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[image: ]




Welcome to Cauldron Falls

––––––––
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Monday Afternoon

Peter Drake slowed as he came to the end of the highway exit ramp. The roadside signs read, ‘Welcome to Cauldron-Sylvan County’ and ‘Cauldron Falls-35 Miles’. He picked up speed as he turned onto the two-lane road. The dashboard navigation showed similar roads. Rural spaces. Farmland and woods until he reached Cauldron Falls, nestled close to Sylvan Mountain. 

Peter opened the driver and passenger windows. Air rushed into the car, washing over him, blowing any remaining large city smells off him. He inhaled deeply. Scents rushed up his nostrils. Wet earth. Crumbling fallen leaves. Clean air. No lingering car fumes or heavy pollution. He could easily make out the peak of Sylvan Mountain and the rest of the mountains surrounding Cauldron Falls' sister city, Sylvan Valley. 

Moving cross country hadn’t turned out as simple as he planned. Starting over meant change. Change that ignited other changes. Figuring out priorities, making decisions, crossing things off to-do lists and surprises. MacGruder’s restaurant had become available during one of his visits.  Buying the restaurant and continuing the remodeling, the prior owner had started placed more surprises and items on his Cauldron Falls to-do list. 

He’d had enough additional surprises. Four-hour flight. Three-hour drive. The final stretch was thirty more minutes of driving. Thirty more minutes until he reached his new home. The movers were due Friday, midday. The builder’s final walk-through video showed off light-colored walls, hardwood floors, dusty blue carpeted bedrooms, and walk-in closets. The master bath and hall bath mirrored the color scheme throughout the rest of the house. A peaceful, outdoorsy feeling drawing the occupants in. Inviting them to relax in the ambiance called home. Home to a shapeshifter who spent too many years in California moving up and down the coast as his job and company necessitated. 

His cell phone rang as he slowed for a stop light. Caller ID displayed his cousin Carlos’s phone number. Peter closed the windows and tapped the talk button. “Hey, Carlos.”

“About time you answered.” 

“You could’ve left a message. I checked voice mail before I left the airport and the car dealership.”

Carlos’s chuckle boomed out of the speaker. “Teasing cousin. Glad you’re on your way.”

“Almost there. On Route Forty-Three. Not much traffic. You at your place or the house?”

“Ingrid is making up a shopping list. We set up some extra furniture we had at your place.” Carlos’s wife spoke in the background. “You going to the house or coming here? I’m heading to the market and running errands.”

“There for now. We can check out the house tomorrow. Ask Ingrid if mutton stew makings are on the list.” 

Carlos’s voice muffled. Peter made out a word or two. No hot sauce or cabbage. Baked from scratch yeast rolls and homemade ice cream. Ingrid enjoyed cooking and preparing family meals. 

“Okay, mutton stew ingredients are on the list. You’re in luck on the rolls and ice cream.”

“Caught that part of the conversation. Just passed a sign saying Cauldron Falls twenty-five miles.”

“See you in twenty to thirty minutes. Ingrid says we gotta help unload the car when she gets back.”

Peter chuckled. “Pitching in gets the stew cooking that much faster. See you soon.”

Peter ended the call, reopened the windows and tuned in the local yatch rock music station. Oldies and soft rock flowed out of the speakers.

Inheriting the last unclaimed acre of his great-grandfather’s original farmland presented the chance he’d been looking for. Build his own place. A place he could call home. Home that met his needs. His wants and desires. Enough wooded area surrounded the perimeter boundaries. He wasn’t worried about his neighbors seeing him returning from full moon shifting. Almost getting caught streaking through part of a couple of San Diego and Los Angeles parks after the moon set was something he wasn’t about to repeat. City-dwelling shapeshifting packs were officially on their own. His resignation caught the Southern California chapter of the Supernatural, Humans and Magics Council off guard. National organization hounded him for three months about his decision. SH&M could do their spying and investigating on their own. It was time the Great Reveal by-laws were updated. Council business, not his.

Few knew all his reasons for leaving California. Starting over and changing how he approached life. Too many years hiding his true nature. Too many moments when attraction felt right and revealing his duality failed. Women who seemed like a good fit. Attraction and chemistry were there. Fleeting more than a steadfast pulsation. 

Peter let out a deep sigh. He was rural and there was no way around it. Moonlight and full moons drew him. Brought him comfort and peace. Peace of mind and tranquility deep inside for both him and his wolf. He glanced in the rearview mirror. No one behind him. Side mirrors confirmed the same. 

Peter opened the sunroof, tossed back his head and let go a long, low howl. The first in two months. Praise Lupa, he could morph at will. The one genetic trait he thanked his Brindle Wolf relatives and heritage for. It felt good to let his inner angst and frustrations out. He howled a bit louder and longer. Keeping his growing ire intact had taken both him and his wolf watching, waiting, and watching more. 

Carlos’s invitation to stay with Ingrid and him until the house was finished and the movers unpacked their truck moved up his leaving by two weeks. A week closing on the sale of his Los Angeles home and prepping travel plans. Early Midwest fall weather had delayed his car delivery. He’d spent three days visiting with his sister and niece until his car arrived at the dealership this morning. Catching up with his one close sibling empowered him. Empowered him in ways he’d forgotten. Blood family and family of choice. His family of choice helped him pack, sort through things and wished him well in the next phase of his life journey. A few accepted invitations for the human holiday celebrations, Thanksgiving and Christmas. Halloween was for his supernatural blood family and the few magics and human friends he’d made on his trips to get his starting over conceptualized, started, and now in the home stretch.

Peter grinned as he passed the next road sign. Cauldron Falls fifteen miles. He glanced at the speedometer. Sixty-five in a forty-five-speed limit zone. Good thing this stretch of roads wasn’t heavily patrolled. He didn’t need a ticket or two. Explaining those to either of his two law enforcement cousins, Sheriff Dakota Knox or Deputy Police Chief Logan Jones, wasn’t something he planned on starting out his new life with.
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Carlos popped Ingrid’s car trunk open. Inside were two boxes from the butcher shop. Four bags from the farmer’s market and six cartons from the main market in town. Where was Peter?

“There’s more in the backseat.” Ingrid grabbed two bags out of the passenger front seat. 

“Please tell me you didn’t blow budget.” Carlos opened the driver’s side backdoor. 

“Marjorie asked me to pick up a few things for the Sadie Hawkins event. I’m helping her and Agatha with the event. MacGruder’s is hosting this time. Blue Moon Sadie Hawkins.”

“Did you mention this to Peter? Let him know?” Carlos grabbed four of the bags filling the remainder of the backseat. 

“Might have. You and he were busy running out to the house. Off to the bank. A couple of trips to Sylvan Valley. Whirlwind visits.” Ingrid set her two bags on the kitchen table. “You didn’t tell me Peter bought MacGruder’s until after he headed back to Los Angeles.”

Carlos placed his bags on the kitchen counter. He turned and leaned against the counter. “You didn’t tell him the last time you talked?”

“The last time we talked, Carlos Gabriel Ramirez, was when Peter and I hugged goodbye his last visit.” Ingrid closed the space between her and Carlos until they stood toe to toe. She jabbed her finger in his stomach. “You might have told him yourself.”

“Ingrid, I didn’t know until you just told me.” Carlos clenched Ingrid’s hand. “You can stop poking me.”

“Maybe another poke or two will remind you.” Ingrid yanked her hand free. “Siobhan Jones is redoing Sadie’s. Maxon’s is closed until Carla, Kirk, and Daniel are back from their honeymoon. That leaves MacGruder’s.”

Carlos scooted by Ingrid. “Okay, I screwed up. I’ll let Peter know when he gets here.”

“Let me know what?” Peter asked, entering the kitchen. 

“Deities on high, you know better than sneaking up on people.” Carlos turned around, both hands fisted.

Peter stepped back. “I’m not sneaking. Door’s open and I got stuff from out of Ingrid’s car. Supposed to be helping unload.”

“Yes, he is.” Ingrid stepped between Carlos and Peter. “Come on, Peter. I can use your help with the heavier stuff.”

Carlos lowered his fists, shook his head and followed Ingrid and Peter out the door.

###

[image: ]


Ten minutes later and several trips back and forth from the car to the house, Peter slammed Ingrid’s car trunk shut. Carlos stood adjacent to the car, holding the last of the bags from out of the backseat. Peter stacked the last two cartons on top of each other and picked them up. “Now, what is it you keep putting off telling me?”

Carlos handed Ingrid the bags he held as he reached the backdoor. “Sit down and I’ll explain.” 

“Put the cartons next to the chest freezer. I’ll unpack them in a moment.” Ingrid set the bags in the kitchen sink. “There’s fresh coffee and Grandma Patrice’s peachy jam muffins on the table.”

Peter set the cartons next to the freezer and walked to the table where Carlos sat pouring coffee into three mugs. “I hope that’s decaf. I need to sleep tonight.”

Carlos pushed the plate of muffins across the table to Peter. “I drink only decaf. I sleep at night. Only all-nighters are full moon and even then, I’m probably in bed before the moon sets.”

Peter saluted Carlos with his mug and sipped his coffee. “Sleep is wonderful when you get eight hours REM filled with delicious dreams. Like—well, maybe I best not do full disclosure.”

“Peter Griffin Drake TMI!” Ingrid called out. “TMI!”

Carlos set his mug down and burst out laughing. “Got ya, cuz.”

Peter glanced at Ingrid, who held up five fingers and went back to emptying the cartons.

“Now I want to know what either of you ain’t fessing up to.” Peter pushed the plate of muffins back to the middle of the table. 

Carlos leaned back in his chair, grinning. “Shortlist. MacGruder’s is yours. Sale closed and settled last week. Blue moon happening next Saturday and...” Carlos paused.

Ingrid sat in the chair opposite Peter and Carlos. “Drama is useless. Tell Peter what he’s walking into.”

“Walking into?” Peter gawked at Carlos, then Ingrid.

“Yeah,” Ingrid began, reaching for a muffin. “You’re hosting the Blue Moon Halloween Sadie Hawkins event.”

“Sadie Hawkins?” Peter broke a muffin in half and took a bite. He sipped his coffee and swallowed. 

“Sadie Hawkins is ladies' choice full moon event.” Ingrid set her mug on the table. “Early on, both Cauldron Falls and Sylvan Valley folks didn’t mix much. Sylvan MacKenzie and Hendrik Cauldron's wives planned and hosted the first intertown event first full moon of the year.”

“Let the women choose who they were interested in. Some of the men got to choose if there were unpaired folks by the end of the event.” Carlos laid his hand on Ingrid’s. “Met Ingrid that way.”

“Matchmakers got involved as population grew, more folks settled in each town, and some humans joined us.” Ingrid leaned over and kissed Carlos’s cheek.

“Sounds like fun.” Peter set his empty mug on the table. 

“Magic is always present. Supernaturals and magics energies mix. Auras ignite, love magic sparks, and matches happen.” Ingrid gathered the mugs and placed them in the sink. “Humans give off their own magic in their auras.” 

“How involved do I have to be?” Peter pushed back from the table.

“Be present, make rounds, host, and feed those that show up.” Carlos put the remaining muffins in the refrigerator. “Ingrid, RSVPs are required, right?”

“Yes. Helps with food count. Crowd control and the matchmakers. They record every match.” Ingrid tossed diced carrots, celery, and onion in the double-handled pot on the stove. She added salt and pepper as she continued speaking. “Most are thirty-day trials. Some are renewals.” 

“I’ll be back in a moment. Need to get my suitcase and backpack out of the car.” Peter opened the backdoor and turned back. “Trials? Renewals?

Carlos grinned. “Sure, try each other out. Date, get acquainted and if it works, renew at the next full moon.”

“Carlos, that’s current vernacular.” Ingrid shook her head. “Matchmaking based on courting and sparking. Approval is the couple’s choice and matchmaker recorded.”

“I’ll ask my questions when I get back.” Peter closed the door behind him. What had he walked into? Happened upon? Gracious Lupa, how much didn’t he know? How much did he know? 

Peter set his suitcase and backpack on the hood of his car. He slowly inhaled and exhaled. Five-star world-class chefs didn’t panic. Didn’t lose their cool. They handled things. How for the love of Lupa and the One, did he handle this? Get a crash course on Sadie Hawkins events Cauldron Falls style? Oh blast, did Sylvan Valley do theirs differently? Crowd control? Mixed crowd from Cauldron Falls and Sylvan Valley or Cauldron Falls only? Peter let out a yip, low-volume growl, and bark. “I know wolf. More frustrations and surprises. Don’t worry, friend. We’ll do it. Make it happen just like we always do.”

Peter picked up his suitcase, slung his backpack over one shoulder, and trotted into the house. Time for Q&A had come. He hoped quizzing Carlos and Ingrid revealed lots of answers. Not lots more questions.

###
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Carlos took Peter’s suitcase and backpack. “Ingrid needs your help with the mutton stew. It’s your recipe.”

Peter nodded. “One of the first I concocted on my own.”

“Do you brown the mutton before cutting it into chunks or chunk it first?” Ingrid waved her meat cleaver in front of her. 

Peter deftly moved to the side and clasped Ingrid’s arm. “ Rub seasoning on the mutton. Chunk it next. Brown in the vegetable juice bits and scrapings. Add a bit of water and either beer or wine. Cook for five minutes. Then add the diced potatoes and tomato paste.”

“Basic vegetable soup stock base.” Ingrid handed Peter the meat cleaver. “You chunk the meat. I already rubbed it down with garlic powder, thyme, basil, and nutmeg.”

“Good. You want to add a half teaspoon of sugar after you add the tomato paste. Takes the acid out of it plus sweetens the beer or wine.” Peter chopped the mutton roast in half. Quarters next and smaller chunks last. He added the meat to the pot and stirred. 

Last time he’d made mutton stew was on the night he planned on proposing. The night he thought he and Marcella were going to consummate their engagement and pledge their futures together. Marcella never showed up. Sent him an apology letter and hocked the pearl earrings he’d given her for her birthday. Used the proceeds to pay for her elopement. Then had the audacity to ask him if he’d be the godfather to her baby girl born six months after her elopement. Marcella hadn’t said she was pregnant by someone else when they met. 

Any other relationships after that had smoked and fizzled out after the third or fourth date. Some women wanted the thrill of making it with a supernatural shapeshifter. He almost got hairy and growly to scare one woman off who kept trying to egg him into morphing because that was what all the horror movies she loved showed happened. Now, he was supposed to host a love magic event? How the hell did he get into this mess?

Peter stepped back from the stove. He tossed the meat cleaver in the sink. The thud echoed throughout the kitchen. Carlos trotted into the kitchen. “Everything alright?”

Ingrid nodded. “Yeah, Peter tossed something in the sink.”

“Peter, you okay?” Carlos faced him.

Peter started to shrug. His wolf growled. Peter walked to the sink, rinsed his hands and dried them. “Yeah, doing great. It’s going to take a bit for the broth and meat to cook.”

Ingrid took a bag of yeast rolls out of the freezer and placed them in the refrigerator. “I’ll pop them in the oven about ten minutes before we eat.”

“Should warm them fine.” Peter sat in a chair next to the table. “I’ve got a few questions.”

Carlos placed three wine glasses on the table along with the bottle of wine he uncorked earlier. “Wine?”

“Half glass.” Peter leaned back in the chair. “I bought MacGruder’s knowing the renovations were half done. That was two months ago. Last update I had was three weeks more before inspection was due.”

Ingrid sipped her wine and set the glass down. “Chaos descended.”

“Chaos?” Peter sniffed his wine. Pulled Ingrid’s glass to him and sniffed. They smelled the same. One sip and Ingrid was chaotic? She didn’t appear drunk.

Carlos held up his glass. “A toast to chaos.”

Ingrid touched her glass to Carlos’s and sipped more wine. Peter glanced at Carlos who sipped and set his glass down. Peter repeated his question. “Chaos?”

Ingrid nodded vigorously. “Siobhan Jones closed Sadie’s for minor renovations and updates. Same time Carla Smith closed Maxson’s until she, Kirk Addison, and Daniel McFarmer get back from their honeymoon. That leaves MacGruder’s.”

“Two places under renovation. One temporarily closed. Chaos where to hold the Sadie Hawkins event. Need large enough place with it being a blue moon event for a crowd upwards to possibly seventy-five to a hundred people. Not including staff.” Carlos shrugged as Peter stared at him.

“Seventy-five to a hundred? MacGruder’s max capacity is twenty tables plus the lunch counter.” Peter picked up his wine glass, held it up to the light, sighed, and took two swallows. 

A tart red rose wine slid over his tastebuds and down his gullet. He set his glass down, pushed back from the table and stood. He walked over to the stove, stirred the stew, turned the burner down and paced back to the counter. Leaning against the counter, he continued his train of thought. “How many RSVPs are there?”

Carlos pulled a pad lying in the middle of the table to him. He drew a rectangle center of the sheet of paper. “MacGruder’s prior shape fit the corner lot on Fifth Street. When the downtown regentrification started, the two shops next to it closed. Max MacGruder was in process of buying them.”
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