushed him from the room.

      “I’ll see you later, Wren,” Roman called over his shoulder as he laughed and submitted to the manhandling to get him out the door.

      Thyrius glanced at me before following them. “I don’t like leaving you here on your own.”

      “Why? Think I’ll get into trouble?”

      He shook his head. “I think trouble finds you.”

      “I’ll be fine. All I’m going to do is find a piece of furniture. Once I track it down, I’ll call the station and report in. It’ll be easy.”

      When he didn’t budge, I said, “I promise not to touch anything or go into any other houses. You’re getting as bad as Zane.”

      Thyrius sighed. “Fine. I’ll leave. But I’ll send a team to bag Maurice and check for additional clues.”

      “Got it. Leave the door open on your way out.” Since there were no windows in vampires’ homes, I’d have to gather the wind through the door.

      Once he was gone, I gently touched one fingertip to the edge of the stake. While I preferred to hold the object, I wasn’t about to get my scent all over it. Even though the Forgotten Falls police didn’t normally do the whole forensic thing like most police stations around the world, they used their noses and other senses, which was why the Forgotten Falls Police Department was staffed by wolves. And now me. Not a wolf, but a witch with only one useful skill.

      Calling to the wind, I said, “Find the object this belongs to.”

      The wind whipped inside, fluttering around the clocks and zipping around the stake. It was only then I realized my mistake.

      As it stirred Maurice’s ashes into a funnel, I shouted, “Stop!”

      The wind ceased, and the ash fell to the ground and on my shoes.

      I cringed as I shook him off. “Sorry, Maurice. I did not think this through.”

      My shoes were now both caked with mud from Delfina and coated with Maurice. Lovely.

      Not wanting to drag him all over the house. I slipped off my shoes and dropped them outside.

      “Let’s try again,” I said to the wind. “I want to find the object, but without scattering Maurice.”

      I wasn’t sure if the wind could understand. So much was still unknown about my magic. But the Friendly Wind Witch book said to make friends with the wind. If I could make friends with it, it might be intuitive enough to understand my needs.  

      “Let’s try again out here. Find the object the stake belongs to without disturbing Maurice. Please.”

      The wind stirred around me, this time a little slower and less forceful.

      For most people, the wind was invisible. The only way to “see it” was if it kicked up leaves and debris. But for me, I saw a clear path as if it had been made of something beyond just air.

      The wind shot up the tight staircase. I followed it to find not only were there clocks on either side of the wall, but at least one sat on each step. I carefully navigated around them and reached the second-floor landing, which had more clocks in the large square space. Four doors stood ajar. One on each side of the landing.

      The wind had dwindled a bit, but I could see it trailing to the door on the right.

      Since I was curious about the other rooms as well, I started from the left. I pushed the door open and saw the first room filled with clocks. Rows of partition walls had been added to hang more clocks. The next room was the bathroom and had clocks on the walls, on the back of the toilet, along the counter, and even where the mirror was supposed to be.

      The third room was a workshop. Filled with more clocks, of course. However, some were in various stages of being repaired. On the worn desk sat tools, springs, gears, and tiny wooden birds.

      The fourth room was his bedroom. Once again, and not a surprise, there were more clocks. I stepped inside the musty smelling room.

      A bed that had all the grandeur in its stateliness but none in its size, sat on the far side of the room. The stake hadn’t come from it, but it didn’t stop me from inspecting the bed. Why was it so short? I vaguely recalled a history lesson about an era when people used to sleep sitting up. Perhaps it was a bed from that time.

      The rest of the room was of a similar old style. Even though this was his bedroom, I didn’t think he slept here, given that a layer of dust covered his bedspread.

      What concerned me most was that no furniture in here had the spindly design like the stake. No furniture was broken. Why did the wind lead me here?

      Calling on the wind, I asked for its help again. The wind rushed up the stairs and gusted into the bedroom, rattling the closet door.

      I opened it to find a broken chair that was missing a leg.

      Carefully pulling it out of the closet, I placed it on the floor.

      Taking a picture, I sent it to Zane with a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        The stake came from this chair. I found it in the bedroom closet. Judging from the dust in this room, Maurice didn’t use the room to sleep even though it’s the only room with a bed.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Good job. Return to the station.

      

      

      

      

      

      On my way out, I took one last look at every room, trying to see if a clue popped out at me. But with so many clocks, my eyes had a hard time taking everything in. It was overwhelming.

      Giving up, I made my way outside, closed the door behind me, and tugged on my shoes. Unfortunately, Maurice still clung to them.

      Before I returned to the station, I called to the wind one more time. It would be a secret between me and the wind. No one else had to know, including Zane.

      “Find the person who murdered Maurice.”

      “Maurice is dead!?” I heard a woman’s oddly high soprano voice shout from what sounded like a speaker.

      I silently groaned, knowing the Forgotten Falls gossip train was about to take off and I was responsible for it.

      Zane would not be happy.
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      “Hello?” I asked, wondering which direction the voice came from.

      “Over here,” the woman said.

      There was one home to the right of Maurice’s and one across the road.

      “Over here,” she said again when I faced the wrong way.

      A two-story house painted canary yellow with white trim sat directly across from Maurice’s home. A prime spot to see people coming and going.

      If she was a nosey neighbor, perhaps she had seen something.

      “Hi, I’m Wren Whisper,” I said, speaking to the home since I couldn’t see the camera amongst the many hanging flower baskets on the porch. “Who are you?”

      “Lavinia LeMonte. Did I hear you correctly? Someone killed Maurice?”

      Zane would not like this getting out. He’d be furious the murder case became gossip before he could investigate.

      But I couldn’t back pedal either. She had already heard me.

      “You asked the wind to find Maurice’s murderer,” she continued.

      “Can you turn your speaker down?” I asked, knowing the entire vampire population could probably hear her with their amazing hearing.

      “I don’t know how. But if you want to talk inside, my door is open.”

      “No. I need to keep working.”

      There was no way I’d step foot in an unknown vampire’s house. And if she couldn’t turn down the volume on her speaker, I didn’t want to question her either. “If you’ve seen anything, just call the station. Have a great day . . . sleep . . . night?”

      How did one wish a vampire a good day when it was their bedtime, yet not night?

      As soon as I took a step away, her voice boomed again, “Wait!”

      I sighed and waited.

      “Is that why his clocks are silent? Will I never have to hear those dreadful things again?”

      “I’m not sure. Once the investigation is closed, the chief will make a statement.”

      She snorted. “A statement during the day when I can’t be there. This is a shire matter. We should know what’s going on.”

      “I will relay your concerns to him.”

      “Witches promise many things but are quick to change their minds when it becomes inconvenient.”

      “If it makes you feel better, I’m barely a witch. And it’s only relaying a message, so I doubt it will be inconvenient. My desk is literally next to Zane’s office.”

      “Oh. You’re the witch people are talking about. Come closer to the camera near the door so I can see you properly.”

      Even though I wanted to be done with this conversation, it was a reasonable request. She could not come outside and see me for herself.

      Stepping as close to her porch as I could while remaining in the sunlight, I searched for the camera.

      “Oh, there you are,” she said. “So lovely to meet you.”

      “Uh. You as well. I better get back to work.”

      “Wait! Why don’t you come inside for a chat?”

      “I’m on duty right now. Maybe I can stop over with Roman later. Sleep well.” I took off down the road to distance myself.

      When I was far enough away that I didn’t think she or anyone else would hear me, I called to the wind again. “Find Maurice’s killer.”

      The wind stirred around me, but it died within moments.

      “Find Maurice’s killer.”

      Again, the wind stirred and died.

      I frowned, wondering if I was too far away from the murder weapon. Or maybe it was because I was looking for an unknown person, so the wind didn’t know where to go. And if the killer had left Forgotten Falls, my wind magic would not be strong enough to reach them.

      If the latter was the case, I needed a head count of Forgotten Falls citizens to see who was missing.

      Returning to the station, I walked along the path that led into town. It only took me a few minutes before I opened the door and stepped inside.

      “Hello,” I said to Ranulf. He manned the front desk during the day shift and was nearing retirement age.

      Ranulf smiled at me. “Heard you had an interesting morn⁠—”

      “But I said I want the handcuffs!” Elwood complained from somewhere in the station.

      I grinned. “Sounds like you’re having an interesting morning as well.”

      “It’s always interesting around here. You know that.” He paused and sniffed. “What do you have on you? You smell . . . like . . .” He stopped as if he wasn’t sure he should say.

      “Dirt and Maurice,” I filled in with a wince.

      “Yep. That would be what I smell.”

      “I had a bit of a snafu with the wind and ashes. Should I leave my shoes outside?”

      “That might be best.”

      I backed out, kicked my shoes off to the side, and returned. “Better?”

      Ranulf nodded. “Chief is in his office if you need him.”

      Saying thanks, I headed past Ranulf and through the large desk pit that currently only had two officers working. I knocked on Zane’s open door.

      “Come in,” he said as he looked up from his computer. “I heard you talking to Ranulf. How much of the ashes scattered?”

      I stepped inside and closed the door. The wolves in the pit could still hear us, but hopefully, it would muffle some of the sound. Not that what I was saying was top secret, but it was more for their benefit. I couldn’t imagine having to hear so much daily.

      “Sorry about the ashes,” I said as I sat in the guest chair across from Zane. “But it’s not bad. I mostly got ashes on my shoes. The rest scattered near the chair.”

      Zane nodded. “I’ll make sure it gets bagged soon. Did you see anything unusual while you were there?”

      “Other than the massive number of clocks, not much. His home is overwhelming. But I need to tell you one thing. Please don’t be mad.”

      He groaned and glanced at the ceiling before nailing me with his cool blue gaze. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing much. I just thought since I was looking for things, I could do a wind search to find the killer.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Did I ask you to?”

      “No, but I was already there. And I would have only followed the wind to a house or whatever. I wouldn’t have gone inside or anything.”

      “I feel like a but is coming.”

      “Well, yes. When I asked the wind to find Maurice’s killer, Lavinia LeMonte heard me.”

      Zane groaned again and ran his hand through his sandy blonde hair. “How much did you tell her?”

      “Nothing. I swear. I got out of there as fast as I could and told her to contact the station if she needed anything.”

      “All right. I’ll deal with her. Since you used the wind, did it find anything?”

      “No. The wind died immediately. It’s possible the killer might have left Forgotten Falls. You might want to do a head count and see who’s not here.”

      Zane scrubbed a hand along his stubbly jaw again before slowly nodding. “Might work. I’ll get a team on that.”

      “What should I do in the meantime?”

      “Go home and change. You still smell like ash.”

      “Then what?”

      “If I need you, I’ll call. Until then, focus on your grandma. No investigating. Promise me.”

      I frowned but nodded. “I promise.”

      He paused, eyeing me. “Full sentence. What do you promise?”

      “I promise not to investigate Maurice’s murder.”

      Zane stared hard at me as if sealing the deal with his laser eye focus.

      “You can go,” he said.

      “What about Elwood? Is he still needed for questioning?”

      “We’re done with him for now. He’s in the holding cell, away from windows in the meantime.”

      “He seems to be having fun,” I said.

      “I’d like to toss him out, but I don’t want to kill him, either. I fear we might have pushed him to his limits getting him here. Thankfully, he recovered quickly. We’ll suffer through until twilight when he can go back outside.”

      The office door swung opened and Roman smiled at us from the doorway. “I can give him a drop of golden blood if you want him out of here sooner.”

      “The door was closed for a reason,” Zane said. “Learn to knock.”

      Roman knocked on the open door.

      “Before you open it,” Zane clarified. Though he sounded calm, I could see his neck vein pop a bit.

      “So, golden blood, or would you like to keep him? I rarely share, as you know, but I’m willing to make an exception just this once.”

      “What will it cost me?”

      Roman smiled again. “A favor to be granted later.”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t trust any favor you’d ask, and I don’t want to owe you anything.”

      Roman rolled his eyes and shrugged. “Then he can stay. But I wouldn’t ask for anything you couldn’t give me. And if I do, you can say no, and I’ll save the favor for another time.”
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