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        Welcome to Nocturne Falls, the town that celebrates Halloween 365 days a year. The tourists think it's all a show: the vampires, the werewolves, the witches, the occasional gargoyle flying through the sky. But the supernaturals populating the town know better.

      

        

      
        Living in Nocturne Falls means being yourself. Fangs, fur, and all.

      

        

      
        Sunday Wells comes from a long line of powerful witches, but that doesn’t explain why she’s plagued by dark shadows everywhere she looks. It’s not a great way to live, especially for a preschool teacher with young impressionable minds to watch over. Desperate to get control of her questionable powers, she gets help from the only reliable source she can think of. Her very powerful great aunt, Alice Bishop. But what Sunni finds out about herself will change everything.

      

        

      
        Vampire Lorenzo Robillard has dedicated his life to rescuing kidnapped children. It’s dangerous work with high stakes, and Ren ends up with a lot of enemies. Like the European crime boss who’s currently after him. With a target on his back, Ren runs to the safest haven he knows, his distant great aunt, Elenora Ellingham. But his troubles are far from over, and not just because there’s a woman in his aunt’s house he wasn’t counting on.

      

        

      
        Sunny and Ren clash like night and day. They’re so very different. And yet, so much alike. Love isn’t something either of them wanted, but the heart wields a magic neither of them can control… 

         

      

      

    

  


  
    
      "For everyone who wanted more Alice."
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      Lorenzo Ellingham Robillard exhaled as the chartered jet touched down in Montreal. Not home, but closer. The night sky was clear, the twinkling stars promising, but there was still a possibility that another obstacle might appear in his path. Ren couldn’t relax just yet.

      Thankfully, he was now only minutes away from delivering his precious cargo into the hands of the woman who’d hired him.

      Madeline Schuss, currently living under the alias Michelle Chastain, should be waiting for him in the hangar.

      He glanced at his knuckles. The mission had been mostly without incident. Only the faintest traces of the punches he’d thrown remained. Vampires healed quickly, but he hadn’t fed lately, and he was tired. Seventy-two hours without sleep so far.

      “Are we home now?”

      Ren glanced down at the little girl beside him and smiled. “Yes, peanut. We are.”

      “Can I take this hat off now?”

      “Not just yet.” He shook his head. Six-year-old Lizbeth Schuss was wearing a knit cap with blond braids attached to it, her own brown locks tucked up underneath. She’d had it on since he’d located her in Warsaw and taken her into his protective custody. Then the hat had been to disguise her. Now it was a protection against the chance that Wilhem Schuss, Madeline’s ex-husband and Lizbeth’s father, had men looking for them at the airport. “Better leave it on for a few more minutes.”

      “It’s itchy.” She frowned, the disappointment in her eyes surprisingly mature for one of her age.

      He dug a grape sucker out of his pocket and showed it to her, a blatant bribe, but candy rarely failed. “Look what I found. Do you know anyone who might want this?”

      She grinned, showing off her little fangs. “I do!”

      He handed it to her with a wink before looking out the window again. Wilhem Schuss was an old, powerful vampire who ran a good chunk of the paranormal crime syndicate in Europe. He had deep pockets and a vitriolic temper that bordered on manic.

      Ren was a vampire too, but he wasn’t as old or as powerful. Neither were his pockets as deep. But he had some borrowed magic on his side that gave him an edge. That strong magic allowed him to do things other vampires couldn’t, and that helped quite a bit in his work.

      It had even saved his life on several occasions, something for which he’d forever be grateful.

      He glanced down at Lizbeth, his precious cargo, and wondered if being taken by her father would leave any permanent scars on her. He hoped not. He wished her a happy, safe childhood from here on out.

      After her mother, Madeline, had divorced Wilhem and moved to London from their home in Warsaw, Wilhem had apparently been reasonable. They’d shared custody of Lizbeth, sending her back and forth between the two cities without incident.

      Then Wilhem had changed his mind. On Lizbeth’s last visit with him, he’d decided she should stay with him. Permanently. He’d sent word to Madeline that she would no longer be allowed contact with her daughter.

      Two months later, desperate and reeling, Madeline had contacted Ren. How she’d gotten his name was of no concern to him. The most desperate always did. Because recovering children, those with paranormal parentage to be specific, was what he specialized in.

      The plane taxied toward the hangar. Everything looked in order, but he wouldn’t feel any real peace until Madeline and Lizbeth were safely together once again and on their way to their new life.

      He watched the shadows for movement, scanned the surrounding area for suspicious cars or people, anything unusual that might trip his sixth sense. There was nothing.

      Inside the hangar sat a sleek silver SUV, windows tinted dark. Madeline would be inside, waiting. Once she and Lizbeth were reunited, they’d be driving directly to their new home in a town even he didn’t know. He wouldn’t know Lizbeth’s new name, either. It was better that way.

      Although the sun would be up in approximately five hours. There was only so far they could go before they’d be forced to seek shelter.

      As for him, it was time for him to lie low too. If Madeline could find him, so could Wilhem. But Ren wouldn’t stay hidden for too long. There would be new missions. New people who needed him. Parents missing their children. He’d only stay out of sight until things cooled off. How long that would be, he wasn’t sure.

      The plane rolled through the hangar doors. Ground crew immediately began closing the doors to the halfway point. Enough to give some privacy but still let Madeline’s car exit.

      The plane stopped. Within minutes, the hatch was opened, and the pilot gave them the okay to disembark.

      “Stay here for a moment, Lizbeth.” Ren unbuckled his seat belt and got up. From the overhead compartment, he took out his bolt gun, keeping it close by his side.

      He approached the door sideways, keeping the narrowest part of himself toward the opening. He scanned the hangar, including the ground crew.

      All clear.

      The rear passenger door of the SUV opened, and Madeline got out. She looked at him with hope in her eyes. “I wasn’t followed,” she promised.

      He nodded and glanced back at Lizbeth, bolt gun still at his side. “Come on, peanut. There’s someone waiting for you I think you’re going to want to see.”

      Lizbeth released her belt and jumped up, racing toward the door. She paused at the top step, eyes lighting up. “Mama!”

      Lizbeth hurtled down the stairs. Madeline scooped up her daughter, eyes pooling with tears. She hugged her child tight, kissed the top of her head, then quickly ushered her into the safety of the waiting vehicle.

      Madeline exhaled, composing herself as she took a medium-size padded envelope from inside her coat. She held the envelope out to Ren. “Thank you.”

      He took the envelope. It felt like more than cash, but he’d examine it later. “You’re welcome. Go now.”

      She nodded and got back into the SUV. It took off as soon as the door closed. He rolled his shoulders, watching the vehicle until the taillights faded. Then watched another few minutes just to be sure no one followed them.

      Finally, he went back onto the plane. He disassembled the bolt gun, tucked it away in his bag, then slipped out of the hangar to walk to the rental car counters. In his head-to-toe black tactical gear, he disappeared into the shadows. Quite a distance from where he was, but a good way to make sure he wasn’t being followed either.

      At the counter, he secured a car from a bleary-eyed clerk drinking coffee. This would be the last time he’d use the alias Peter Morgan. He put down Peter’s ID, paid cash, signed the paperwork, and took the keys.

      He’d gotten a Camaro, a fast car that would make the five-hour trip to Rochester a little faster. He nodded at the car when he saw it. Black paint, tinted windows. It would do nicely.

      He settled in, locking the doors, then drove through the lot slowly, always watching. The place was empty. No other people. No other cars moved.

      At the gate, he paused and looked into the envelope Madeline had given him. The cash he’d requested to pay for his expenses. But there was a watch in the envelope too, along with a note. He flipped through the bills, counting quickly. Short by five thousand.

      The watch was a woman’s stainless steel and gold Cartier with diamond accents on the dial and a diamond bezel. Easily worth more than the remainder of what she owed him. He read the note.

      I couldn’t come up with all of the cash. I hope the watch suffices.

      Had he realized in the hangar what she’d done, he would have given the watch back to her. It wasn’t necessary. He would have forgiven the shortfall without a second thought.

      He tucked the envelope in the glove box and ran the drive-through at a Tim Horton’s for a large cup of black coffee, then settled in for the drive.

      Four hours and thirty-nine minutes later, with the sun beginning to brighten the horizon, he returned the car at the Rochester drop-off and called an Uber to take him the rest of the way. His current apartment was on Elm in an upscale building that had been lazily named 88 On Elm. The apartment was decent. Open floor plan, lots of floor-to-ceiling windows, two bedrooms, two baths, which was more than he needed, but he liked having room.

      His personal vehicle, a blacked-out Dodge Charger, was kept in the Midtown Garage nearby.

      He had the Uber drop him two blocks away. Probably an unnecessary precaution, but he was a creature of instinct and routine. He’d stayed out of trouble this long by doing things a certain way. He wasn’t about to change that no matter how well a mission had gone.

      The sun breached the horizon, but it was still early, and the streets had only begun to populate with citizens going to work.

      He walked quickly. A man in black tactical pants, black pullover, hood up, and dark sunglasses, carrying a black duffel bag, stood out a little at this hour among the suits.

      Inside the lobby of his building, he went straight to the elevator and tapped the call button. He got out on the seventh floor, constantly scanning for anything out of the ordinary. No strange smells, nothing added or subtracted since he’d last been here.

      He ran his key fob over the door lock. The soft snick of the lock releasing followed. With one last look down either side of the hall, he went in.

      The toe of his shoe sent something skittering. Paper. He closed the door, locking it behind him, then picked up the thing he’d kicked. A folded piece of paper with a few simple words on it.

      This isn’t over — W

      How the devil had Wilhem found him? Ren had no idea, but he’d work on that later. He shoved the note into the pocket of his hoodie. This was no longer a safe place to be. Despite being tired and in need of blood, he had to get out of town. But his usual hideouts might already be compromised.

      There was only one place he could think of to take refuge. A place where he could hide in plain sight. With his beloved aunt, a woman he hadn’t seen in years but kept in frequent contact with through letters. She was old-fashioned like that.

      He grabbed a bag of blood from the refrigerator, his go bag out of the closet, a supplement to the one already in his car, and headed for the parking garage. Apparently, he had another road trip ahead of him.
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      Sunday Wells gave serious study to the lotions, bath gels, and body sprays lined up like soldiers in formation on the shelves before her. There were so many scents to choose from. And she loved a good scent. What a woman smelled like set the whole tone for how people perceived her, and Sunni like to be perceived in a very certain way. Happy. Nonthreatening. Bright.

      Not to mention that parents, especially, didn’t trust a preschool teacher who smelled like she was out to seduce someone. Her students, ages two through three, didn’t like strong artificial scents either. Over the last few years, she’d come to agree. Nothing wrong with smelling sweet and delicious, anyway.

      She liked to think all that sweetness helped balance out the rest of what was going on with her. Probably not even a little bit true, but it made her feel better. These days she clung to those small bubbles of optimism.

      She sniffed the testers, trying to make her decision. Was she feeling more Vanilla Cupcake or more Tropical Coconut Dream? Summer was fast approaching, although in Texas it was summer most of the time. Still, she’d be done with school in a week.

      Vanilla was a classic, but smelling tropical was never a bad direction to take in the warmer months.

      Then again, the Strawberry Lemonade Splash made her mouth water. But was that too close to the Key Lime Pie Spritz she already had at home? She had the Crazy For Cotton Candy set, too.

      She put all three fragrances into her basket. One of the lotion, bath gel, and body spray in each scent. It was a little extravagant, but they were buy two, get one free, plus she had a coupon and a gift card left over from Christmas. Also, she was headed out of town for an intensive, eight-week training stint that might keep her so busy she wouldn’t have time to pick up any later. Might as well get them all.

      Basket full, she went straight to the checkout line. By the time she’d reached the register, she’d only added three more things. A Cherry Bubblegum lip gloss with a hint of sparkle, a Sweet Vanilla Ice Cream sachet to tuck into her luggage, and a Peach Sorbet room spray.

      There was no telling what her room was going to smell like. Might as well get proactive about that now.

      Her next stop after the bath shop was the clothing store next door. She didn’t really need anything for her trip, but it never hurt to look. Or look one’s best. Plus there was an outfit on one of the mannequins in the window that had caught her eye: a pair of pink gingham shorts with a cute eyelet-trimmed white T-shirt that tied at the waist.

      She stood on the sidewalk gazing up at it. The outfit next to it was pretty cute too. The gingham sundress matched the shorts in pattern, but it was pale blue instead of pink and had the cutest gathered sleeves that looked like they could be worn on or off the shoulders. Not to mention it would be perfect with her favorite cowboy boots.

      She didn’t have anything like either of them, and they were both adorbs. She hoped the thirty percent off sign applied to everything.

      Because while her bank account wasn’t exactly overflowing, she also felt like she sort of deserved a couple of new outfits. Not only because she was traveling, but it had been thirteen days since her abilities had caused any trouble. Thirteen! That seemed like a milestone worth marking. It might have been the longest she’d gone in six months.

      Of course, that was what her upcoming training was all about. Learning to control—or possibly squelch—the powers she’d come into on her twenty-first birthday.

      At first, they’d been pretty minor. She hadn’t thought much of her powers, really. She’d hoped to end up as a green witch like her Aunt Marie Jean, or a sort of general practitioner like her mother and grandmother. She came from a long, storied line of powerful witches. There was every reason to think she might end up as one, too.

      Instead, her powers had initially turned out to be rather … lackluster.

      Okay, sure. She was great at turning lights off and on in a room. But what witch wasn’t? That wasn’t the kind of skill that was going to pay her bills either. There was no demand in private practice for a witch with room-darkening abilities. Spells, hexes, charms, that’s what people wanted.

      And the more her skills developed, the more she realized her skills were not what she’d hoped for. In fact, she’d started wishing she’d never come into them at all.

      Because since that first fateful day, they’d only gotten stronger. More menacing. Sometimes, she actually became afraid of herself. Or for herself. No matter how hard she fought to contain them, she eventually failed.

      It was a dang hard way to live. And getting harder. Which was why this training really needed to work. If it didn’t … she wasn’t sure what she’d do.

      That wasn’t entirely true. She’d read about a young woman with an almost equally terrifying set of powers. That young woman had found a sorcerer willing to perform a spell stripping her of those powers.

      The young woman had survived for eighty-three days afterwards. But still, those eighty-three days had to have been worth it, right?

      Sunni wasn’t ready to answer that question yet. She didn’t even want to think about that option too much because if she did, it made her tear up.

      She already knew that if she couldn’t learn to control her skills and they continued to grow stronger, her career as a preschool teacher would soon come to an end. It was unsafe and unfair to put all those precious children at risk. More than she was now, she supposed. A thought that definitely weighed heavily on her already.

      But that was enough thinking about the reality of her life. Instead, she focused on the window before her and the fetching outfits on display. All while trying very hard not to see her own reflection. Doing so meant catching a glimpse of her awful, terrible troubles, and she didn’t need to be reminded about how messed-up she was.

      At the first hint of darkness, she turned away and marched into the store. She confirmed the sale was on everything, then found the outfits in her size, plus a few other cute things including a pair of watermelon-print shorts, capri jeans with lace trim, and a pink bikini with crochet edging that made her feel like her life would be incomplete if she didn’t own it.

      Buying all of it would mean cutting a little deeper into her budget than she’d intended, but she could make it work.

      She took her haul back to one of the dressing rooms and slipped out of her street clothes. She kept her back to the mirror. No sense in even pretending it would be smart to do otherwise.

      Once she was in the first outfit, the gingham shorts and eyelet tee, she kept her eyes down as she quickly turned to have a look. Half a second, maybe a smidge more, and she turned away again.

      The quick glimpse had been enough. It looked super cute. Especially if she didn’t linger on the murky tendrils drifting around her like seaweed under the waves.

      She stuck to that quick glimpse routine as she tried on the rest of the clothing.

      Until she came to the bikini. That wasn’t something she could just slip into, sneak a peek at, and pronounce good. Swimsuits, unfortunately, needed a little more consideration. She’d need to see the back view, too.

      With the suit on and her courage saddled up, she took a breath and faced the mirror. She focused on her lower half at first, hoping maybe this time, there’d be nothing in the mirror but her.

      But, like always, the nebulous darkness was there. Hovering around her like shadows come to life. Dark whirls coasted over her skin, the ever-present reminder of the strange power that lurked in her blood.

      “Go away,” she whispered. But that only worked sometimes, and even then it was temporary. The shadows always came back. No matter how many times she said it. No matter how loud or how soft or how earnest the words came out of her.

      Her stomach knotted up, a response to the anxiety that someone else might see how awful she was.

      She closed her eyes, shutting out the shadows and allowing herself to calm down. She took a few breaths.

      “Miss?” A saleswoman spoke to Sunni from the other side of the curtain. “Are you doing all right in there?”

      She froze up. She wasn’t doing all right at all. Could the woman tell? Had she seen—but no. Sunny realized the saleswoman meant with the clothing. She exhaled, her pulse settling down. “Yes, ma’am, just fine, thanks.”

      “Can I bring you any different sizes?”

      Eyes still closed, Sunni shook her head and used her most cheerful preschool teacher voice. It had a way of placating people into thinking she was fine, even when she wasn’t. “No, ma’am. Super good with what I’ve got. Thanks!”

      “All right, just give me a shout if you need anything.”

      “Will do,” Sunni chirped back.

      The woman left, and Sunni swallowed. She turned around. The rest of the bikini probably looked decent. She didn’t need to see it. She could feel how it felt. Nothing seemed to be hanging out in an inappropriate way.

      What were the odds she’d even get to wear the bikini during her eight-week training session anyway?

      There was no telling if the place she was going to had a pool. From what she’d heard, the witch, a woman who was a distant great aunt on her mother’s side and would be supervising her training, was extremely powerful and very strict. The woman might not let Sunni have any leisure time.

      Again, Sunni hoped that this woman would be able to help her. Sunni’s mother had made the arrangements for the training, leaning heavily on their thin family connection to secure the spot. Nothing had been said about the truth of Sunni’s powers. Just that they were faulty and that she needed to learn to control them.

      Had the truth been told, there was no way Sunni would have gotten help. She knew that. Her mother had known that. They didn’t talk about her powers.

      It was because of those powers that Sunni had stopped dating. What would happen if she got serious with a guy? How would she explain what was going on with her? Any sane man would run screaming in the other direction. Well, maybe not screaming, but the smart ones would definitely run.

      Sunni exhaled. It was hard being the secret black sheep of the Wells family.

      Maybe after these eight weeks, that would no longer be true. Maybe the training would solve all of her problems. She might even be able to date! The possibility was exhilarating. Sunni wanted to be as prepared as possible. For that reason, she’d done her homework regarding her destination.

      Which was how she knew the town she was going to would be full of tourists. They’d be wandering around looking for ghouls and goblins. Dressing up in costumes. Eating lots of candy. All the things that went along with celebrating Halloween.

      Even if it was the middle of June.

      She snorted. Who on earth had ever thought up the idea of celebrating Halloween three hundred and sixty-five days a year? Well, obviously, the founders of the town had. She shook her head. She probably wouldn’t get to see much of it, but Nocturne Falls sure sounded like an interesting place.
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      Ren didn’t mind the road trip, but driving while also being alert for possible tails made the already long trip feel even longer. Depending on traffic, the journey should take him under fourteen hours. Less than a day. But just because he had magical protection against the sun didn’t mean he didn’t need sleep.

      It had been a long flight from Warsaw, then the drive to Rochester, now more driving. Around the halfway point of the trip, he found a rest area, parked, and reclined his seat to catch a few hours of sleep, setting his alarm so that he wouldn’t nap too long.

      His alarm went off as the sun was sinking in the sky. He was by no means fully rested, but he’d had enough sleep to get back on the road and finish the trip. What he needed was more sustenance, but that would have to wait. He started up the car and this time set his GPS with the address of his final destination.

      Seven hours later, he parked his Charger outside the front doors of an estate that could have been almost anywhere in Europe. He stared up at it. Probably should have called or texted, but he had no way of knowing what lines of communication Wilhem might be monitoring.

      He grabbed his bags and got out, walking up to the impressive double doors. He rang the bell and waited.

      The door opened shortly after. A tall, thin man in a butler’s suit stood at the ready. “How may I help you?”

      “I need to speak to Elenora Ellingham. Please.”

      The man’s expression remained stony. “Who may I say is calling?”

      Ren knew what he looked like. Three days of stubble, tired from lack of sleep and feeding, clothes he’d been in too long. He needed a shower, a meal, and about eighteen hours of sleep.

      “Her nephew,” Ren answered. “Lorenzo.”

      The butler’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly, as if pondering that possibility. Then he nodded. “One moment, please.”

      The door shut again. Ren understood how odd it might seem to claim to be Elenora’s nephew, and there were many generations that separated them, but they were family.

      Centuries ago, Elenora’s sister, Johanna, had married a French comte and moved to France to begin her new life. That woman was his many times removed grandmother, and Elenora his many times removed aunt.

      With a tired sigh, Ren turned to have a look around. The landscaping lighting around the estate made it easy to see quite a distance. The property across from the estate was a vineyard. Not a bad thing to look out on.

      The door behind him opened again. “Ren?”

      He turned to see his Aunt Elenora standing there. He smiled. “Hi, Auntie.”

      “Ren!” She threw her arms open wide. “Whatever are you doing here?”

      “I need a place to lie low for a while.” There was no reason to make something up. She needed to know the truth.

      She stepped back. “Come in, come in. Are you in trouble?”

      “Hard question to answer.” He went inside, setting his bags down. She gathered him into a hug. “Your home is beautiful. As are you.” He kissed her cheek.

      “Thank you.” She smiled. “My boy, it’s so good to see you. But why do I get the feeling it’s not under the best circumstances? Why can’t you answer whether or not you’re in trouble?”

      Then she held up her hands as if to keep him from answering. “Let’s go in and get comfortable, then you can tell me everything. Leave your bags. Wentworth will get them.” She gestured to the butler. “The navy suite.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Wentworth picked up the bags and started for the winding stairs with them.

      Ren glanced at the butler. “I thought you only used Wentworth for special occasions.”

      Elenora smiled. “Nice to see you not only read my letters but pay attention to them. I hired Wentworth on permanently about six months ago.”

      “I see.” Ren watched him for a moment before looking at his aunt again. “I could really use a shower and a shave and—”

      “To feed.” She nodded, sympathy in her eyes. “How long has it been?”

      “Too long.” He hadn’t eaten much food in that time either. His stomach rumbled, as if agreeing.

      “Go on then. Follow Wentworth up and get your shower. When you come back down, I’ll have a glass waiting for you in the dining room. I’m sure you can find me. We’ll talk in there.”

      “Thank you.”

      She smiled. “Off you go.”

      He jogged up the steps after the butler, finding the man in the long main hall on the second floor.

      The butler went through one of the doors, turning on lights.

      Ren followed. “Thanks, Wentworth. We’re all good. I don’t need a tour or anything.”

      Wentworth seemed unfazed as he put the bags on the floor. “As you wish.”

      Wentworth left, shutting the door behind him.

      Ren grabbed his bags. The navy suite was easily the nicest set of rooms he had been in since the extraction last year in Tokyo. Dark blue and gold brocade wallpaper accented one wall in the sitting room and the wall behind the tufted gold velvet headboard in the bedroom.

      Thick navy and cream rugs lay over dark hardwood floors, and crystal chandeliers lit both rooms. Touches of bronze and cranberry, plus plenty of wood furniture with strong lines, gave the space a masculine feel.

      He could have slept on the floor and been happy, but this was a nice alternative.

      He walked through, dropping his bags on the bed. He unzipped one, took out a change of clothing, which was about all that bag had in it, wardrobe-wise, and found the bathroom.

      It was easily the size of the second bedroom in his apartment, with an enormous walk-in shower. He turned on the hot water and let it run. White marble, gold fixtures, and navy walls made the space a perfect complement to the rest of the suite.

      He shed his clothes, dropping them all but the hoodie into the hamper against one wall, and stepped under the steaming spray. He closed his eyes, letting the water wash over him. Nothing had ever felt quite so good.

      He stood that way for a while, but his mind would only allow him a few moments of peace before it circled back to the note he’d found in his apartment. How had Wilhem found him?

      Ren was extremely careful. Nothing was ever in his name. Both his apartment and vehicle were owned by shell corporations that were owned by yet another corporation, all of it routed through a Bahamian bank account.

      He used fake IDs and a lot of cash. He was meticulous about covering his tracks and left as little of a paper trail as possible.

      He’d even checked under his Charger before leaving the parking garage to make sure there was no tracker on it.

      So how had Wilhem found his apartment?

      Ren sighed as he grabbed the soap. He had no idea. But he felt safe here, at his aunt’s. He’d explain to her soon that his visit had to remain confidential.

      In fact, he’d need a cover story while he was here. He scrubbed up as he thought. His go bag always had a new ID and a credit card in it, along with cash. He wasn’t sure which one was in his bag, but he’d check when he got out.

      Whatever name was on the ID, that’s who he’d have to be. At least until he knew things had cooled off.

      He was worried about Madeline and Lizbeth, too. She was supposed to text his burner phone with the code word dove when they were safe.

      So far, nothing.

      He rubbed the soap over his face and head, using it as shampoo. He didn’t have the energy to shave, though. That could wait until he’d fed and gotten some sleep.

      His aunt might prefer him more groomed, but hopefully she’d forgive the stubble this one time. In fact, it might not be a bad idea to grow a beard to disguise himself. That would depend on which fake ID was in his bag.

      Finally, he got out of the shower, dried off, and pulled on the new set of clothes from his first go bag. After he’d slept, he’d ask about using the washer and dryer, because after the second set of T-shirt, underwear, and pants in the second go bag, he’d be out of clean clothes.

      He checked the screen on his burner phone. Still nothing. He tucked it in his pocket, then dug into the side pouch of the bag for the ID. He opened the passport. He’d used a clean-shaven picture of himself. The name read Nickolas Hudson.

      Nick Hudson it was then.

      He went downstairs, following his senses to the dining room. Wasn’t hard. Aunt Elenora’s perfume, a light floral fragrance with a back note of white musk, made an easy path to trace.

      He went in. “Hello again.”

      “I imagine you feel better.” She sat at the head of the table, a glass of brandy in front of her. At her side, a place had been set for him. A full-service setting, too. Including a plate covered with a gleaming silver cloche. The delicious smells of warm food rose from it.

      “I do.” But it was the tall glass of familiar red liquid at that setting that got his attention. He joined her without waiting for an invitation. He picked up the glass. Still warm. He drank it down without stopping. At last he finished it, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. New energy filled him. “Now I feel even better.”

      “Good. There’s more if you want it. I had my cook warm up some leftovers from dinner as well.” She lifted the cloche off his plate to reveal half of a roasted chicken, a heaping mound of mashed potatoes with gravy, and a pile of peas and carrots. A fat square of butter melted over the vegetables.

      “That looks great. Thank you.” He picked up his fork, then remembered whose house he was in and spread the cloth napkin over his lap.

      “You’re welcome.” She waited until he’d had a few bites before speaking again. “So tell me, Ren. What danger brings you here?”

      He paused stuffing food into his mouth to answer. “Child extraction in Warsaw. Father kidnapped her, refused to let the mother have contact. Now the father is unhappy with me.”

      Her artfully shaped brows rose ever so slightly. “I see. And the father is?”

      Ren hesitated. But Aunt Elenora deserved to know what was going on. And if she asked him to leave after his answer, he’d respect her wishes. “Wilhem Schuss.”

      Her brows rose higher. “Now I understand why you’re here. I’m glad you made it home safely. Tell me more.”

      Ren shook his head. “The extraction went well. Small confrontation with the child’s bodyguard, but I took him out pretty quickly. I thought we’d gotten away clean. No tails, no sign of Schuss’s men at the airport, all good. Then I got home and found a note slipped under my door.”

      “From Wilhem?”

      He nodded. “No idea how he found my apartment. I grabbed my bag and drove straight here.”

      “You returned the child to her mother?”

      “I did.”

      “And they’re safe?”

      His phone vibrated. He pulled it out, checking the screen. A single word. Dove. Fell asleep. Sorry. He looked at his aunt again and nodded. “They are.”

      “That’s a relief then. You wouldn’t have come if you didn’t think you’d be safe here, correct?”

      “Correct. I would never knowingly put you in danger. But I do think it’s best if my visit stays under wraps while I’m here. I’ll be using the alias Nickolas Hudson, too. That’s what my ID and credit cards read. So if you could call me Nick, that would be good.” He smiled, hoping to soften the weight of what he’d just told her. “I know this is a lot. If I even smell danger, I’ll be gone so fast that—”

      “No, you will not.” Her expression grew stern. “The Ellinghams aren’t a family that shrinks from confrontation. You might be a distant relative with generations between us, but you have Ellingham blood in your veins. Not to mention that I have always adored you. You’re welcome here for as long as you need to be. Or want to be. If Wilhem’s men come here, we’ll make short work of them.”

      “Aunt Elenora, that’s very kind, and I adore you too, but the last thing I want is to cause you trouble.”

      She leaned in. “You let me worry about that.” Then she straightened. “As far as keeping your visit quiet …”

      The slight twitch at the side of her mouth told him something was up. He narrowed his eyes. “What about it?”

      She sipped her brandy, her gaze curiously focused on the glass. “I may have texted your cousins that you were here.”

      He sighed. He should have known. But they were good men. He would just let them know—

      “And,” she continued, “I may also have invited them all over the night after tomorrow for a family dinner.”
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      Sunni stared at the mansion in front of her. This couldn’t be right. But this was where her GPS had taken her. This enormous building couldn’t just be a house. Could it? It looked large enough to be a school. Or several schools.

      A really expensive school for trust fund kids whose parents probably wintered in Switzerland and summered in Monaco. Or wherever super rich people spent their seasons. The parents at Parkhurst Preschool went to Aspen in the winter and their beach homes in the Florida panhandle for the summer.

      But this was where her GPS had led her, and after two days of driving from Comfort, Texas, she was plumb tired. She might have been able to make the whole trip in one day, with enough caffeine and country music, but she didn’t do nights.

      Nights only seemed to make her powers harder to control. And easier to see. So she’d found cheap motels as soon as she was within an hour of sunset. She’d grabbed some fast food and holed up until morning.

      Now, all she wanted to do was get settled in and get started on learning to control the blasted gift she’d been given. Especially after the incident at the last rest stop.

      She’d seen a man so covered in shadows, it almost looked as if he was being eaten alive by them. The horrifying sight had burned itself into her brain. There had to be a solution to her problem or she might go mad.

      She looked at her GPS again, just to be sure this was the place. Although if it wasn’t, she imagined someone inside would let her know pretty dang quick.

      She proceeded slowly down the long drive, bypassed the curve that hooked around the front of the house and went toward the side, looking for a sign or an entrance that seemed better suited to her purposes. She couldn’t imagine going in the front door in a place like this.

      On the side of the house, she found several doors and a long multi-car garage. She parked, then studied the doors. Unable to decide which one to knock on, she texted the number she’d been given.

      Hi! This is Sunday Wells. I’ve arrived. Sitting in my car around the side of the house. Not sure which door to use. If I’m even in the right place.

      She hit send, feeling a little out of her element.

      Thankfully, it wasn’t long before one of those doors opened. A small, prim woman stepped out. She was older, at least middle-aged, but it was hard to tell exactly as she wore no makeup but had smooth skin. The woman squinted into the daylight, found Sunni in her car, and motioned for her to come in.

      Sunni hopped out and went around to the front of her car to greet the woman. “Hello there. I’m Sunday, which you know already. But everyone calls me Sunni.”

      The woman didn’t smile, but she didn’t frown either. “I’m your great aunt Alice, but Alice will do. Your mother, Rachel, didn’t tell me how pretty you were. Not that looks are of any great concern to a witch, but everything has its use. Do you need help with your bags?”

      “No, ma’am. I can get them.”

      Alice gave her a slightly sharper look, then nodded. “Very well. Bring them in.”

      Sunni ran back to the car and opened her trunk. Aunt Alice was more than a little intimidating, but not so much that Sunni was about to turn tail and run. Some of the parents of her preschoolers were way more frightening.

      She smiled at that thought. Of course, none of them could turn a person into a lizard with a wiggle of their fingers like Aunt Alice probably could.

      She hauled her big suitcase and a small carry-on bag out of the trunk, then went back to the front passenger seat to get her purse. With all of her items in hand, she headed toward the door Alice had gone through.

      Inside, she found a small hallway that looked far simpler than she would have thought existed in such a house. It went to the left, to a set of double doors, but also straight ahead.

      Alice stood a few feet back in the stretch that went straight, waiting. “You’ll be staying in a guest room here, in my wing.”

      She gestured toward the part that went left. “My quarters are there. Your room is behind me. It’s nothing fancy, but you’ll be able to use other parts of the house as well. The kitchen. The library. A sitting room. The recreational areas. I only ask that you not make a pest of yourself to the woman who owns the house, my employer, Ms. Eleanor Ellingham.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I wouldn’t dream of it.” Sunni nodded, slightly more intimidated than she’d been just a few minutes ago. She’d never really figured Aunt Alice owned this place, but she’d never exactly guessed that Aunt Alice worked for the woman who did. “Is Ms. Ellingham nice?”

      Alice nodded. “Yes. She’s an exceptional woman.” Alice turned, gesturing to Sunni to follow, then she stopped and looked back. “She’s also a vampire.”

      “Oh.” Sunni didn’t know a lot of those. Or any of those. There was a boy in her class, Freddie Nelson, who went around growling and barking at people. She was pretty sure he might be a werewolf or something, but it was hard to tell with children. They sometimes thought they were dinosaurs and fire trucks, too.

      Alice’s gaze narrowed. “You going to be all right with that?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m not much of a night owl myself. More of an early bird. We probably won’t even cross paths.” She hoped not, anyway. Vampires were the undead. Which meant they were dead. But they weren’t.

      Seemed like exactly the kind of thing that would get her powers all worked up.

      Alice gave her a curious look. “You needn’t be afraid of her. Just give her the respect she’s due. She was a duchess once upon a time.”

      “I understand.” Sunni tried to smile.

      “I’m not sure you do.” Alice peered at her curiously. “Have you been around many other supernaturals?”

      “Well, I come from a long line of witches.” Sunni hitched up one shoulder. “As you know. But otherwise, not so much. Comfort’s a pretty small town.”

      “So is Nocturne Falls, but I guarantee it’s not like any small town you’ve ever been to.”

      “Oh, I know. I read all about it on the internet. The town website says Halloween is celebrated three hundred and sixty-five days a year. That must bring a lot of tourists into town. Although I understand that I’m not here to have fun. I mean, I know I’m here to study and work on my abilities, and I don’t think this is a vacation.”

      Alice snorted. “I see your mother put the fear of me into you. I promise there will be some free time. Otherwise you’ll get frustrated and burned out, and that won’t put you in any kind of mood to work. Although don’t expect me to show you around. You’ll have to figure that out on your own.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Sunni was happy to hear about the free time. She was genuinely looking forward to exploring the town and seeing what Halloween all year round looked like. Even if all she did was get a pop and sit on a bench and watch people go by.

      “Follow me. I’ll show you to your room and let you get settled. We’ll start work tomorrow morning.”

      Sunni hoisted her bags again and stayed behind Alice. They went past a few doors, finally coming to what felt like the end of the hall. Or maybe it was the beginning. Hard to tell. A pair of double doors sat perpendicular to a single door.

      Alice opened the single. “This is yours.”

      Sunni peeked in. After Alice had said it was nothing fancy, she’d been expecting just that. Nothing fancy. But this looked pretty dang fancy to her. “It’s just perfect.”

      “Dinner will be at seven. I’ll knock on your door a few minutes before. Be presentable. You’ll meet Elenora this evening.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Alice shook her head. “You don’t have to call me ma’am.”

      Sunni grinned. “I’m from Texas. When I was a kid, if you didn’t say ‘yes, ma’am’ and ‘no, sir,’ you got your backside whooped.”

      Alice snorted again. “All right then. See you at seven.”

      Sunni hauled her bags into the room and closed the door. It was a very pretty space, even if it was simple. She was okay with that. Simple was good. Especially when it all looked so expensive.

      Gleaming caramel hardwood and pretty area rugs in pale blue with touches of yellow, rose, and mint added to the warmth of the creamy yellow walls. The room was big enough to have a queen-size bed and a sitting area.

      All of the furniture was white. The comforter and curtains were pale blue to match the rugs, but the bed had a few touches of white embroidery on the comforter and pillow shams.

      In front of the sofa, which was a big, overstuffed thing in yellow and blue plaid, was a low table with a short vase of fresh flowers, and beyond that was a television twice the size of the one in Sunni’s apartment. It was hung on the wall, but there were built-in cabinets around it, and at the far end was a kitchenette. Which meant a small sink with a mini fridge under the counter and a microwave and Keurig coffee maker on top, but that was more than enough.

      Next to the coffee maker was a stand with a variety of coffee and tea pods. There were also two crystal dishes, one filled with sugars and sweeteners, another with little creamer cups.

      On either side of the bed were nightstands, also white, but painted with a soft floral pattern on the drawers. Cut crystal lamps with white shades sat on each one.

      She put her bags down by the bed. There were two other doors that led off the room. She opened the first one.

      “Holy Moses.” The walk-in closet was bigger than her bathroom back home. She looked at the other door. If this was the closet, that had to be the bathroom.

      She opened it and nearly died. She took out her phone and snapped a picture. She was definitely going to send that to her mother later. The tub looked big enough for two people. Or at least three preschoolers.

      There was a big shower with glass walls. White tiles and a sparkly white countertop were set off by cornflower-blue cabinets. The stack of towels by the sink were the same yellow as the walls. Like fresh butter. She ran her hand over them. Soft as velvet.

      It was the most wonderful space she’d ever seen. She couldn’t believe she was going to spend the next eight weeks here. How was she ever going to go back to her tiny apartment over Mrs. Needlemeyer’s garage after this?

      Sunni checked the time. More than enough to get unpacked and take a bath before dinner. But first she texted her mother to let her know she’d arrived safely and send her the tub picture.

      As she typed, she walked toward the window between the bed and the sitting area and looked outside. A big expanse of yard and lots of trees. She leaned in, trying to see more. There was an extensive garden behind the house with hedges and flowers and statues. She could see the start of a footpath, too.

      She wondered if she’d get time to explore back there. It looked interesting. She liked being outside, too. Very few shadows out there. She finished typing and hit send.

      Arrived safe and sound. Aunt Alice says we’re starting in the morning. The room is to die for. Sending pics. Love you.

      Sunni took a deep breath and realized she probably wasn’t going to need that peach room spray after all.

      Her phone chimed with an incoming text. Her mother’s response. Glad you’re there safe. Keep me posted on the training. Tell Alice hi from me.

      Will do, Sunni answered.

      She went back to the bedroom door, closed it, and locked it, then quickly unpacked, putting most of her things in the dresser and hanging up a few of them. She’d brought some food with her, too, just in case. A box of granola bars, a box of honey bun pastries, some peanut butter and cheese crackers, and some fruit rollups.

      She took all of that over to the kitchenette and put it in the cabinets over the microwave. On one side there were coffee mugs, glasses, and small plates. In one of the drawers, she found silverware and a small supply of paper napkins.

      Curious, she opened the mini-fridge. Two bottles of Nocturne Falls spring water, two cans of diet Coke, two cans of regular Coke. On the top shelf was a small basket with red and green apples and some cheese sticks. How nice was that? It was like being in a fancy hotel.

      She carried her toiletries into the bathroom. The shower already had brand-new soap, body wash, shampoo, and conditioner in it, but they weren’t brands she recognized. They looked nice, though. Probably good stuff judging by everything else in the room.

      But what did they smell like? She stepped into the shower and unscrewed the top of the shampoo to take a sniff. Not bad.

      But not Tropical Coconut Dream, either.

      She arranged all of her things, then started the water in the tub. She added a couple of generous capfuls of the body wash that doubled as bubble bath, then went out to consider her attire for dinner.

      She wanted to look as nice as possible to meet Ms. Ellingham. First impressions and all that. She decided on her most conservative outfit. It was the one she always wore on parents’ day—slim seersucker ankle pants with a baby blue twinset that had a little white edging around the collar of the sweater and the neck of the shell underneath.

      Pearl earrings and her pearl bracelet would refine it a little more. Even if only the earrings were real.

      She set everything out on the bed, then went back to the tub with a big smile on her face. She put a country station on her phone and set it nearby. The bubbles were already good and frothy.

      She knew her training was going to be hard. She knew she had a lot of work ahead of her. She also knew there was no guarantee that she’d get control of her powers.

      But those were tomorrow’s problems. Right now, she wasn’t going to think about anything but getting through dinner.

      With the nice lady vampire who owned this place.
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      Ren’s eyes came open, but it took him a second to remember where he was. The bed was comfortable, the room wonderfully dark and quiet. This wasn’t Rochester. This was his Aunt Elenora’s. He rubbed his hands over his face, still a little groggy with sleep. How long had he been in bed?

      He reached for his phone on the nightstand to look at the time. Thankfully, he’d plugged it in to charge before collapsing. Six thirty. P.M. He stared at the screen in disbelief. He’d been in bed for nearly twenty-four hours.

      Was that right? It had to be. His phone was never wrong.

      He sat up, still getting oriented. He supposed after what he’d been through over the last week and how little sleep he’d gotten, he’d needed it. And after arriving here, getting that hot shower and a good meal, his body had just decided it was time to catch up.

      He rolled his shoulders, then his head, stretching a bit. He felt good.

      And he smelled food.

      With a grin, he slid out of bed, pulled on his one clean outfit, then went into the bathroom to brush his teeth and finger comb his hair. Not that Aunt Elenora would care much what he looked he.

      With that done, he headed downstairs, barefoot, something Aunt Elenora probably would care about. He sighed, ran back up and compromised by putting on the only other shoes he had, which were slippers. Then he followed his nose to the first floor. Smelled like roast with all the trimmings.

      Aunt Elenora’s chef was good, if last night’s dinner was any indication. He remembered the way to the dining room, but even if he hadn’t, the delicious smells would have guided him. This house was too big for one person, but if Aunt Elenora was happy here, what else mattered?

      Even so, he wondered how she lived here without getting lonely. He knew she had Wentworth, the butler, and the chef, obviously, but she had to have some other staff. A housekeeper or two. Probably a groundskeeper with how well-kept the outside was. Maybe a chauffeur?

      Staff wasn’t company though. Probably good he’d come here. Of course, she’d mentioned his cousins, her grandsons. So she wasn’t exactly alone. But how often did she see them?

      He hadn’t seen Hugh, Sebastian, or Julian in what? Fifteen or sixteen years? As best he could remember, it had been at least that long.

      Wasn’t that he didn’t like his distant family. He did. Loved them, actually, despite the years and generations that separated them. They were good people. And good people didn’t deserve the kind of trouble that might have followed him.

      That trouble was on his mind even now as he walked toward the dining room. If Wilhem sent men after him, Ren would be forced to kill them to protect himself and his family.

      Wouldn’t be the first time he’d had blood on his hands. In his line of work, being squeamish about such things could mean your own death. Or worse, so much worse, the death of the child you were meant to be rescuing.

      He’d never lost a child. He wasn’t about to lose a family member.

      And regardless of what Aunt Elenora had said, he wasn’t about to involve her either. She might be a powerful vampire, but his battles were his own to fight.

      He stopped at the dining room door. There were two other people at the table with his aunt. An older woman with the air of power about her. Alice. And an attractive younger woman who looked about as uncomfortable as a person could look. “Excuse me. I didn’t realize you had company.”

      Aunt Elenora glanced at him. “Ren! Come in. Join us.”

      So much for going by his alias, Nick Hudson. He frowned at his aunt. “I don’t want to intrude.”

      “No intrusion.” Elenora gestured to the older woman at her right. “This is Alice Bishop. My assistant and the most powerful witch I’ve ever known. Alice, you remember Lorenzo? He’s my great nephew on my sister, Johanna’s side, several generations separated, as you can imagine. Ren, you know Alice.”

      How could he forget Alice, the famous witch. He nodded at her. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Ms. Bishop. Your reputation precedes you.”

      “Alice, please,” the woman responded. She tipped her head at the young woman across from her. The young woman who seemed to be staring a hole through him until a second before he looked at her. Then she ducked her head. “This is my novice, Sunday Wells.”

      “Sunday.” Underneath the savory aromas of the roast and vegetables on the table, he detected a note of something sweet. Her perfume, he decided. She was pretty in a girl-next-door kind of way, blond, and dressed like she was headed to a PTA meeting.

      In an instant, he felt like he had her pegged. Former cheerleader and prom queen, now saddled with a husband who worked in insurance or accounting, she didn’t work but spent a lot of time volunteering when she wasn’t going to lunch with her friends or helping fundraise for some worthy cause.

      She’d suddenly figured out she had some special abilities and desperately needed to learn how to control those abilities before the other Junior Leaguers found out she could stir her own cocktails with just a wiggle of her finger. Probably paying a fortune for some private lessons.

      He almost grinned. So not his type. He went more for Cousin Serena than sweet Samantha, but this was real life, not Bewitched. He couldn’t shake the way she’d been staring at him though. Almost like she was seeing something no one else was?

      She swallowed. “H-hello. You can, um, call me Sunni.”

      Of course he could. Because what other name would a woman like that go by? “Sunni it is, then.” He had two choices. Sit next to the cheerleader or Alice. Sitting next to the cheerleader would probably freak her out even more.

      He sat by Alice. “Thank you for letting me join you. I didn’t realize you had a guest in the house, Aunt Elenora.” He would have very much liked to have known that sooner. He might not have come here.

      She smiled. “I completely forgot. Alice told me Sunni was coming, but I thought that was next week.” Then she looked at Sunni. “Please don’t say a word about Ren being here to anyone, understand? His visit needs to be kept a secret.”

      Sunni’s eyes widened slightly, and she nodded. “Yes, ma’am, not a word.”

      Ma’am. Not a lot of people said that, but he could hear a little twang in her voice, which explained it. He helped himself to a couple of slices of roast, some of the roasted potatoes, and a big scoop of what looked like corn pudding. He poured gravy over the slices of beef. “My compliments to your cook, Aunt Elenora. This looks great.”

      His aunt smiled. “Frauke is a treasure. And you must be starved again after all that sleep.”

      “I am, but I feel much better.”

      “Where are you visiting from?” Alice asked.

      He hesitated.

      Before he could answer, Elenora stepped in. “Some things are better left undiscussed.” She lifted her chin a millimeter, her gaze taking on the imperial attitude of a woman very much in charge. “Ren’s work requires him to keep certain details of his life close to the vest.”

      Alice’s eyes narrowed as she studied her dinner companion. “I see. I suppose I won’t ask what you do either then.”

      He couldn’t help the little grin that lifted one corner of his mouth. “Let’s just say I’m in the recovery business and leave it at that for now.”

      Alice nodded and went back to her meal.

      He would have thought she would have known what he did. After all, the amulet around his neck, the one that kept him safe from the sun, that was her magic. But maybe Aunt Elenora hadn’t told Alice who the amulet was for when she’d had it made for him all those years ago.

      He owed his aunt—and Alice—a great deal for that amulet. It had saved his life on more than one occasion. But he wasn’t about to mention it now. Not in front of the cheerleader. The amulets were a family secret.

      He looked at the cheerleader. She seemed hyper-focused on her food, carefully cutting her roast into precise bites before eating them. For a woman who ought to be bubbly and outgoing, she was surprisingly withdrawn. Maybe small talk would bring her out. “So, Sunni.”

      She twitched at the sound of her name, her fork going still. She lifted her head but not enough to make eye contact. “Yes?”

      “What are you here to learn?”

      “Oh, you know. Just the basics of responsible witchcraft. I’m a witch. Something you probably already understood.”

      He had. And he’d been right. She’d come into some power and had no clue what to do with it. Probably paying Alice a fortune to learn, too. There was no way a witch of Alice’s skill and reputation would take on a newbie like Sunni unless some serious coin had changed hands. Or a favor had been owed.

      Maybe his work had made him a little jaded, but it had definitely taught him how the world worked.

      “I figured as much. Where are you from? I hear an accent.”

      “Texas,” Sunni answered. She pushed a wedge of roasted potato around on her plate, still not looking at him.

      “Ah-ha.”

      Alice gave him a look. “Sunni’s never met a vampire before.”

      “Is that right?” Ren sat back. “This must be quite an interesting evening for you then.” He smiled, realized his fangs were showing, and closed his mouth.

      Not that it mattered since she wasn’t looking at him.

      She nodded at her glass of iced tea. “It’s been a truly educational experience.”

      He laughed. She was nothing if not polite. He left her alone to eat. She was exactly the kind of woman he so often did business with. The kind of woman who so often needed his help.

      Those women had wealthy husbands and seemingly perfect lives. That’s how they started out. Then the woman soon learned what a controlling monster her husband was, and after the divorce, the children became pawns.

      Part of him felt for her. Just the fact that she couldn’t or wouldn’t look at Ren spoke volumes. Maybe her marriage had already gone bad. Maybe that’s why she was here. To learn to use her powers to get free.

      He really hoped she wasn’t already in trouble.

      He softened his voice. “I hope the rest of your time here is just as interesting. I’m sure Alice will teach you everything you need to know.”

      But before Sunni left, he’d make sure she had his information. For that day she might need his services, although he hoped that was never the case.

      “Thank you.” She picked up her tea to take a drink.

      Which was when he realized she wasn’t wearing a ring. There was no tan line or indentation to indicate she’d ever worn one, either.

      Did he have her wrong then? Somehow, he doubted it. His instincts were usually right on. As he was thinking, she glanced up. Just a split-second of eye contact, her eyes widening, then she quickly looked away again.

      In that split-second he was struck by the depth and clarity of her green eyes.

      For a moment, he’d felt like she was looking into his soul. Seeing him for who he truly was. It left him unsettled. Like he’d been stripped bare against his will.

      He blinked, trying to shake the feeling. He had a feeling he’d been wrong about her. He just wasn’t sure how wrong. Or in what way.
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      One vampire at dinner was enough to handle, but two? Sunni wished she could go back to her room right now, but that would be rude, and being rude was almost an unforgivable sin. She wasn’t about to do anything to make Alice look bad.

      But this new vampire, Ren, he was … unnerving, to say the very least.

      Sunni had been nervous about meeting Elenora, dreading what the presence of a vampire might do to the darkness within her. Her instincts hadn’t been far off. As soon as she’d met Elenora, it had been like flipping a switch.

      The darkness had woken up and taken notice.

      Sunni had pressed it down as best she could, but just looking at Elenora meant being reminded of what was going on inside her. The shadows danced around the older woman in layers. Perhaps there were so many because of her years.

      But it was as if the darkness in Sunni could sense the death in Elenora. The very idea that Sunni could see such a thing shook her. Once, as a little girl, at her grandfather’s funeral, she’d seen dark shapes moving through the cemetery.

      Her mother had told her she’d imagined it.

      Sunni no longer thought that was true.

      Then Ren had entered the room. He wore his shadows like a cape. They flared off of him in erratic bursts. As if there was so much death in him it couldn’t be contained.

      But there were sharp flashes of vivid white light, too. More like a camera going off than lightning. She’d never seen that before. And so she’d stared at him. Until he’d caught her looking.

      Better, she thought, not to look at him at all.

      Easier said than done. As soon as she focused her attention elsewhere, a struggle began inside her. Some part of her wanted to stare at him. Needed to. She felt drawn to him, like he was some bright shiny thing she wasn’t supposed to have. Which only made her want him more.

      Not him, exactly. But that light that burst off of him. She wanted that. Whatever it was. And it wasn’t really her that wanted the light so much as it was the power inside her.

      There’d been a dollop of corn pudding on the end of her fork for a while now. She put it in her mouth, hoping no one had noticed she’d been staring at her plate, lost in her own head. The last thing she needed was for any of them to think she was a mental case.

      She could already tell Ren didn’t like her. He thought she was amusing but no one to take seriously. Some of the Parkhurst Preschool parents were like that. They automatically assumed she was the teacher’s assistant, not the teacher.

      Being underestimated was just part of her life.

      She caught a glimpse of Ren in the flat polished edge of her butter knife. She did not want him, no matter what her abilities seemed to think.

      Look at him. How long had it been since he’d shaved? Or run a comb through his hair? He probably thought that tousled, stubbly look was sexy.

      Okay, maybe it was. A little. To some women.

      Then there was all that weirdness about his visit being a secret. What did he mean that he was in the recovery business? What did he recover? Other people’s property?

      If someone told her he was engaged in criminal activity, she wouldn’t be one bit surprised. He just looked shady. Not to mention, he seemed pretty full of himself. Probably all hat and no cattle, as her pawpaw might have said.

      Fortunately, she’d be plenty busy while she was here. She wouldn’t have to see him or interact with him. Except maybe at mealtimes, like this. But she’d be in bed in a couple of hours, what with night coming.

      Then a thought struck her. She glanced toward the dining room windows. It wasn’t even seven thirty yet and still light out. How on earth were these two vampires not bothered by that?

      “Something wrong?” Alice asked.

      Her confusion must have shown on her face. Sunni should probably keep her mouth shut, but she always told her students that asking questions was a good way to learn. “I was just wondering how…that is, it’s still light out. Still daylight.”

      Elenora picked up her wineglass, a little smile curving her mouth. “And you think vampires can’t be awake during daylight hours?”

      “Something like that.” Sunni shrugged. “I really don’t know how that works.”

      “All of the windows are UV-proofed,” Elenora said. “We’re protected inside.”

      Sunni nodded. Of course. How had she not thought of that? “That makes so much sense.”

      Elenora sipped her wine before setting the glass down again. “Also, I and my descendants are blessed with a rare immunity to the sun.”

      “Oh. I see. What a wonderful thing that is.” Actually, it was a little terrifying. Vampires that could—what did they call that? Daywalk? There’d be no escaping them. If such a vampire was after you. She snuck a sideways glance at Ren.

      He was smiling as he lifted another forkful of food to his mouth. Mercy, he was annoying.

      Elenora nodded. “We are a fortunate family. In so many ways.”

      Ren’s head began to come up. Sunni immediately looked away. “Did you know,” he began, clearly talking to Sunni, “that my aunt and her grandsons founded this town?”

      In response, Sunni kept her eyes on Elenora. “Is that true? I had no idea. That is very impressive.” No wonder she lived in a house that looked like the Palace of Versailles. “So it was your idea to have the Halloween theme?”

      “My grandsons came up with it,” Elenora said proudly. “And yes, it’s true. We created this town as a haven for supernaturals of all varieties, to give them a safe place to live and work and have a life.”

      “A haven?” Sunni didn’t quite get it. “Safe from what?”

      Elenora’s brows shot up. “I don’t know what Comfort, Texas, is like, but in most towns, being a supernatural, witch or otherwise, is generally kept secret. Or is Texas more liberated and I just don’t know about it?”

      “No,” Sunni answered. “Abilities of any variety are generally kept quiet. So are you saying in Nocturne Falls, it’s okay to be your real self? Out in the open?”

      Ren snorted. She ignored him.

      “In some cases,” Elenora answered. “But it’s more that because the town celebrates Halloween year-round, no one thinks twice if, say, a werewolf suddenly runs down Main Street.”

      Alice smiled demurely. “Magic happenings get chalked up to entertainment.”

      Sunni had to get into town and see this place for herself. It sounded amazing. And a lot more interesting than Comfort, where the sidewalks rolled up around seven.

      Elenora nodded. “It helps that Alice has bespelled the water supply, too. Helps our mortal visitors believe that anything out of the ordinary they might see isn’t really that out of the ordinary.”

      Mouth open, Sunni looked at her aunt. “That is very impressive.”

      “Thank you,” Alice said.

      “You have no idea how impressive she is,” Ren said.

      Sunni took a sudden deep interest in her three remaining roasted potatoes. “I wouldn’t be here if my aunt wasn’t both impressive and generous.”

      “Your aunt?”

      She didn’t need to look at him to hear the disbelief in his voice. “That’s right.” She lifted her gaze slightly but kept it on his chin. “Alice is my aunt.” Somehow, her sightline went higher, landing on the curves of his mouth. “There are some generations in there, but we’re definitely related.”

      “Well. How about that?” He smirked. “You must be pretty powerful, too, then.”

      Staring at his mouth was a bad idea. She allowed herself a view of his nose. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m nothing special.”

      She didn’t want to be discussing her powers or anything to do with her powers with anyone, let alone with America’s most wanted vampire with the weird shadows around him.

      “I’m sure that’s not true.” He held his hands up. “But clearly, I’ve hit a nerve. My apologies. I don’t imagine there are many witches who can compare with the legendary Alice Bishop. But you shouldn’t feel bad about that.”

      “I don’t,” Sunni fumed. Dang it. She was letting him get the best of her, but he was right. He’d struck a nerve. And the darkness in her was bubbling up, desperate for a way out. Eager to prove him wrong.

      She took a deep breath and did a mental one-eighty, putting on a big smile and activating her inborn Texas charm. “I’m so sorry for snapping at you. That was unbecoming of me. I think I’m just plumb worn out from the drive. If y’all’ll excuse me, I’m going to my room to get ready for bed.”

      She turned that smile toward Elenora. “Thank you for your kind hospitality and the wonderful dinner.” She nodded at her aunt next. “Aunt Alice, what time would you like to start tomorrow morning?”

      “Eight a.m.,” Alice answered. “My quarters, end of the hall, past the door you came in.”

      “I’ll see you then.” Sunni gave Ren’s chin one final glance. “I hope you have a good night.”

      Without waiting for anyone’s reply, she got up and left, hoping she’d be able to find her way back to her room.

      She did, finally, with some assistance from Wentworth, who was much nicer than he looked.

      Once inside, door closed, she collapsed onto the couch. This was going to be the longest eight weeks of her life.
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      “Lorenzo.”

      Ren didn’t need to see the expression on his aunt’s face to understand her tone. After all, there was a lot to be inferred by her use of his full name. But he looked at her anyway, taking note of her pinched mouth and bent brows. “I know. I’m sorry. I need to apologize.”

      “You’re both guests in this house, but you are also family. That means a certain degree of hospitality falls on your shoulders.”

      “You’re right. It does.” Truth was, he hadn’t expected to find anyone else here, at his aunt’s home, other than Alice. Something about Sunni’s appearance had thrown him. But that was his issue to deal with, no one else’s.

      And honestly, Sunni seemed in need of a friend. Who wasn’t?

      Just then, the cook came in with a tray bearing four plates of chocolate silk pie drizzled with raspberry sauce and a big dollop of whipped cream. She put one plate down at each place setting along with a new fork, then left.

      Elenora took one look at the pie and sighed. “Plus you made that poor woman miss dessert. What on earth came over you?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. There’s something about her that just pushes my buttons.”

      “I’ll bet,” Alice muttered, punctuating the words with a small sound of amusement.

      “Not like that,” he said. Or was it? No. No. He straightened. “I’m not the least bit attracted to her. She’s not even close to being my type of woman. Besides, I’m not looking to get involved with anyone. After my last girlfriend, I need a break. A long one. Besides, having a relationship would mean creating a liability for myself. I really don’t need that in my line of work.”

      Alice looked unconvinced. “I don’t think you need worry about having a relationship with her. I’d bet my best grimoire that you’re the last person on earth she’d be interested in, but please, go easy. She’s my family, and from what her mother’s told me, her magic is in dire straits. She has enough to worry about without you adding to it.”

      “I understand. I really do. Where’s she staying? What room? I’ll go apologize. I’ll make it all right. I promise.”

      Alice narrowed her eyes, then looked at Elenora. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his aunt shrug. Alice answered. “The guest suite in my wing. First door when you go through. You know how to find it?”

      He shook his head. “No, but I’m pretty sure I can follow that trail of candy-scented sugar water she wears as perfume.” He stood. “Which I will not be mentioning again.”

      Alice exhaled, a deeply incredulous sound.

      He picked up his plate of pie, then the one from Sunni’s side. “I’ll even bring her both of these as proof of my contriteness.” He glanced at his aunt. “If that’s all right with you. Not sure what the rules are about food in the bedrooms.”

      “Go on. You’ll probably need a bribe,” Elenora said. “Because I have my doubts she’s actually going to speak to you.”

      “She’ll speak to me,” Ren said. “I can be very persuasive.”

      Alice snorted and picked up her dessert fork.

      He left, keeping his comments to himself. Something he obviously should have started doing sooner. What had come over him? He really didn’t know. But he hadn’t been lying when he’d said there was something about Sunni that just got to him.

      Her name alone was like an irritant. Sunni? He was a vampire. The sun was his enemy. Granted, he had Alice’s amulet to protect him, but how could he not find a name like that bothersome?

      He shook his head as if to shake that thought loose. She couldn’t help what she was named. He had to get past whatever it was about her that was prickling him. Especially if they were going to be sharing this space for a while.

      Fortunately, it was a very large space, and there was every chance they’d never have to see each other. He could eat in the kitchen for all he cared. Although that would make it hard to spend time with Elenora.

      Maybe she didn’t need his company as much as he’d thought, though. Not with Alice and Sunni here. He wrinkled his nose. He should call her Sunday instead. That was her name. Nothing said he had to use her nickname.

      His nose led him to the door of the guest suite in Alice’s wing. He held both desserts in one hand, using his knuckles to rap softly on the closed door. “Sunday? Are you in there? It’s me, Ren.”

      The door stayed closed.

      He took a deep, fortifying breath. “I came to apologize.”

      He waited. No response. She was in there, though. He could hear her heart beating. A lovely sound, regardless of the body it resided in. Actually, that body wasn’t that bad either.

      Well, he’d tried. Just as he turned to leave, the door abruptly swung open. “Are you for real?”

      In similar fashion to when they’d been at the table, she seemed to be speaking to his chin. “Yes, I am. I came to apologize. I brought the dessert you missed as proof. Look, you can even have mine.”

      “Why? Did you poison it?”

      He rolled his eyes good-naturedly and laughed. “I earned that. But no, I didn’t. And I’m sorry for upsetting you. I really am. In my defense, I don’t spend a lot of time around …” He wasn’t sure what to call her. She was a witch, sure, but one with questionable powers and not much understanding of the supernatural world.

      “People?” she finished.

      “I was going to say someone more used to the mortal world than the supernatural one.”

      “Mm-hmm.” She was staring at the pie now.

      He held one of the plates out to her. This close, he could see streaks of honey and gold in her hair. “Come on, what do you say? Forgive me?”

      Her frown wasn’t the answer he’d been looking for.

      “We could start over,” he suggested.

      She lifted her gaze again, but it didn’t seem to go past his nose. “You’re assuming I’d want to.”

      “Correct. I am assuming that. Are you saying I’m wrong?”

      She went silent a moment. “Are you a criminal?”

      “What? No.” Is that what she thought of him?

      “Then what kind of recovery business are you in?”

      Fair question. And since he’d been planning on giving her his number anyway, there was no reason not to answer. “The recovery of children. Most often those taken by a parent who’s either lost custody or unhappy with the custody situation. Sometimes the kidnapper isn’t a parent, but thankfully ransom cases are the exception and not the rule. Occasionally, the situation involves trafficking.”

      Her entire expression changed, softening. For a moment, he thought she might have made eye contact. “That’s really what you do?”

      “It is.” He nodded. “I swear it on blood.” She seemed satisfied with that. “Can I ask you a question?”

      She hesitated.

      “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

      She gave a quick nod. “Okay.”

      “Were you ever a cheerleader?”

      She made a face. “No.”

      “Then are you here trying to figure a way out of a bad marriage?”

      She blinked at him, then made a face. “What? Why would you think that? I can’t even have a boy—I mean, I don’t even have a boyfriend.” She frowned at him. A second later, she shut the door.

      Quicker, he stuck his foot in the way, keeping it open. “What do you mean you can’t have a boyfriend?”

      “I meant don’t.”

      He didn’t buy that, but she obviously wasn’t about to tell him the truth. He lifted the plates a little higher. “Don’t you want your pie?”

      She’d been alternating between talking to his chin and looking at the pie. “Okay.”

      “Does that mean you forgive me? And that we can start over? We’re going to be in the same house for a while.”

      She sighed, her gaze lifting to his face but still not making eye contact. “Why would you think I’m in a bad marriage?”

      He shrugged. “You remind me of a lot of the women who come to me for help.”

      “In what way?”

      “Beautiful but a little helpless.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he knew she wasn’t going to take them well. “I don’t mean to say that I think you’re helpless, but you do seem a bit … naive.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why? Because I’ve never met a vampire before? Because I come from a small town?”

      This wasn’t going the way he’d planned. At all. “It just seems obvious that we’ve lived very different lives. Nothing wrong with that. And I’m sure your time here with Alice will be a great experience.”

      “You really want to start over?”

      He nodded. “I do.” Elenora would not be pleased with him otherwise.

      “Pie’s not going to cut it.” She took one of the plates. “After all, this was mine anyway.”

      “True. All right, what then?”

      She used her fork to cut off the tip of the pie. She popped it into her mouth before answering. “Take me into town.”

      He could think of a hundred other responses that would have shocked him less. “Right now?”

      “No. Tomorrow. During the day. You said sunlight doesn’t bother you, right?”

      “Right, but …” He thought a moment. If by some bizarre circumstance, Wilhem’s men had trailed him here, there was no way they would expect Ren to be out in the middle of the day. Just because he was able didn’t mean he flaunted the ability. And he did need more clothes. He could take her into town with him and she could go wander around while he did a little shopping. “All right, sure. What time?”

      She took another bite of pie. “I don’t know. I’m sure Aunt Alice will give me a break for lunch. Maybe we can go then. Give me your number, and I’ll text you. Or I’ll give you mine and you can text me, then I’ll have it.”

      He nodded. “O-okay.”

      She took the other plate out of his hands and started rattling off her number. She stared directly at him, mesmerizing him for a moment. She stopped after the fourth number. “Aren’t you going to get your phone out?”

      “Right.” He shook his head, unsure what had come over him. He pulled the phone from his back pocket. She gave him the numbers again, and he punched them in. “Got it.”

      “Good. Now text me so I have your number. See you tomorrow.” She stepped back, closing the door with her foot.

      “Tomorrow.” He stood staring at the closed door, the lingering scent of coconut tantalizing his nose, his phone in his hand, date agreed upon, and his pie gone.

      How had that just happened? There was only one answer he could think of.

      Witchcraft.
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      Dressed in a daisy-printed tee, cuffed ankle jeans, and pink ballet flats, Sunni made her way to the double doors that led into Alice’s quarters. In anticipation of her possible trip into town with Ren, she’d done her hair and makeup, too. Her earrings were little dangling daisies, a gift from one of her students last Christmas.

      She had her phone in her back pocket. If Aunt Alice allowed her a few hours to run into town, all Sunni would have to do was grab her purse out of her room.

      She knocked on Alice’s door. Sunni had left her room at seven fifty-five, so she imagined she was precisely on time. If not a minute early.

      Alice answered. She was in a plain white blouse and navy trousers with a slim navy belt and sensible black flats. “Good morning. Come in. Did you eat? I didn’t see you when I had breakfast.”

      Sunni hadn’t gone because she hadn’t wanted to risk running into Ren again. She was a little afraid that he’d change his mind about taking her into town. She stepped into the room. “I ate in my room. I hope that was all right.” She’d had coffee, a granola bar, and his slice of pie, which had tasted even better than the one she’d eaten last night.

      “That’s fine,” Alice said. “But you’re welcome to have breakfast in the dining room if you’d like. Frauke, the cook, will make you whatever you want.”

      Being in Alice’s space felt like being in a different house. None of the luxurious touches from the main house existed here. Sunni nodded in response to Alice. “Okay, thank you. Can you give me an idea of how today is going to go? I’ve never done anything like this, and I don’t know what to expect.”

      Alice nodded. “We’ll start by you showing me what you can do, whatever that is, then we’ll work on some exercises that I think will help develop your talents. I’ll warn you now, it will be tiring. When you’re beginning, using magic always is. For that reason, we’ll probably only work until lunch. After lunch, I would advise you to spend some quiet time in the garden or the library or even your room so that you can recharge.”

      Walking around town would be a great way to recharge, Sunni thought.

      Alice continued. “As you progress, we’ll work longer hours and with more focused intent. If at any time you need a rest, just say so. This isn’t about building your endurance. Not at this stage.”

      “That sounds good,” Sunni said. “Do you think it would be all right if I went into town this afternoon? I realize that probably doesn’t qualify as quiet time.”

      Alice smiled. “However you wish to recharge is up to you, but I would advise you not to wear yourself out.”

      “I won’t. I promise. I’ll go to bed early.” Sunni took a better look around.

      She was in a sitting room. The furnishings were beautiful and obviously well-made, but simple with clean lines and unassuming fabrics. There was a three-cushion couch with a chair and matching ottoman nearby. A small television sat on a stand against the wall. The floors were dark wood, and a large rag rug protected the seating area.

      Shelves of books, a few unusual-looking houseplants, but no other personal touches. No flowers or pictures, anyway. There was a journal on the little table next to the chair, however. It all seemed very much like Alice. Utilitarian and no-nonsense.

      “Then let’s get to work. Come through with me into my practice.” Alice started walking.

      “Your practice?” Sunni followed.

      Alice nodded. “It’s the space in which I study and practice our craft. All witches should have one, even if it’s just a closet or a dedicated corner of a room.”

      “I see.” Her small apartment didn’t offer a lot of free space.

      They went past another door, maybe Alice’s bedroom, and through a heavy wooden door into a new room.

      “This is where we’ll be working.”

      Sunni looked around. “This is a very cool space.”

      The large slate-floored room had a navy and brown Oriental rug over most of it. The rug was worn slightly in some spots and looked ancient, although well cared for. An enormous fieldstone fireplace sat against one wall. Wooden shelves lined the other walls, all of them laden with books, jars, curious objects, and boxes in a variety of shapes and sizes. A stand in front of the shelves held a large black globe covered in the constellations.

      Near the fireplace was a chair similar to the one in the sitting room, this one upholstered in shabby tapestry fabric. Again, the small table next to it held a book, a narrow hardback with no discernible title or author on its plain fabric cover.

      Sunni was mostly drawn to the plain wood worktable, though. The wood surface was scratched and stained, clearly an old and well-used piece, but the wood had such a warmth to it, and in the sun, it seemed to gleam. The table was angled by one of the tall, arched windows that flooded the room with light.

      In fact, none of the lamps or overhead lights were on since the bright day and the windows provided enough illumination.

      All sorts of interesting things were displayed on top of the table. A couple of leather-bound books, a thick beeswax candle on a stone base, a hammered copper bowl, a mortar and pestle, a small pot of ivy that trailed over the edge, and an abundance of cork-stoppered bottles, pouches, and other containers.

      Sunni pointed at the books. “Those are grimoires, right?”

      Alice nodded. “One of them is. The other two are Latin texts on ancient herbal remedies.” Her brows knit together. “Your mother and grandmother are respectable witches. Haven’t they taught you some things?”

      “They have,” Sunni said. She didn’t want it to sound like the women in her life hadn’t done their best. They had. But their skills and Sunni’s skills weren’t all that compatible. Her mother and grandmother hadn’t known how to help her. Sunni explained that. “It’s just that nothing they taught me seemed to help. Which is why I’m here.”

      Alice thought about that a moment. “I understand. Why don’t you show me what you can do? Comfortably, that is. Now is not the time to try to impress me. Just show me what comes most naturally.”

      “Okay.” That was easy enough. Sunni let a tiny bit of her power out.

      The lights in the room flickered on. Sunni let out another tiny burst of power, and the lights went off.

      She shrugged. “I can do that all day long, but that’s not much, I know.”

      “It’s not nothing,” Alice said. “What else can you do?”

      Sunni took a breath. That was a much harder question to answer. “I don’t really know.”

      Alice’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, you do. But you’re afraid to show me.”

      So much for that. Sunni shook her head. “I’m really not good at anything else. My powers are … unreliable and weird.”

      “Weird?” Alice’s trim brows lifted. “In what way?”

      Another question that was equally hard to answer without telling the whole ugly truth. Which Sunni did not want to do. She knew in her gut that her powers weren’t the good kind. Alice wouldn’t like them. Sunni was afraid Alice would send her home if she found out. “They never do what I want them to.”

      Alice did a little more thinking. “What about spells? Can you cast any?”

      Sunni sighed. “I wish, but they never seem to work no matter how careful I am with all of the steps. My grandmother tried to teach me a basic growth spell for my houseplants.

      “She’s a green witch,” Alice supplied.

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “And?”

      All of Sunni’s houseplants had died, but not because of that spell. Her powers had become uncontrollable and burst out of her, causing her entire apartment to be shrouded in darkness for eight days. She’d been able to turn on her lights, but they’d barely made a dent. Even sunlight refused to penetrate the gloom.

      Her plants had withered away. She’d never bought any to replace them because it seemed inevitable that her powers would repeat themselves. Or worse.

      “Didn’t work,” Sunni answered, short and simple, hoping that would be the end of her aunt asking about what she could do.

      Of course, it wasn’t. Alice persisted. “How about levitation?”

      “I could give that a try. What do you want me to levitate?”

      Alice pointed to the hardback book on the chairside table. “See if you can lift that book.”

      “All right.” Sunni turned toward it, stretching out her hand and concentrating. She’d watched her mother numerous times bring things to herself from across the room. Her reading glasses, a pen, even a cup of coffee. She made it look smooth and easy.

      Sunni had tried it, naturally, but never with any success. If there was ever a time for her powers to do what she wanted, this was it. She opened herself to her powers ever so slightly. The light in the room dimmed like a cloud had passed over the sun.

      The book shivered.

      Sunni pressed harder, willing it to rise. The book lifted half an inch, stayed there for the briefest of seconds, then fell back to the table. To Sunni’s eyes, it seemed like shadows had lifted it.

      She dropped her hand. The sunlight returned. She glanced at Alice. “I guess that’s about all I’ve ever been able to do.”

      Alice had one arm wrapped across her body and was resting her other elbow on that arm, her hand tucked under her chin. “Can you conjure fire?”

      Sunni shook her head. “No.”

      “Try,” Alice said. “See if you can light that candle on my worktable.”

      Sunni already knew she wouldn’t be able to do that. She’d tried many times over the past years. Sparking flame to a wick was as easy for most witches as it was for her to turn the lights on and off. But impossible for her. She didn’t want Alice to think she was a quitter, though.

      She stretched out her hand toward the candle, picturing the wick on fire in her mind and begging her power to do the job just this once. Again, a cloud seemed to cover the sun. Then several clouds as the room darkened.

      A single bead of sweat trickled down the back of Sunni’s neck. She exhaled and dropped her hand.

      The sun broke through the clouds.

      “Sorry. That’s just not one of my skills. Although I’d love to learn it.”

      Alice was staring out the window, her gaze fixed on some undetermined point. After a moment, she looked at Sunni again. “All right. Let’s try something. If you’re willing.”

      Sunni nodded, eager to do anything that might help. “Sure.”

      “Sit on the floor, in the middle of the rug.”

      Sunni did as Alice asked, crossing her legs and resting her hands on her knees. Her back was to the worktable.

      Behind her, Alice rummaged around through the shelves, opened and closed something, then finally returned to Sunni’s field of vision.

      Alice held five black beeswax candles. She placed them about arm’s length from Sunni at equidistant spots, making a circle around her.

      With a flick of her wrist, dancing flames appeared on each wick. Sunni was both impressed by Alice’s power and reminded of her own lack.

      Alice stood in front of Sunni, one of the candles directly between them. “I’m going to cast a protective spell over you, one that will contain your power. Nothing will break though, I promise. You won’t harm me or hurt anything in this house. You understand?”

      “Yes.” Sunni did. Mostly. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to stop suppressing whatever it is inside you. I want you to just open up and let go. I need to see your abilities in their truest form if I’m going to be able to help you.”

      The idea terrified Sunni. Something Alice must have seen on her face.

      “I promise,” Alice said. “I will be able to contain whatever you do.”

      “It’s just that … I’ve never done that. Even I don’t know what will happen.”

      “Then it’s time to find out, isn’t it?”

      Sunni inhaled. “I guess so. What if it’s something … bad?”

      “There are no inherently bad magical gifts, just people with bad intentions and a lack of moral compass. Neither of which I believe are an issue for you.” Alice softened her expression with a gentle smile. “Don’t be afraid.”

      Too late. But Sunni returned the smile, maybe not as convincingly as she would have liked, but there was no turning back now.

      Alice held her hands out as if holding a giant ball between them, whispered a few words in Latin, then gave Sunni a little nod. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      For a moment, Sunni just sat there, a little petrified by the fear of what if. But Alice’s skill was legendary. If there was ever a place and time to let loose, this was it.

      She might not get such a chance again.

      She closed her eyes and fell down into herself, into the tight knot of power she kept contained within her. And then, strand by strand, she began to unravel it.

      As if sensing that the reins were being taken off, the darkness spilled out of her, filling the magical dome that sprang up from the candles and blocking Alice from sight.

      The blackness that surrounded Sunni was so complete, she didn’t know if her eyes were open or shut. It felt like velvet on her skin, and despite what she’d expected, she wasn’t afraid. In fact, she was as calm as she’d ever felt. She was the darkness. And it was her.

      “That’s enough,” she whispered, without really knowing why.

      Slowly, the darkness dissipated, fading like the smoke from a distant fire. Alice came into view again.

      The older woman stared at Sunni, eyes a millimeter or two rounder. Her hands were still outstretched, and she made no move to drop them. She gave Sunni a nod.

      Sunni took that as a sign that she needed to go further. So she went deeper into that knot of power, pulling loose another thread. Coaxing her power to show more of itself. It was harder this time, but then …

      The air within the dome began to glow. Light filled the space, bright as sunlight but without the heat. Once again, Alice disappeared, washed out by the unexplainable illumination flooding the magical containment field.

      Just as the darkness had done, the light became everything around her. She breathed in the sweetness of it, becoming the light. Feeling it wash over her.

      “Enough.” She spoke the word with more confidence this time, willing the knot of power to be contained once again.

      The light faded, lumen by lumen, until once again, Sunni could see Alice. She watched her aunt, trying to read the woman’s face. “That’s all I’ve got. That’s all that’s in me.”

      Alice spoke a few more words in Latin, then dropped her hands. “The protective dome is gone.”

      Sunni stayed put. “Do you know how to help me now?”

      “I’m not sure,” Alice said. “Because you’re not a witch.”

      Sunni’s stomach dropped. “I’m not? Then what am I?”

      “I need to do some research before I answer that definitively.” Alice looked oddly perplexed. “Which of those two skills is easier for you to manifest? The dark or the light?”

      “The dark. It’s effortless. The light takes some doing.”

      Alice nodded as if considering that. “Would you mind giving me a small sample of your blood to test? Then go into town like you’d planned, spend some time there while I figure this out. It’ll be all right, I promise. It’s nothing bad. I just need to do some research.”

      Sunni got to her feet. Despite the reassurances, she felt completely off kilter. “Okay. I can do that.”

      “Give me blood or go to town?”

      “Both,” Sunni said. Because what else could she do if she wanted to know the truth?
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      Ren had crashed around 3 a.m., so he had no idea what time it was when he opened his eyes again. He rolled over, grabbed his phone off the nightstand, and checked the time. A little after eleven. He’d gotten a solid eight hours.

      It was good to be back on schedule, but he could tell by the way he felt that he needed to feed, then eat something. An hour or two in the gym wouldn’t be a bad idea either.

      Except he was supposed to take Sunni into town.

      He groaned. Had he really agreed to that? He stared up at the ceiling and sighed. But he’d said he would, so he wasn’t going to back out now. Keeping his word was important to him. Besides, patching things up with Sunni would make his aunt happy. And maybe he and Sunni would find a way to not torment each other for the rest of their respective stays.

      He got up, took a quick shower, dressed in the same outfit he’d had on last night, and headed down to the kitchen.

      Cook was there, a woman he’d learned last night was named Frauke.

      The stout woman with the German accent smiled at Ren as he walked in. “Guten Morgen.”

      “Good morning to you, Frauke. Where can I find some sustenance?”

      “Blood, you mean?”

      He nodded. “Any type. I’m not picky.”

      She pointed toward the rear corner of the kitchen. “Small white fridge. All you want.”

      “Thanks.” He went to it, picked out a bag of O negative. Something about that universal blood type had always made it his favorite. He placed it in the warmer next to the fridge, pushed the button to start the process, then sat down on one of the stools to wait, watching Frauke prep food. “Dinner?”

      She nodded. “Ja. Rack of lamb with baby peas, mint sauce, and scalloped potatoes. For dessert, Black Forest gateau. Big family meal tonight.”

      He threw his head back. “Ugh, I totally forgot about that.” Now he really needed clothes. He didn’t want to look like he was destitute when he saw his cousins for the first time in years. It would be great to see them, though. “Thank you for reminding me.”

      He got the bag out of the warmer and realized he had no glass. He turned around to ask Frauke where he could get one and found her behind him with a tall glass in her hand. He smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Ja, sure.” She grinned at him, giving him a wink and the impression that she might have a little crush on him.

      It happened a lot. Women of all ages tended to find his charms irresistible. Just not women who looked like former cheerleaders, apparently.

      As he drank, his phone vibrated. He pulled it out to check the notification. It was from Sunni.

      I’m ready to go early. Just tell me where to meet you.

      “Of course you are,” he said to no one in particular. He typed back, Front doors in ten minutes?

      She sent back a single letter. K

      Not a single emoji? No exclamation points? That was not the hearts and flowers response he’d expected. Was she still mad? Well, as soon as they were in town, they could go their separate ways. He wasn’t going to stop her from doing anything she wanted to do. Which probably didn’t include his company anyway.

      Thankfully, he’d already found out from his aunt that there was a men’s shop, a place called Guildman’s. Ren would be spending his time there. He was long overdue for some new clothes anyway.

      Sunni could do whatever she wanted.

      He finished the blood, wishing he had time for something more substantial, but instead, he took the back steps upstairs to his room to brush his teeth and fix his hair. That reminded him that he really needed to shave. A haircut wouldn’t be a bad idea either, but both of those things would have to wait until he had more time.

      He grabbed his keys and his wallet, then returned to the first floor via the main staircase. Sunni was already at the doors. Today’s outfit was jeans and a T-shirt, a look much more flattering than what she’d had on last night. In fact, her shape was surprisingly cute. And hard to look away from.

      She stared vaguely at a painting on the wall across from her, but it seemed more like she was completely in another world than appreciating the art. Even when he came to a stop beside her, she didn’t seem to notice.

      “Earth to Sunday, come in, Sunday.” Today, she smelled like freshly baked cookies. Which kind of made him want to bite her. And not in the way he usually wanted to bite people. Although maybe there was a little of that too.

      She blinked, finally acknowledging his presence with the slight turn of her head. No eye contact of course. “Hey.”

      Hey? Something was up. He didn’t know what, but then, maybe her first day of training hadn’t gone well. She’d said at the dinner table that her powers were nothing great. Maybe today’s training had really made her aware of that.

      Poor kid. It would be hard to have lackluster skills and be related to a witch like Alice. He did his best to be cheery, which was so far from his default that he probably came off like a mental case. “Ready to go?”

      She nodded. Just. Nodded.

      This was going to be more work than he’d anticipated. He swung his keys around on his finger and opened the front door. “Your chariot awaits.”

      He expected some kind of response to that but got nothing.

      His Charger was right where he’d left it on the driveway. On his return, he’d park around the side where it would be out of the way. Elenora would appreciate that, he was sure.

      He clicked the fob to unlock the car, then opened Sunni’s door for her. She slid into the seat, holding her purse in her lap, her gaze on the dashboard in front of her. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” A sense of concern came over him. She really wasn’t herself. Or at least the self he thought she should be.

      He got in the car, started it up, and glanced at her while he put his seat belt on. She put hers on, too, as if realizing suddenly that needed to be done.

      He set his GPS to Main Street, although he sort of thought he remembered the way from the last time he’d been here. As he drove, he kept sending sideways looks at her, but she didn’t change. Just sat there, staring. Looking very much like she was in a daze. Or in shock.

      What on earth had happened with her? Or to her?

      Maybe he could bring her out of it. After all, he dealt with kids all the time who were frightened and closed down. Being kidnapped, even by a parent, was a traumatic experience. “Did you eat lunch?”

      Nothing.

      “Sunni, did you eat lunch?”

      She blinked. “Hmm? What? No.”

      That was a start. “Neither did I. Why don’t we find a place to grab a bite then?” A little food might do her good. Give her some energy.

      She gave a little half nod. “Okay.”

      One-word answers did not a conversation make, but he wasn’t giving up that easily. “What do you like to eat? What kind of food?”

      Her right shoulder twitched in an underwhelming shrug. “Anything.”

      “Liver and onions then? Or sushi? Raw fish is loaded with nutrients.” That had to get a response.

      “Okay.”

      He rolled his eyes at the road.

      Her head turned toward him suddenly. “What? No. I want french fries.” She slumped back in her seat. “And ice cream.”

      He nodded. “You got it.” Something was definitely wrong. Those seemed like female comfort foods to him. And if she was in need of comfort, that had to mean things had not gone as she’d hoped today.

      He let her be the rest of the way into town, not saying a word until he’d found a spot along Main to park. He got out and walked around to her side, opening her door. If this town didn’t lift her mood, nothing might.

      As she got out, she seemed to be looking around as much as he was.

      That gave him hope. “What do you think of this place, huh?”

      “It certainly lives up to the hype.”

      He agreed.

      The town was busy in a way that didn’t seem related to lunchtime. There were plenty of tourists with lots of bags. Some had small children in costumes carrying plastic jack-o’-lantern buckets. They seemed to be trick-or-treating at each store.

      The Halloween theme was evident all around them. Some of the buildings had even been built to look a little lopsided or wobbly. The color scheme was predominantly black, orange, purple, and green. The streetlamps had brackets that looked like cobwebs. A tourist trolley went past, the words Summer Spooktacular emblazed on the side.

      He pointed behind Sunni. “Look at that.”

      In a section of beautifully landscaped park area that divided Main Street sat a large fountain with a man-size gargoyle. It seemed to be moving and interacting with visitors. He shook his head. “I bet the tourists think it’s all animatronics.”

      She stared at the gargoyle. “You don’t think it is?”

      He was thrilled she was engaging. “Nope.”

      “Then what?”

      “Actual gargoyle.”

      She looked at him, brows raised. “Get out.”

      He nodded. “Ask Alice when we get back.”

      Sunni looked at the gargoyle again, harder this time. “That’s crazy.”

      Ren shrugged. “That’s Nocturne Falls. Ready to eat?”

      “Yes,” she answered, still focused on the fountain.

      He glanced down both sides of the street, finding a restaurant right away. “How about Howler’s Bar and Grill? Looks like a place that would serve french fries. Not sure about the ice cream, though. But there’s an ice cream place just down the block. Correction,” he said, reading the sign more closely. “I Scream Shop.”

      She smiled. The first one he’d seen since meeting her at the front door. But it was hard not to in a place like this.

      They went into Howler’s and were escorted to a booth. Ren slipped into the farthest banquette so he could keep his eyes on the door.

      A server approached them as soon as they were seated. She brought two glasses of water and two menus. “Welcome to Howler’s. I’m Jolie, and I’ll be taking care of you today. What can I get you to drink?”

      “Sweet tea,” Sunni answered.

      Ren shook his head. “Water’s fine.”

      “Our specials today are a shaved prime rib sandwich served on a toasted sub roll with provolone cheese. That comes with fries and coleslaw. We also have a blackened shrimp Caesar salad. And as always, for dessert, our famous peach cobbler served warm with vanilla ice cream.” She gave them a bright smile. “I’ll be right back with that sweet tea and the water.”

      “Now you know they have ice cream,” Ren said.

      Sunni was so deep in her menu all he could see was the top of her head. “Mm-hmm.”

      Had he lost her that quickly? “Hey,” he said softly. “Are you okay? You don’t seem like yourself at all.”

      She didn’t move the menu. “I’m fine.”

      But the words had come out weird. Like they’d been stuck in her throat.

      He put his fingers on the top of her menu and gently lowered it. Liquid pooled on her bottom lids, threatening to spill. “What’s wrong, Sunni? Is there anything I can do to help?”

      She sniffed, her gaze on his chin. “Like you care.”

      He’d earned that. “I’m sorry about everything I did to make you feel that way, but I promise I’m only half the jerk I seem to be.”

      She snorted. Then wiped her eyes with the paper napkin under her knife and fork. “Bad day is all.”

      “I figured. I’m sorry. I don’t know anything about witchcraft, but I guess it’s pretty hard to master, huh?”

      She stared at a spot on the table between them. “Yeah. Especially since I’m not actually a witch.”
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      Sunni wasn’t sure why she’d just confessed that to Ren, but then again, what did it matter? If she wasn’t a witch, then she just wasn’t. Keeping it a secret wasn’t going to change anything.

      He shook his head. “I don’t understand. How can you not be a witch?”

      She shrugged, feeling about as self-defeated as she had when Alice had first made the pronouncement. “I’m just not. Aunt Alice doesn’t know what I am exactly. She needs to research it, she said.”

      “So you are something. But not a witch.”

      “Right.” She exhaled, lifting her gaze to the section of bare chest left visible by his top button being undone. He was wearing the same shirt he’d had on yesterday. She looked away, glancing at the other diners. So many people in town had shadows around them.

      “And she has no idea yet what you are?”

      “I think she has an idea, but she didn’t want to tell.” Sunni sniffed again. “Which probably means it’s not something good.”

      “Hey, don’t think that way. You might be a very rare and spectacular kind of supernatural.”

      She huffed out a little breath. He wouldn’t think that if he knew what went on inside her. Or the way she saw darkness in everything.

      “Sunni?”

      She let her gaze glide back to his chin. “Yes?”

      “Why don’t you ever look me in the eyes?”

      She dropped her eyes to the table again. “It’s not because I think you’re so attractive I can’t look at you.”

      He tried to suppress a laugh and failed. “I wasn’t thinking that.”

      “Oh. Well, good.”

      “Although I am devastatingly handsome.”

      She almost laughed.

      “What is it then?”

      Slowly, she brought her head up and met his gaze. The shadows and light were still around him, the shadows creeping out like needy tendrils, the light sparking off and on. “If I told you, you’d think I was nuts.”

      “Doubt it. I’ve seen and heard all sorts of things in my life. Try me.”

      The server, Jolie, returned with Sunni’s sweet tea, putting it down on the table with a straw. “All right. Are you ready to order?”

      Ren glanced at Sunni.

      She nodded. “Cheeseburger, medium, with everything. That comes with fries?”

      “It does, but you can get sweet potato fries instead if you like.”

      “No, regular fries are good.”

      Jolie turned to Ren. “And for you?”

      “I’ll have the prime rib sandwich.”

      “Great. I’ll get those orders in.”

      As the server left, Ren leaned closer. “Are you going to tell me?”

      Sunni shifted in her seat slightly. “I see shadows around you. Darkness. Some odd bursts of light, too, but mostly … darkness. I see shadows around most people. Your aunt, too. But they’re worse around you. More intense.”

      He sat back.

      She knew he’d think she was weird. Well, so what. She was weird. And so was this craziness inside her.

      “Is it because I’m …” He lowered his voice. “A vampire?”

      She nodded. “I guess. Most regular people only have a few. Although every once in a while, I see someone with a lot of them. Although …” She sat up straighter. “Maybe that’s because they aren’t regular people. Maybe they’re supernaturals.”

      “Do you think mine are because of the presence of death?”

      She swallowed. “I do.”

      “No wonder you don’t want to look at me. I wouldn’t want to look at me either.”

      His understanding surprised her. Enough that she took another quick look at him. Shadows were still there. She glanced away again. “It’s just very unsettling.”

      “I can imagine.”

      They sat in silence for a moment. Then he leaned in again. “So the shadows … do you think they’re connected to whatever your power is?”

      “Yes. Absolutely.”

      He shrugged. “Then why not try to control it?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know how. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” She wasn’t sure he was the person to teach her, either. What did a vampire know about a thing like that?

      “Can’t be much more than basic willpower, right? And you must have some of that. Otherwise you would have slugged me by now.”

      She grinned. A little. “You think I should just will the shadows away?” She understood he was trying to help. “What kind of willpower do you have?”

      Since she was watching his chin, she saw the corner of his mouth hitch up in a smile. “You’d be surprised.”

      He sipped his water before going on, the smile gone. “In the early days of my turning, I wanted to drain every living being within arm’s reach without any concern for their survival. That urge was so strong that I had to physically lock myself away at times.”

      She was well within his reach. She sat back. “And now?”

      “Now it’s a non-issue. Even if I’ve gone too long without feeding, which happens in my line of work, I can handle it.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      “You’re not in any danger, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      It had occurred to her. Especially now that she wasn’t any more certain what good her powers were.

      “Come on,” he said. “Try it. Focus on one of the shadows and see if you can change it in some way. Maybe you won’t be able to get rid of it, but maybe you can diminish it. If nothing else, tell it you’re in charge and to leave you alone.”

      She shook her head. She’d temporarily sent away her own shadows but never those of another person. “I don’t think so. Not in a public place.”

      “No better time than the present.”

      She might as well try it just to shut him up. She didn’t think anything would come of the effort anyway. “All right. Brace yourself. Just in case.”

      “I can handle it.”

      She took a breath and looked directly at him. The shadow over his left shoulder caught her attention. One of the biggest surrounding him, it was a pulsating mass of darkness. She focused on it, something she’d never done before. She’d never wanted to. In fact, she’d always assumed that giving the darkness her attention would somehow cause it to get worse.

      Instead, the darkness seemed to shrink from her.

      She glared at it, pouring all of her mental effort into her thoughts as she directed them toward her murky nemesis. I’m tired of you shadows. Tired of seeing you around Ren. Tired of you hovering around my own reflection. Tired of being afraid of you. Tired of struggling to understand why you plague me with your presence. Go. Away.

      The dark mass stilled. It shrank back. And disappeared.

      The light bulb in the hanging fixture over their table popped, raining shards of glass down onto the table and causing Sunni to shriek from the jolt of it.

      Ren’s eyes went wide. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      Everyone was looking at them. Sunni shook her head as their server rushed over. “I guess. I don’t know. I—”

      Jolie interrupted her. “Oh my goodness. I’m so sorry, folks. Not sure why that happened. Are you all right? Let me get you to another table right away.”

      In a matter of minutes, they’d been moved to a different booth and brought new drinks. Busboys swooped in to clean the table they’d been at.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Ren asked again.

      Sunni nodded, still a little bewildered. She’d actually made the darkness go away. “I did that, you know.”

      “I figured as much.” He glanced sideways, as if to see if anyone was listening. “What happened?”

      “I focused like you said. I told the shadow to go away. It did. Then the bulb broke.”

      His attention was firmly focused on her. “Is it still gone? You’re looking at me.”

      “It is. And the rest of the darkness around you is a lot less visible. Mostly now you just have a soft halo of light and dark surrounding you.”

      “Good job.”

      She smiled. “Thanks.” No one had ever congratulated her on the use of her powers before. It was a nice feeling.

      Jolie showed up with their food a minute later. Behind her was a pretty redhead, also in a Howler’s polo shirt. The redhead had a few ragged-edged shadows of her own, but when Sunni focused on them, they disappeared behind the woman as if they were cowering.

      “Hi, folks. I’m Bridget Merrow, the owner of Howler’s. I wanted to apologize for that bulb breaking and to let you know that your lunch is on the house.”

      Ren shook his head. “You don’t have to do that.”

      Bridget smiled. “I’m happy to. Don’t forget to try the cobbler. You have a good day now.”

      As she left, Sunni picked up a fry but watched Bridget, mostly to see if the shadows would come back. They didn’t. Bridget went behind the bar, and Sunni returned to her food. “That was nice of her.”

      “Very nice. I’ll make sure to leave a good tip.” He held his sandwich with two hands. “You saw something, didn’t you? More shadows? On Bridget?”

      Sunni nodded. “She must be a vampire too.”

      “By the scent of her, I’d say wolf shifter.”

      Sunni looked at the woman behind the bar again. “Really? Interesting. Her shadows did seem different. You could tell she was a wolf just by her scent?”

      “Yep.” Ren nodded. “Well, that and the name of this place is Howler’s, and the logo is a wolf. But my senses are exceptionally sharp, so that helped.”

      “She didn’t smell like anything to me.” Sunni grimaced. “If your senses are that sharp, I hate to ask what I smell like to you.”

      “Generally? Like something I want to eat.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “That came out wrong. What I meant was you always smell like dessert.” He sighed. “That wasn’t much better. You smell good, okay?”

      She laughed. He seemed a little flustered, and that wasn’t something she’d expected from Mr. Cool Vampire. “I like to smell sweet. Other scents can be off-putting to the kids.”

      His brow furrowed. “You have kids?”

      She nodded, deliberately playing with him. “Fifteen of them.”

      “That’s a … lot … of …” His mouth drifted open, and a slightly pained look came over his face.

      She let him stew in his thoughts for one more second. “I’m a preschool teacher.”
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      “A preschool teacher.” He swallowed down the shock that had been coursing through his system just a second ago. He loved kids, obviously, but fifteen of them? “That makes so much more sense.” He took a big bite of his sandwich before he said anything else dumb.

      Something about her was throwing him off-kilter. Making him like her in ways that he hadn’t expected. Finding out she worked with kids, a profession he considered to be one of the most holy, wasn’t helping. A woman who looked like an angel shouldn’t actually be an angel, too.

      That was just unfair.

      But the thing with the shadows … that just twisted everything up. Why did she see them? And how was she able to make them go away? And then there was that thing with the shattered light bulb. Had she really done that? Or was it a residual effect of how powerful she was? He was rethinking every idea he’d had about her.

      He finished the bite he’d taken. “That’s a noble profession, working with kids. How’d you get into it?”

      She hesitated, eating the french fry she was holding before answering him. “Kids are the only ones who don’t have shadows around them.”

      “Makes sense. Specially at that age.” He tipped his head in thought. “So you can see the good and bad in people? Because that’s what it sounds like.”

      She ate another fry. “I hope that’s not what it is.”

      “Why? That’s not such a terrible power to have. You’d probably make a great cop. Or lawyer.”

      She picked up her burger. “I don’t want to know that about people. I don’t want to judge people like that. Some people have almost no shadows. But …” She sighed. “The shadows are pretty bad when I look in the mirror, too.”

      There was trauma in her eyes as she spoke the words. “You mean you have them around you?” That made even less sense to him. She was clearly a good person. Why would she have them?

      She nodded reluctantly. “I can’t stand to look at myself. It’s like they’re there, waiting on me.” A shiver ran through her. “I hate just thinking about it. About being surrounded by them all the time. It’s awful.”

      “Maybe they’re gone now. After what you just did.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      They ate in silence for a bit, both of them working on their food with real intent. As they were just about finishing up, Jolie returned to check on them and bring them a peach cobbler. A fat scoop of vanilla-bean-flecked ice cream melted over the top of golden brown crust, adding the sweetness of vanilla to the aromas of fresh peaches and sharp cinnamon.

      “We didn’t order that,” Sunni said.

      “Bridget wanted you to have it with her compliments.” She set the dish down, along with two spoons. “Anything else I can get you?”

      After checking on Sunni, Ren shook his head. “We’re good for now. Please tell Bridget we said thank you.”

      “I will. Enjoy.” Jolie left them alone.

      He looked at Sunni again, who was now fixated on the cobbler. “Is that going to satisfy your need for ice cream?”

      She nodded and smiled at him. “I think so. It looks amazing.”

      “It does, but it’s mostly yours. I don’t have much of a sweet tooth.”

      She peered at him. “Is that some kind of vampire joke?”

      He laughed. “No.”

      “Well, you have to at least try it.” Sunni picked up a spoon.

      “I will.” He was mostly enjoying her response to it. He grabbed a spoon to make her happy.

      She dug in, pushing the dish toward him a little more. Steam rose off of the hollow she’d made breaking through the cobbler’s crust.

      “Careful,” he said. “Looks hot.”

      “It does.” She held the bite on the spoon for a moment, letting it cool. “Thank you, by the way.”

      “For what?”

      “For bringing me into town. I know you didn’t want to. But this is exactly what I needed today.”

      “You’re welcome. And just so you know, you’re right. I didn’t want to. But I’m glad I did.” He meant it too. Sunni was nothing like he’d thought. And so much more. “Hey, were you really never a cheerleader?”

      A little crease appeared between her brows. “No. Being a cheerleader was for fancy girls. With free time. Which I wasn’t and didn’t have. I was too busy with schoolwork and chores and helping watch my baby brothers.”

      He liked getting to know her. “Brothers? How many?”

      She nodded. “Two. Twins. Seven years younger than me. Kind of a surprise for my mama.”

      “But not your dad?”

      Sunni shook her head, sadness filling her face. “I guess he was surprised too.” She blinked at the cobbler. “Daddy died two years after they were born. He drove a big eighteen-wheeler. Hit a bad patch of ice, truck jackknifed and …”

      “I’m sorry. That had to be really hard on all of you.” He did the math. She would have been nine when her father died. He couldn’t imagine how tough that had been on her family.

      “It was, but we all moved in with my grandparents. They had a big ranch. Plenty of room. They made life better.” She took another bite of cobbler, then pushed the dish closer to him. “You still haven’t tried it.”

      He stuck his spoon in, strangely eager to make her happy. Steam no longer wafted off the cobbler, so he put the spoon in his mouth. It wasn’t nearly as sugary as he’d expected. In fact, the peaches seemed to provide most of the sweetness but also a little sharpness.

      The ice cream added some sweetness, also. And the intermingling of cinnamon and biscuit topping with the fruit worked exceptionally well together. He wasn’t exactly an expert in fruit cobblers, but he knew when something tasted good. “This is really good.”

      He directed his spoon at the dish again.

      She pulled the cobbler closer, eyes sparkling with amusement. “Oh no, you said most of it was mine.”

      He laughed and took another spoonful. “You don’t wanna walk back to the house, do you?”

      “You really want me to tell your aunt you refused me a ride home?”

      “You give as good as you get. I like that.”

      “I try.” She was smiling again, which he also liked. “What do you want to do after this?”

      Not go their separate ways, as he originally had. For one thing, he wasn’t sure Sunni ought to be left alone in case she got too much in her head about Alice’s pronouncement again. For another, her company was growing on him. “I need to go buy some clothes. I came here on short notice so it’s buy some or wear these every day. Which I’m not opposed to doing, but they’re not appropriate for the big dinner tonight. You want to come with me and give me some fashion advice?”

      He didn’t need it, but it seemed like a reason she’d go along.

      She eyed him up and down. “You don’t need help picking out clothes. But I’ll come.”

      Guildman’s wasn’t hard to find. Just down the street and around the corner. There was a bridal salon nearby. But Guildman’s looked a little sedate for Ren’s tastes.

      Not like he had much of a choice, though.

      They went inside, and he was happy to see more fashion-forward things on display inside. In fact, the store had a wide variety of men’s clothing and some decent designers. He’d do all right in here.

      An older gentleman approached them. “Welcome to Guildman’s. If I can help you, just holler.”

      He had the build of a former football player, now retired based on his gray hair and goatee.

      “Thanks,” Ren said. “I need a few things. Jeans. Couple of nice T-shirts. I could use some dress pants, a shirt, and a sport coat, too. Maybe a suit. Plus shoes. And socks. Pair of pajama pants, maybe.” He sighed. “I need more than a few things.”

      “I got you,” the man said. He stuck out his hand. “Dexter Guildman. Happy to be of service.”

      “Wait. Dexter Guildman? Didn’t you play for the Bucs? No, the Thrashers.”

      “That’s right.” Dexter smiled.

      “How about that. The Wrecking Machine, right here in Nocturne Falls.” Ren shook his head.

      “That’s me.” Dexter pulled a cloth measure tape from around his neck. “Let’s get you into some new threads, my man.”

      After a couple of quick measurements, Dexter went through the store, pulling items for Ren. In minutes, he had a dressing room full of things to try on.

      Sunni took a seat in one of the chairs nearby, waiting. “I’m going to be honest, you know.”

      He nodded. “I expect nothing less, but fair warning, I look good in everything.”

      She laughed.

      He pulled the curtain and changed into the jeans and one of the T-shirts. When he stepped out, she was on her phone, texting maybe. “What do you think?

      She nodded. “Turn around. Let me see the whole thing.”

      He turned as requested, then went to look at himself in the mirror. The jeans were dark wash, the T-shirt a heathered plum. Not a color he’d normally have picked out. He probably wouldn’t be buying it, either.

      “I like it,” Sunni said. “I wouldn’t have pegged you as a purple guy, but it looks great on you.”

      He frowned at her. “Really?”

      “You told me you look good in everything.” She pointed at his dressing room. “You should try that sports coat on with it. The gray one with the subtle plaid.”

      That was another selection he’d already decided against. The jacket wasn’t loud, just not him. He generally stuck to all dark colors, no patterns. Black, olive drab, gray. More black. It suited his work. “Okay.”

      He grabbed the sports coat and shrugged it on.

      “Wow,” Sunni said. “You look hot. I mean, it’s a hot look.”

      Too late, he wanted to say. She’d said he looked hot. He grinned at her through the mirror. “I do wear clothes well.”

      She laughed and rolled her eyes. “And you’re so humble, another very attractive quality.”

      He turned to face her again as Dexter came back to see how he was doing.

      Dexter nodded. “A fine look. That jacket fits you well.”

      “He needs shoes,” Sunni said.

      Dexter gave her a smile. “Yes, he does, and I know just the pair. Let me guess. Eleven?”

      Ren nodded. “On the nose.”

      “Be right back.” Dexter went off to another part of the store.

      Ren walked closer to Sunni, keeping his voice down. “Does he have shadows?”

      She shook her head. “Hardly any.”

      “Good,” Ren said. “I don’t know what they mean exactly, but I like that he doesn’t have many.”

      Dexter returned with a pair of black leather driving moccasins. “What do you think about these?”

      Ren tried them on. Then looked at Sunni.

      “Very nice,” she said.

      Ren smiled. “Add them to the pile.”
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      Shopping with Ren was fun. He didn’t look at price tags, which wasn’t how Sunni shopped ever. Not even when she had a coupon. Ren didn’t seem to care if things were on sale or not, either. She was more impressed than jealous.

      If she was jealous of anything, it was how good he looked in everything. It was impossible to ignore how attractive he was, stubble and all, every time he left the dressing room to show her a new outfit.

      The curtain opened, and he walked out in a dark suit with a subtle pinstripe and a crisp white shirt underneath. A matching white pocket square completed the look. The suit made the most of his broad shoulders and narrow waist. He adjusted the cuffs as he stood before the mirror.

      Her traitorous heart skipped. “Oh,” she whispered.

      He buttoned the jacket’s top button. “I’m thinking this for the dinner tonight. You like?”

      Could he not tell that she was practically hyperventilating? She quickly nodded. “You look fantastic. Really.”

      He stepped away from the mirror, turning toward her. “You’re not just saying that, right? Because I haven’t seen my cousins in a long time. I’m the poor relation, but I don’t want to look like it. Know what I mean?”

      She nodded again. It was cute that he cared what he looked like to see his family. But if he was the poor one, just how wealthy were the Ellinghams? “You don’t look poor in that. You look fantastic. Although you might want to shave.”

      He laughed. “I was going to. I just wish I could get a haircut, too.” He touched the back of his neck. “I know I look scruffy.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “There must be a place in town. Or I could … I mean, if you just need a trim …”

      He glanced at her. “You cut hair?”

      She looked around the store. There were no other customers, and Dexter was by the cash register and on the phone. “I used to. I went to cosmetology school and everything. But I only cut hair for about a year. That’s when my powers kicked in and standing in front of a mirror all day became impossible.”

      A friend had offered her a position at their daycare, which had led her to get her bachelor’s degree in early childhood development and go on to teach preschool. The change had been a good one. It had pushed her to do more with her life than she’d thought she was capable of. But that didn’t mean she was grateful for her powers.

      Or the student loans getting her degree had left her with.

      “I see.” He smiled. “Okay, you can cut my hair. How much are you going to charge me?”

      She laughed. “Nothing, silly.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair.”

      She narrowed her eyes and wiggled her finger at his suit. “I think you’re about to spend enough money.”

      He smirked ever so slightly. “I can afford it.”

      He went back into the dressing room to change, coming out with an armful of clothes.

      Dexter met him halfway, taking the clothes from him and the rest of the way to the register. “I see you did well.”

      “I did. Thank you.” Ren leaned over and grabbed a package of underwear from a nearby display. “These too.”

      Sunni looked away, pretending she hadn’t noticed, but she could feel her cheeks getting hot. Which was ridiculous. She knew that.

      It seemed like it took ten minutes for Dexter to ring everything up and then properly bag it. Several things, the suit included, went into a Guildman’s garment bag. The rest went into a big shopping bag.

      The bill, something else Sunni pretended not to notice, was triple her monthly rent. Ren paid for it with a black American Express card. She’d heard about those.

      “Thank you for all your help,” Ren said.

      Dexter gave him a big smile. “Thank you for your patronage, Mr. Hudson. I appreciate your business. Y’all have a good day now.”

      Sunni nodded at him. “You too.” She glanced at Ren. He had the garment bag over his arm and the shopping bag in his other hand. “Can I help?”

      “I’ve got it. But I would like to put these things in the car.”

      “Sure. So your last name is Hudson?”

      He shook his head. “No, it’s Robillard. But I’m using an alias so that my activities can’t be tracked.”

      “Oh.” That was interesting.

      They went straight back to his Charger. He laid the garment bag down across the trunk, which looked showroom-new, and then put the shopping bag in the back seat. He closed the door and locked it, stuck the key fob in his pocket, then rubbed his hands together. “All right. Where to now?”

      She shrugged. “Aren’t you worn out after that?”

      He shook his head. “I’m fine. Don’t you need a dress for tonight?”

      “For what?”

      “The dinner.”

      She blinked at him. “It’s a family dinner. I don’t think that includes me.”

      “You’re Alice’s family. And Aunt Elenora considers her family, so why wouldn’t that include you?”

      Dinner with a whole group of vampires? She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      He whipped out his phone and started texting. He tapped send. “I’ll find out for sure.”

      “No, that’s okay—”

      His phone chimed. He glanced at the screen. “Aunt Elenora said absolutely you’re included.”

      Sunni exhaled. Then she swallowed. “I should probably practice my … you know, banishing shadows thing.”

      “You don’t want to go?”

      He looked genuinely disappointed. Not to mention his aunt probably wouldn’t be happy about it either. Especially now that Ren had made a point of asking.

      She sighed and made one last attempt to excuse herself. “I don’t really have anything to wear.”

      He glanced up, tipping his head to indicate something behind her. “Well, let’s go have a look in there.”

      She turned and saw the shop behind her. Misty’s Boo-tique. A headless mannequin in a short blue cocktail dress posed in the window. The dress was very pretty and undoubtedly out of her price range. She’d done more shopping than she should have before coming here.

      Her budget didn’t really allow for more. She smiled at him, choosing her words carefully. “You know I’m a preschool teacher, right? We don’t exactly make big bucks.”

      “You should,” he said. “How about I take care of the dress and we consider it payment for the haircut you’re going to give me?”

      “A haircut wouldn’t cost—” Behind him, about a block away, a man appeared. Shadows swarmed around him, frantic and desperate. The same kind of shadows on the man at the rest stop.

      When he saw Sunni looking at him, he stared back. Even the shadows seemed to be watching her.

      She grabbed Ren’s arm. “We’ll just look.” She pulled him into the store, peeking through the window to see if the man returned.

      “You okay?” Ren asked. He turned, putting himself between her and the door. “You went a little pale. You saw something. What was it?” He glanced toward the street. “Are you in trouble?”

      “No.” She exhaled. “It was just someone with a lot of shadows.” It couldn’t have been the same man. Unless he’d been traveling to Nocturne Falls, too. She supposed that was possible. This was obviously a tourist destination.

      “Welcome to Misty’s.” The older woman behind the counter greeted them. “If I can help you with anything, please let me know.”

      “Thanks,” Ren said. Then his attention was back on Sunni. “Are you all right, though?”

      She shook it off. She saw people with shadows all the time. This was more than the usual, that was all. “I’m fine.”

      Except she wasn’t fine with Ren buying her a dress. Cutting his hair was no compensation for that. She’d have to use her credit card, but it would mean absolutely no other expenses for a couple of months.

      “Do you see anything you like?”

      She looked around. “I’m sure they’ll have something.” Too bad her new gingham dress and cowboy boots wouldn’t do, but they were probably too casual for tonight’s dinner based on the new suit he’d be wearing.

      She went over to a rack of dresses, found her size, and looked through them. She pulled out a simple black one with an interesting, half on, half off the shoulder neckline. “What about this one?”

      “Try it on,” he said.

      “You really should.” The woman behind the counter came over. “That’s one of those dresses you really have to see on the body. The hanger doesn’t do it justice. I can start a fitting room for you.”

      “That would be great,” Sunni answered as the woman took the dress from her. She hadn’t had a chance to look at the price tag, but it felt expensive. “Do you have a sale rack?”

      “We do,” the woman said. “It’s right back here.” She led Sunni toward the dressing rooms. A small rack next to the entrance held a sign that said Clearance.

      “Thanks,” Sunni said. She started digging through it. This was more her speed. Although the first dress she looked at had a retail price of two hundred dollars. Even if it was half off, that was too much.

      How expensive was the dress that had already gone to the fitting room?

      She glanced back at Ren. He’d taken a seat by the front door in a blue velvet chair.

      He caught her look. “Did you find something else?”

      She had to be straight with him. She walked over to talk to him. “This place is too expensive for me. I can’t afford it.”

      “I told you I’d take care of the dress.”

      She smiled tightly. She knew he meant well. “I don’t want you to buy me a dress. I hardly know you. You hardly know me. It’s a very sweet gesture, it really is, and I appreciate that you’re trying to be kind, but I can’t let you do it.”

      “Then I won’t buy you the dress. I’ll buy it for me and loan it to you to wear this evening.”

      She squinted at him. “How is that not the same thing?”

      “Because if I were buying you the dress, you’d be keeping it. Now you won’t be.”

      “That seems like splitting hairs.”

      “You said yourself you don’t have anything to wear. If you don’t borrow a dress from me, what’s the alternative?”

      Not going to dinner, which might upset her host. And possibly Aunt Alice. Or wearing the gingham dress she already had, which was more suited for a picnic or a barn dance than a classy dinner party.

      When she didn’t answer, he added, “I can promise you my cousins’ wives will all be dressed to the nines.”

      She hadn’t considered there would be more than just his cousins there. Wives, too? That was a whole ’nother ball of wax. She really didn’t want to be laughed at or looked down on because she hadn’t worn the right thing.

      Was that why Ren wanted her to get a new dress? Maybe he already knew the clothes she had weren’t going to work.

      She gave in with a sigh. “Okay. But I don’t love this idea.”

      He nodded. “I understand. I also think it’s ludicrous that someone in your position isn’t paid better. You take care of fifteen children every day you’re at school and you can’t afford to buy yourself a new dress? For the work you do, you should be compensated like the superhero that you are. Athletes get millions for what? Playing games. Meanwhile, the important workers are overlooked.” He shook his head. “The priorities of our society are completely backwards when it comes to teachers and first responders, if you ask me.”

      For a moment, a soft glow lit his eyes from within, and the shadows around him, faint as they were, faded even more. The glow had to be a vampire thing.

      She smiled. Hard not to after a rant like that. “You really mean all of that, don’t you?”

      “I do.” His chest rose and fell. “Go pick out a dress before I buy everything in your size and call it a day.”

      She snorted. “All right, I’m going.”

      She went straight back to the dressing room. The saleswoman met her at the door before she pulled the curtain shut.

      “I added a few more dresses in your size and in a similar look. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “No, that’s fine,” Sunni said.

      She looked through the selections but went with the black dress she’d originally picked out to try on first.

      A dress like this really needed a strapless bra, which she didn’t have, but she wasn’t about to involve Ren in the purchase of specialty undergarments. She was pretty sure she could go without since the material was thick and the dress hugged the body. It helped that she wasn’t overly endowed, either.

      She managed to zip the dress, then turned around to face the mirror, doing her best to ignore the shadows.

      The neckline sloped across her shoulders, revealing a little of one and all of the other. The piecing of the dress followed similar lines, running across the body so that it seemed like the dress was wrapped around her.

      She turned. The exposed gold zipper in the back added a little more flair.

      The tag dangled near the zipper’s tab, but she couldn’t quite read it, and she’d forgotten to look at it before putting the dress on. Ren was just that distracting.

      She was sure it was expensive, but thankfully there was no need for new shoes because she felt like she could still wear her boots with this and that would be all right. And if it wasn’t, well, them was the breaks.

      She grabbed a clip out of her purse, twisted her hair up, and secured it, although a few wisps still hung around her face. This seemed like a hair up kind of outfit.

      She stepped out, moving halfway across the store toward Ren. “What do you think?”

      His lips parted, but no words came out for a few heartbeats. He swallowed. The glow she’d seen before returned to his gaze. “You, uh, you have shoulders.”

      “Most women do.” He seemed oddly disconcerted. She wasn’t about to believe that was just because she’d put on a dress either. Maybe it didn’t look good and that was the best he could come up with?

      He cleared his throat. The glow left his gaze. “That’s a good dress. You look …” He cleared his throat again, shifting in his seat. “You should get that. That’s the one.”

      “You think?” She did a quick turn. “The best part is I can still wear my boots with it.”

      “Boots?” His brows lifted.

      She nodded. “My cowboy boots.”

      “Um …”

      “Hey, in Texas we wear boots with everything.” She put her hands on her hips. “From church dresses to short shorts.”

      “Right. Okay. Boots.”

      She gave him a long look, but he didn’t seem to notice. “I’ll be right back out.”

      She returned to the dressing room and was about to undo the zipper when she realized why Ren had been struggling to speak. In this dress, with her hair up, her neck was completely exposed.

      That was probably like showing a tall glass of ice water to a thirsty man. He was a vampire, after all.

      She shook her head. She hadn’t meant to tease him like that, even if it had been unwittingly. She’d have to be more careful in the future, as she really preferred to keep her skin fang-free.

      Even if those fangs belonged to a very handsome vampire.
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      Sunni in that dress had been a ray of sunshine impossible to look away from. Ren’s mouth had gone dry and his hands clammy. It wasn’t just the way the dress had outlined the curves of her body, though. In black, and with her hair up like that, she’d gone from cute to sophisticated.

      He was pretty sure the fathers of her students would understand. Miss Wells was a hottie.

      Seeing her neck and shoulders so beautifully on display had sent a sharp jolt of hunger straight into his gut. His fingers had itched to touch her skin, and his gums had ached, his fangs only just kept retracted by sheer willpower.

      He didn’t want to scare her by showing that side of himself. She already had enough to deal with thanks to the shadows she saw.

      The last thing she needed was thinking he was about to bite her. His lids fluttered closed at the very idea, his body responding to the memory of her.

      He rubbed his hand over his face. Keep it together, Ren. She’s a guest. And the last woman you should get tangled up with. He opened his eyes again to see her walking out of the dressing room, the black dress draped over her arm, her hair down again.

      He jumped up and dug into his back pocket for his wallet, happy to have the distraction of paying. He whipped out his black AmEx and dropped it on the counter.

      Sunni had yet to lay the dress down, however. “You don’t even know how much it is,” she whispered.

      “How much?”

      “A hundred and eighty dollars.” Her eyes were wide.

      He understood that was a lot of money to her. And it was a lot of money. But he would have paid double to see her in it again. An idea came to him. As much as he didn’t like to name-drop, this was an exception. Even if it went against the purpose of using an alias on his credit card. He gave Sunni a wink, then spoke to the saleswoman. “Do you give a local’s discount? My aunt, Elenora Ellingham, said some of the shops do.”

      Her brows went up. “Your aunt is Elenora?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      The saleswoman nodded. “I would be happy to take twenty percent off. Please tell her Misty Connors says hello.”

      “I will.”

      He gave Sunni a quick look. She was smiling.

      Misty rang up the dress, ran his card, then covered the dress with a plastic garment bag, and off they went.

      “Where to now?” he asked as they stepped outside.

      Sunni looked down both sides of the walk before answering him. “I think back to the house.”

      “You sure? We could shop some more. But whatever you want to do is fine with me.”

      “Home, then. Aunt Alice is trying to …” She waited until a couple walked past them. “Figure out what’s going on with me. I’m hoping she has some answers for me.”

      “Got it. All right, back we go.” He opened her car door, then went to the trunk and laid her dress over his Guildman’s bag.

      When he got behind the wheel, she was watching people on the sidewalk again. “Looking for the man with all the shadows?”

      She sighed. “Hoping I don’t see him, actually.”

      Ren checked for traffic, then pulled out. “You looked great in that dress, in case I didn’t get that across.”

      “Thank you. And thank you again for paying for it. Nice job with the discount.”

      He glanced at her. She looked a little unhappy. “It’s no big deal. I promise. I am well paid for what I do.”

      She nodded but said nothing. A few minutes went by before she spoke again. “Your eyes kind of glowed when we were in that store. Twice. Is that a vampire thing or just something you can do?”

      “Vampire thing. Generally a sign of strong emotion.” And something he was generally able to control better. He knew one of those times had to have been when he’d gotten angry about how undervalued she was as a teacher. Had the other been when she’d come out of the fitting room in that black dress? He’d been so caught up in what she’d looked like, he’d definitely lost himself for a moment. That had to be it.

      “I see. I owe you an apology, then.”

      Genuinely surprised, he gave her a quick side-eye. “You do? For what?”

      “That dress showed a lot of my neck. All of it, really. Having my hair up probably made it seem like I was flaunting it. I swear I wasn’t. I didn’t even think what that might do to a vampire. I’m sorry about that.”

      He almost laughed, but he knew she was serious. She really thought she’d upset him by showing off her neck that way. “You have nothing to apologize for. Especially not for how you looked in that dress.”

      “But your eyes got all glowy.” She turned a little in the seat, as much as the seat belt would allow. “Do you mean you weren’t thinking about … biting me?”

      Biting her and a few other things. He turned on the AC, suddenly in need of cooler temps than what he was feeling. “Okay, sure, I see an attractive neck and that thought does occur to me, but—”

      “I knew it.”

      “My reaction to you wasn’t just because your neck was bare.” He almost groaned. This wasn’t a conversation he’d expected to be having this afternoon. “Look, I’m a man.”

      “So?”

      “So I see a beautiful, sexy woman in a tight dress, and there’s a good chance I’m going to react. Glowing eyes and the rest of it.” Please, in the name of all that was sacred, don’t let her ask what he meant by the rest of it.

      She was staring at him. He could tell by his peripheral vision, which was good, because if he had to look at her right now, he might pull the car over and kiss her like he was thinking about. “Are you saying your eyes were glowing because you were … turned on?”

      He did groan this time. “Yes. Happy?”

      She turned away and went back to staring out the windshield. Then she snorted. A laugh followed.

      “Why is that funny?” he asked.

      “You think I’m beautiful.”

      He rolled his eyes and almost laughed with her. “Yes, I do. Because you are. I realize in light of our initial interactions, that must seem like just desserts or something.”

      “Something like that.”

      “Don’t get too full of yourself over there, cheerleader. You’re not my type.” He wasn’t sure why he’d added that last bit. It was true, though. She wasn’t. She was soft and vulnerable and a little naive in a way that was actually very charming, but that was so not the kind of woman he’d choose to spend time with.

      Although he’d just spent time with Sunni, and his afternoon had been very enjoyable.

      “Let me guess,” she said. “You criminal types like brunettes with smoky eyes and big boobs. The kind who wear leather jackets and tight jeans and look like they’d stick a knife in you if you say the wrong thing.”

      “For your information, chest size is irrelevant to this criminal type.”

      She chuckled. “But I was right about everything else, wasn’t I? You like bad girls, don’t you? Come on, tell me about your last girlfriend.”

      He sighed. If he answered truthfully, he’d be giving her more ammunition. “I don’t date a lot. In my business, it’s better not to have personal entanglements that can be used against you.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      Why was the drive back to Elenora’s taking so long? He caved. “Her name is Velvet Vanders and she’s—”

      “Velvet?” Sunni’s mocking tone filled the vehicle. “Was she a stripper? Or a show pony? What kind of name is that?”

      “She’s neither of those things. Well, the show pony bit might not be far off.” He lowered his voice. “She owns a vampire nightclub in Manhattan. I was there doing some research into a potential client, which is how we met.”

      “No stripping at that nightclub?”

      “Just go-go dancers in cages. Which doesn’t interest me at all.”

      “Good for you. Oh.” Sunni drew the word out like she’d realized something. “Velvet was a vampire, too. Still is, I guess.”

      “Yes. She is.” She’d been texting him and leaving voice mails, too, up until three months ago when she’d stopped. Then he’d heard her club was closed and up for sale. Apparently, she’d finally gotten the idea that things were over between them. He hadn’t figured she’d react so dramatically as leaving Manhattan, but whatever.

      “I suppose Velvet is a pretty cool name for a female vampire then. What did she look like?”

      He pressed his lips into a hard, firm line and tried to think of a way to change the subject. “Are you sure you don’t want more ice cream?”

      She shook her head slowly. “Brunette, huh?”

      He cut his eyes at her. She was gloating so hard she was practically levitating off the seat. “Yes. With a tendency to wear black leather jackets.”

      Sunni’s lips were pursed, and she was nodding.

      Ren had a new idea. “Tell me about your last boyfriend then. I bet his name was Chet or Billy Bob or Jimbo. Probably wore a cowboy hat and boots with a giant belt buckle he won in a local rodeo.”

      “His name was Scotty, and he did wear cowboy boots and a hat. But he won his belt buckle showing calves at the 4-H Fair.” She sank into her seat a little like she’d suddenly deflated.

      “Why aren’t you still seeing him?”

      “Because his family moved to Oklahoma after our senior year.”

      Ren quickly did the math. “Your last boyfriend was in high school? How old are you?”

      “Twenty-nine. And yes, that was my last.”

      “Why?”

      “I went to cosmetology school after graduation, and not long after that, my powers showed up. Not only did I have to rethink what I was going to do for a living, but I couldn’t imagine explaining what was going on with me to a guy. Not while also expecting that guy to stick around.” She twitched one shoulder in a little shrug. “Seemed better to stay single than go through that.”

      “Does that mean you haven’t told anyone else about the whole shadow thing?”

      “Just my mom and meemaw.” She looked at him again. “And you. Of course, Aunt Alice knows now, too. It’s not really the kind of thing you want to share. I didn’t even tell Aunt Alice initially. I was afraid she wouldn’t want to take me on.”

      “It’s not your fault you have the powers that you do.” He turned toward Elenora’s, and after the curve in the road, the estate came into view. “But I promise I won’t say a thing to anyone.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You know, there’s every chance that once you learn more about your powers, you’ll be able to control them. And probably even use them productively.” He hoped, for her sake. He wasn’t a hundred percent on that, but he understood she was struggling. Nothing wrong with a little positivity.

      “That would be nice. What are your cousins like? All vampires, right?”

      He nodded. “Yes. As are two of their wives. Sebastian’s wife is a valkyrie.” Ren laughed softly. “I can’t wait to see if she’s loosened him up a bit.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Sebastian is pretty tight-laced and serious. Honestly, I’m surprised he found a woman who could get through his gruff exterior after Evangeline. I guess that’s how he ended up with a valkyrie. There probably wasn’t another woman capable.”

      “Maybe she’s just like him.”

      “Please don’t say that. I don’t think I could take two of them.” The thought was mildly amusing, though. “Julian is the playboy of the family. Or I guess I should say was. Now that he’s married, he’s a one-woman guy. His wife is a vampire, a pretty famous one. She used to have her own show in Vegas. Now she performs a couple nights a week at the theater out by the lake. There’s a whole complex out there.”

      Sunni’s mouth came open. “Really? That is so cool.”

      Ren nodded. “She even had a television special a couple years back.”

      “They all sound so interesting.”

      “There’s one more cousin. Hugh. He and his wife, Delaney, also a vampire, have a son. According to the last letter I got from Elenora, George is six and will be entering kindergarten this year.” Ren pulled into the long drive.

      “Vampires can have children?”

      “They can.”

      “Does that mean George was born a vampire?”

      “It does.”

      She shook her head looking very much like he’d just blown her mind. “I am learning so much. Not exactly about the things I thought I’d be learning about, but it’s still very interesting.”

      He parked alongside the house and turned off the engine. “Aren’t you part of a supernatural community at home where you live?”

      “Mama and meemaw are witches, but I haven’t joined the local coven because … well, didn’t seem to be much point in it when my magic was so erratic.” She unlatched her seat belt but made no move to get out.

      “I get that. But there must be other supernaturals in your area.”

      “I’m sure there are. But I haven’t made friends with any.”

      He got the sense that she kept to herself. With understandable reasons.

      “There is a little boy in my class that I’ve had my suspicions about. I think he’s a werewolf. I mean, he barks a lot and occasionally bites the other kids, which might be something, but at that age, a lot of them are biters. But the first time I met his parents, I could have sworn they were sniffing me. I also thought the father’s eyes seemed to shine. It was just for a split second. Not silver like yours. Anyway, I don’t know what they are, but they are easily two of the most attractive people I’ve ever met.”

      “They sound like they could be werewolves. Why not just ask them? Do they know you’re some kind of supernatural too?”

      She shook her head. “No. Parkhurst Preschool caters to the wealthier families in town. I couldn’t ask them anything like that. Nor would I volunteer such information. It’s just not done.”

      He took off his own seat belt, turning toward her. “Have you ever thought that maybe it’s not just the wealthy families it caters to? Are there any other kids in your class that might have supernatural tendencies?”

      She took a moment. “Charlotte Mae Johnson likes to point her finger at anyone who bothers her and pretends to turn them to ice, but I always chalked that up as her obsession with Frozen.”

      He laughed. “I guess it must be hard to tell what’s a child’s imagination and what’s reality sometimes.”

      “It can be, because they fully believe in their own worlds as much as the one they’re actually living in. Tucker Pierson once told me his daddy turned into a dinosaur at night.”

      Ren’s brows shot up. “How do you know he’s not a dragon shifter?”

      Sunni’s eyes rounded. “Is that a thing?”

      “Heck yes. There’s one in Nocturne Falls. Although he and his wife split their time between here and Vegas, from what my aunt’s told me.”

      “She sure has told you a lot about the folks who live here.”

      He nodded. “She writes me long letters about everything that goes on in town. I think she’s been trying to get me to come live here for years. But I don’t like to stay in one place too long. Too dangerous.”

      “Because you make enemies of the parents you upset.”

      He let out a long breath. “Collateral damage. Nothing I can do about that.”

      “It’s not your fault. They were in the wrong.” She put her hand on the door handle. “I guess I should go in and see what Aunt Alice found out. When do you want that haircut?”

      “Tomorrow is fine.”

      “But I thought you wanted it before dinner.”

      He shrugged. He didn’t really care that much, except about having a reason to hang out with her again. “It can wait. I don’t want you to rush through your talk with Alice.”

      She frowned. “If you’re sure.”

      “I am. Hang on.” He got out and went around to open her door, then punched the button on the key fob to pop the trunk. He grabbed her garment bag and handed it over. “I’ll see you at dinner. But if you want to talk, I’m available too. You have my number.”

      “Thanks.” She gave him a quick smile, the garment bag draped over her arm again. “For everything.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She went up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek, then quickly headed for the side door, leaving him lightheaded, staring after her, and thinking about how, once again, he’d been the victim of witchcraft. Or some kind of craft.

      And he was starting to like it.
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      Sunni hung the dress, still in its protective plastic, in her closet, then went and knocked on Alice’s door. “Aunt Alice? It’s me, Sunni. I’m back.”

      There was no movement, no sound on the other side of the door. So when it opened, Sunni jerked back slightly in surprise. Aunt Alice was far too quiet.

      She stared up at Sunni, her face unreadable. “Come in.”

      Sunni followed her into the sitting room. “Did you find out anything about me? About what I am, I mean?”

      Alice gestured for Sunni to sit on the couch, taking a seat in her recliner as she did. “I’ve been through every relevant book in my library. Spoken to a few knowledgeable friends. Without knowing more about what you’re capable of, the best I can say is that you’ve been gifted with shadow magic. Some would call you an umbrate, which seems most likely even though you also possess some control of light as well as shadow. We’ll need to do more testing. We should start first thing tomorrow.”

      “An umbrate.” Sunni tested out the word, but it meant nothing to her. “What does it mean, though? What should I be able to do?”

      “That’s why we need to start testing you. To see how far your powers stretch and where the boundaries are. Umbrates can control shadows. Some umbrates can use them to move unseen. Some can see ghosts.”

      Sunni sucked in a breath.

      Alice looked at her more closely. “Have you seen them already?”

      “Not ghosts,” Sunni said. “At least I don’t think that’s what they are. Although I did see dark shapes in a cemetery once, before I even had my powers. But I can see shadows around people all the time. Some light, too.”

      Alice’s eyes narrowed, and she went silent in thought. “Do you see them around me?”

      Sunni nodded. “A little. A lot around Ren and Elenora. I see them around myself too. More sometimes than around other people.” The man from town came to mind. Had those been ghosts? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. She tried to push the image out as quickly as it had popped up. “Do you know what those shadows mean?”

      “Not yet.” Alice managed a small smile. “Being an umbrate is not a bad thing. But it is going to be a heavy burden to bear until you learn to control your gift. I suspect it already has been.”

      Sunni lifted her chin. “It hasn’t been easy.” She sighed. “So I’m really not a witch then?”

      “You have your mother’s blood in you or you wouldn’t have these skills at all, but your magic is definitely different. Most likely one of your male relatives carried the umbrate skills within them that mixed with the female bloodlines and created this in you. Which could be why you have skills beyond a normal umbrate, although I can tell you such skills are already rare.”

      “Can you still help me? Even though I’m not a witch?”

      With bright eyes and a clearer smile, Alice nodded. “I am going to do everything in my power. And my power is considerable.”

      Relief filled Sunni. “Thank you.”

      “How was your trip into town with Lorenzo?”

      Sunni wasn’t aware Alice knew that he’d taken her, but then Alice seemed to know all sorts of things. “It was nice. We had lunch, then did some shopping. He needed clothes because he came here with only a few things.”

      Alice looked unconvinced about something. “Was he nice to you?”

      Sunni smiled. “He was very nice. He even bought me a dress for tonight’s dinner, even though I really didn’t want him to.”

      “That was kind.” Alice’s gaze hardened. “You understand that some men might expect a different kind of payment for such a thing.”

      The fact that her aunt had brought that up made Sunni’s cheeks go hot. “I don’t think Ren expects that at all.”

      “No. Probably not. But just because he’s Elenora’s great nephew and just because he’s an Ellingham doesn’t mean he’s an innocent lamb. Quite the contrary. Watch yourself, Sunday.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Was it possible Ren was playing her? Sunni didn’t think so. But she also knew she wasn’t the best judge of character when it came to people over the age of five. She had seen some very dark shadows around him, after all.

      “Go on,” Alice said. “Dinner is in a few hours. I’ll see you then.”

      Sunni got up. “Thank you for all the help. See you at dinner.”

      She went back to her room and for a while, just lay on the bed thinking about what Alice had told her. An umbrate. Someone skilled with shadow magic.

      How could that be a good thing? What magic would anyone need that had anything to do with shadows? Although Alice had said some umbrates could use shadows to move unseen. That was interesting.

      But it didn’t seem like a set of skills that she’d ever be able to use to further her life. It was a good thing she’d gotten her teaching degree.

      Then her focus shifted to Ren. She replayed their afternoon. Maybe Alice was right that he’d been nice to her in hopes of getting something more, but nothing Sunni could pinpoint seemed to indicate that.

      Made sense that Alice would want to protect Sunni. They were family, after all, and Sunni didn’t begrudge her that protectiveness, but Sunni was twenty-nine. Not exactly a child. And it was nice to have the company of a man for a change. It was nice to have the company of anyone, really. Outside of family, Sunni had kept to herself for so long that she realized now how much she craved companionship.

      She had some girlfriends, but her focus on school and then her decision to stop going out after dark had caused many of those friends to drift. Being unable to explain why she didn’t want to go out at night hadn’t helped either.

      For a while, she’d even thought about moving back home to live with her mama and meemaw. Especially now that her brothers were older. Tim still helped run the ranch, but he’d moved into the small cabin on the property to get some privacy.

      John was off in Wyoming working as a trail guide.

      She fussed with the cuticle on one of her fingernails. Maybe she should move back. It would save her some rent money, although she’d still want to contribute to help with groceries and electricity, that sort of thing.

      But living at the ranch would add twenty minutes to her commute. And it would mean giving up some of her independence.

      She sighed. Ren was right. She really wasn’t paid enough. Even at the nice private school where she worked, she still struggled to make ends meet. Getting a roommate wasn’t an option either. Not just because of her shadow troubles, but also because the garage apartment she rented only had one bedroom and one bathroom.

      It was just that with rent, insurance, utilities, gas for her car, groceries, and all the other little things that came up, there never seemed to be much left over at the end of the month. If her car were to break down …

      She sat up and looked at the garment bag hanging in her closet. She’d never have been able to comfortably afford that dress, and yet Ren bought it like it was no big deal.

      He hadn’t blinked at the bill he’d racked up at Guildman’s either. Was he really paid that well for what he did? Probably. A desperate parent wouldn’t care what it took to get their child back, just that they did.

      And while she might not know that much about vampires or other supernaturals, everyone knew that vampires, the ones with a little age on them anyway, tended to be wealthy. They just were. Probably because they invested well. But there was every possibility they made their money through other means.

      Like robbing their victims. Or using their exceptional speed and strength to carry off heists no other human could. She had no idea.

      Look at this place. This estate was proof of how well-funded many vampires were. Elenora wore a lot of really good jewelry too. Aunt Alice had said she’d been a duchess. How old was Elenora?

      It also made her wonder how old Ren might be. And how much did he charge for his child-rescuing services?

      She was a little jealous of him. Not because of the money, which obviously would be nice, but it was more about the fact that he was using his abilities to do some good. She loved her work, she really did. But she’d always imagined she’d be one of those witches who made a living helping others with love potions, or good-fortune charms, or even casting spells to find lost loved ones or precious possessions.

      Instead, she wasn’t even a witch.

      But all her moping and wishing for different circumstances wasn’t getting her anywhere. She had a dinner party to get ready for.

      She took a quick shower, using her new Strawberry Lemonade Splash shower gel. She topped that off with the matching body lotion and a few spritzes of the body spray when she got out.

      She wrapped herself in a towel, then did her makeup. She stared at her hair for a while, undecided about what to do with it. The neckline of the dress really did look better with her hair up, but after Ren’s reaction, that didn’t seem like the way to go.

      Especially not when she was about to be in a room with a whole slew of vampires. What was the term for a group of vampires? A nest? A gathering? A colony? She wasn’t sure. But exposing her neck under those circumstances seemed like a bad idea.

      She decided on a braided headband effect, plaiting two long pieces from the nape of her neck, then pinning them around her head like a headband.

      After that, she took the dress out of its wrapping, removed the tags, and slipped into it. She was pleased she’d remembered to clean and condition her boots before the trip. She put on some socks, then tugged her boots on. They’d been a Christmas present from Tim and John last year and still looked as good as new because she was careful to take care of them.

      She stood in front of the mirror and admired them, ignoring the shadows dancing in and out of her reflection. The boots were dark tan leather with colorful flowers embroidered on them, and they were still the prettiest boots she’d ever seen.

      For her jewelry she added a pair of silver and turquoise hoops and a silver and turquoise ring that had once been her pawpaw’s. It was a big hunk of a thing, and she’d had to have it sized down quite a bit, but it was as dear to her as anything.

      Satisfied with her outfit, she checked the time. Alice would be knocking on her door soon. Sunni added a slick of gloss across her lips, then took a quick selfie to send to her mama. She sent it with a note that all was well, then went to stand by the window and look outside.

      Maybe tomorrow, whenever she had a break, she’d go for a walk. The estate was well maintained, and the gardens would be interesting to see close up. There looked to be a pond with a fountain in the center and lots of little paths and statues.

      The knock she’d been expecting came. She put her phone away and went to open the door.

      An envelope lay on the floor next to the threshold. She picked the envelope up and looked inside. A folded slip of paper and a watch. She took the note out first.

      I thought you might want to borrow this for the evening. To go with my dress. — Ren

      She smiled and slid the watch out. It was very fancy, sparkling with diamonds. The name on the face read Cartier. This was expensive. What was Ren doing with a watch like this? She had no idea, but if he wanted to loan it to her, she wasn’t going to say no.

      She put the watch on, then realized it wasn’t working because the crown was pulled out. She pushed it in. The second hand began to sweep around the dial. She set the correct time, then put the envelope on her dresser.

      When she turned around to close the door, Alice was standing there.

      “Ready?” Alice asked. She was in an ivory blouse and long navy skirt. The ivory blouse had a little navy stitching around the collar. Ruby stud earrings and a simple ruby and diamond ring were her only accessories.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Alice smiled as she looked Sunni over. “That’s the dress Lorenzo bought you?”

      Sunni nodded. “What do you think?”

      “I think you’ve made it your own. You look lovely.”

      “Thank you.” Sunni shut her door, and they walked down the hall together. “It was nice of Miss Elenora to include me, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous.”

      “Nothing to worry about. Her grandsons are good men and generally very nice. Their wives are even nicer. Sebastian can be a bit stern. Pay him no mind.”

      “Ren mentioned that about him.” Sunni took a breath. “I’m a little nervous about being in a room with so many vampires.”

      Alice stopped walking to look at her. “You’re in no danger. You must understand that. Elenora saved my life many, many years ago. Neither she nor her family would do anything to harm another human, unless that human was trying to harm one of them. You’re as safe in this house as you would be in your own.”

      Sunni nodded. “Thank you.”

      Alice started walking again. Sunni kept up. Alice lifted her finger. “That doesn’t mean Lorenzo doesn’t have more salacious desires in mind. Him you should still be wary of.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      A few moments later, they walked into the dining room. Ren was already there in his new suit. He’d shaved and put some product in his hair so that it gleamed softly in the light from the chandelier. He was so handsome, it almost took her breath away. He was speaking to another attractive man with similar features and dark hair, a little older and with only a few shadows whirling around him.

      Beside that man was a beautiful woman with honey-highlighted chestnut hair. Her emerald dress matched her bright eyes. Emeralds and diamonds sparkled at her ears. Almost no shadows, but half a dozen spots of bright light. She turned as they entered. “Hello, Alice.”

      Alice nodded. “Delaney.”

      She smiled at Sunni and came over, hands clasped before her in excitement. “Hi there. I’m Delaney Ellingham. That’s my husband, Hugh, talking to Ren.”

      “I’m Sunni. It’s nice to meet you, Delaney.” For a vampire, she seemed pretty normal, although Sunni wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting.

      “It’s lovely to meet you. Elenora told us Alice had taken on a novice who also happened to be her niece. I didn’t even know she had family. Have you been here before? Or is this your first trip to Nocturne Falls?”

      “First trip,” Sunni said.

      Delaney leaned in slightly. “You smell good enough to eat. What is that?”

      Sunni moved a half inch back. “Strawberry Lemonade Splash.”

      “What a great scent. I think I could make a truffle out of that. A strawberry lemonade ganache filling with a white chocolate coat. Topped with a little freeze-dried strawberry powder. Or maybe a twist of candied lemon peel. Doesn’t that sound good? I need to work on that right away. The perfect summer truffle.”

      Sunni must have given her a slightly blank look because Delaney suddenly laughed. “I’m sorry. I own Delaney’s Delectables in town. We do cakes and pies, cookies and brownies, but chocolates are my first love, and I’m always looking for new inspiration.”

      “Oh, how fun,” Sunni said. “I was just in town yesterday, but we didn’t go in your store. And now I really want to.”

      “You absolutely must stop by.” Delaney looked over at Alice. “You are going to give her some time off, aren’t you?”

      Alice nodded. “Of course.”

      “Excellent,” Delaney said. She reached out toward Sunni’s. “I’ll even name the truffle after you. Sunni’s Summer Afternoon. What do you think?” She grabbed Sunni’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

      The breath left Sunni’s body as darkness closed in. She gasped and bent inward, punched in the gut by the contact. Shadows swarmed her, one after the other in a rush of blackness. They filled her vision, leaving her unable to see or speak or think for a moment. Even sounds went tinny and distant.

      It was like trying to drink from a firehose.

      After what seemed like far too long, she yanked her hand away and sucked in air. She took a step back. “I’m sorry. I just …” She shook her head, not quite able to put into words what had just happened.

      Alice was at her side. Ren appeared at the other.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      She nodded, exhaling a ragged breath that didn’t make her sound all right at all.

      Alice gripped Sunni’s elbow, and calming warmth spread throughout her body. She knew instinctively her aunt was using magic to sooth her.

      Keeping a hold on Sunni, Alice spoke to Delaney. “She’s only just come into a very rare set of powers. I believe touching you triggered something.”

      Delaney looked horrified, which made Sunni feel worse. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to do anything.”

      Alice shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “No, it’s not,” Sunni managed. “I just … I have a lot to learn about my abilities.” Like how to control them. And how not to embarrass herself at parties. “I’m the one who should be apologizing.”

      Elenora swept in, her skirt a cloud of floral taffeta, her periwinkle blouse laden with strands of pearls. Diamonds sparkled at her ears, wrists, and fingers. “Why are you apologizing? What did I miss?”

      Sunni wished the floor would open up and swallow her. “I just had a small episode with my magic. It’s over now.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Delaney whispered, genuine concern filling her eyes.

      “Yes.” Sunni smiled to prove her point. “I’m fine. Thank you for asking.” Delaney might be a vampire, but Sunni liked her immensely. And not just because she ran a sweets shop.

      “Good,” Delaney said.

      Another couple entered, a tall, stern-looking but handsome man with a gorgeous blonde at his side. They were introduced as Sebastian, which Sunni had already guessed, and his wife, Tessa.

      The vampire and the valkyrie, Sunni thought. What an interesting couple.

      A full ten minutes after them, the last couple walked in. Julian Ellingham, whose hair was even longer than Ren’s, and his wife, Desdemona. She was so beautiful it was hard not to stare at her. She was also very pregnant, her voluminous purple maxi dress doing nothing to hide the large baby bump.

      Julian came to join his wife, putting his arms around her, and the most curious thing happened. The shadows that had been around both of them merged and surrounded the couple as if they were one.

      All Sunni could think was that they must really be in love for the shadows not to be able to tell them apart.

      As more introductions were made, Sunni was careful not to touch anyone else. She was sure the incident caused by the contact between her and Delaney had been more about Delaney being a vampire than anything else.

      Elenora gestured toward the table. “Let’s sit, shall we? Frauke is probably panting to get the food out.” She stood behind her chair while everyone took theirs, smiling. “It is so good to have you all here. Renzo’s visit shouldn’t be the excuse for us to get together. We need to do this more often.”

      “Agreed,” Hugh said. He lifted his glass toward his cousin. “Although it is very good to have you here, Ren. To family.”

      “To family. It’s good to be here,” Ren said, lifting his glass in return.

      Everyone drank to the toast, and as the glasses were lowered, Ren, who’d taken the seat next to Sunni, leaned in. “You okay?”

      “I am. I promise.”

      He nodded, not looking completely convinced.

      She smiled. It was nice to be worried about. But she still felt bad for causing a small scene. She glanced toward the head of the table and the woman who presided over the room like a queen.

      At least Elenora hadn’t been here to see it.
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      Ren could feel Alice’s eyes on him. He was pretty sure she’d wanted to sit by Sunni, but he’d quickly pulled a chair out for her on the other side of the table. Sunni was now between him and Delaney with Alice across from them.

      Every time he looked over at Alice, she stared at him in such a way that he wondered twice if she wasn’t actually hexing him. Or at least mentally turning him into a frog.

      Let her do her best. It was worth a little amphibian interference to sit by Sunni. It made him smile that she was wearing not only the dress he’d bought her, but the watch he’d lent her. The boots were a lot better than he’d expected. She looked like a million bucks.

      Frauke’s rack of lamb with mint sauce, baby spring peas, and creamy scalloped potatoes was a hit with everyone.

      A few minutes into eating, however, Sebastian cleared his throat, getting everyone’s attention.

      “Tessa and I have an announcement.” Sebastian looked at his wife, the love in his eyes plain. She smiled back at him, giving him a little nod. Encouragement, maybe? Or telling him it was okay to proceed? Ren wasn’t sure.

      Sebastian looked at Elenora, then the rest of his family. “We’ve been approved for an adoption. We’re getting a child sometime in the next few weeks. A little girl. Two years old. A dhampir.” He took a moment. Almost as if his emotions had gotten the best of him. “Her name is Ellie, which we will continue to call her, but we’re having it legally changed to Elenora.”

      “Elenora Magna Blythe Ellingham,” Tessa added.

      Elenora gasped softly and put her hand to her mouth, giddy with the news. As everyone else congratulated Sebastian and Tessa, Sunni glanced over at Ren, brows raised.

      He anticipated the question. “Half-vampire, half-mortal,” he explained.

      She nodded, looking slightly surprised that such a thing existed.

      Julian raised his glass. “I know how long this process has been for you two. I’m so happy for the both of you.”

      “Georgie will be so excited,” Delaney said.

      Desdemona nodded. “So will Lucas.” She looked down at her belly. “If he ever gets here.”

      Ren spread a little mint sauce on his next bite of lamb. “You know, Sunni is a preschool teacher.”

      Tessa leaned forward to see Sunni better. “You are? That’s marvelous. And you’re moving here? You know, that’s one thing we could use in this town. A dedicated preschool for supernatural kids.”

      Sebastian nodded. “She’s right. We’ve been talking about that.”

      “Oh,” Sunni said. “I’m only here for eight weeks. Then I’m going back to Texas.”

      Ren swallowed his lamb and started cutting another piece. “You could stay, you know. This is a great place for people with all kinds of powers and abilities to live.”

      She’d be safer here, too. And Alice was her family.

      Elenora, shrewd as always, chimed in. “There’s a tremendous coven here. You might really enjoy it.”

      Ren realized his aunt had not yet been made privy to the knowledge that Sunni wasn’t actually a witch. Sunni just nodded, obviously unsure of what to say. He wished they could speak privately for a few minutes. He wondered what had come of her talk with Alice. Had she figured out what Sunni was?

      He wasn’t sure why knowing mattered to him so much, but it did. That wasn’t the only reason he wanted to talk to Sunni, though. For one thing, he wanted to know what everyone’s shadows looked like to her. For another, he hadn’t yet had a chance to tell her how gorgeous she was tonight.

      Not in a million years would he have thought cowboy boots and a cocktail dress would work, but on Sunni it did. She looked tough but feminine, like a woman who could purr like a kitten or growl like a lion. The getup was incredibly sexy. As was she.

      Conversation went from kids and the need for a daycare to Harmswood, the local private school where Tessa was the Dean of Library Studies. The women all complimented each other’s outfits and hair and jewelry and shoes, during which Sunni’s boots were regaled as next-level. From there, the talk then segued into how things were going with the retail area by the lake.

      Desdemona announced her replacement for the year or so she planned to be out on maternity leave was going to be a cabaret-style show featuring a variety of acts pulled in from various parts of the country.

      “We’ve already sold three months’ worth of tickets,” Julian said.

      “That’s good,” Sebastian said.

      Hugh nodded. “Agreed. That whole area has really taken off, hasn’t it?”

      Julian scooped some peas onto his fork. “So much so that we should consider adding another small hotel out there. Or at least a bed and breakfast.”

      It was interesting but not enough to keep Ren’s attention off of Sunni. She smelled tart and sweet. A little like summer. Maybe after dinner they could do something together. He wasn’t sure what.

      He’d be happy just talking.

      After the dinner plates were cleared, Frauke carried in a massive cake.

      “Delaney, is that one of yours?” Tessa asked.

      Delaney nodded. “It is. Black Forest gateaux.”

      Tessa glanced down at Sunni. “Delaney is the queen of all things sweet and delicious. You should go by her shop if you haven’t yet.”

      Sunni smiled. “So I’ve heard.”

      “Go on, sweetheart,” Hugh said. “Explain what deliciousness we’re about to eat.”

      “Well,” Delaney started. “It’s three tiers of dark chocolate buttermilk sponge cake. In the middle of the tiers, there are two layers of milk chocolate ganache surrounded by a ring of whipped cream which has been filled with cherry preserves, and then the whole thing is topped with fresh cherries and chocolate shavings. Normally, the cake layers would be soaked in kirsch, but as Desi is still pregnant, I soaked them in cherry juice instead.”

      Desi shook her head, smiling. “You are too good to me.”

      Delaney laughed. “I’m really hoping all of that sugar will help Lucas realize it’s time to come out.”

      Julian nodded, looking slightly weary and making Ren wonder just how overdue Desdemona was. “One can only hope.”

      Frauke served up the cake, fat slices that glistened with cherry preserves and smelled of chocolate and cream.

      As Ren picked up his fork, Sunni leaned over. “I thought you didn’t have much of a sweet tooth.”

      He grinned. “Are you trying to steal my cake?”

      “It would be a shame to let it go to waste.”

      He stuck his fork in, notching off a large bite. “I’m sure if you want more, that can be arranged.”

      He ate two more bites slowly, then slid the plate toward her. The cake was very good but not as good as sharing it with Sunni. “All yours.”

      She smiled. Her plate held a few chocolate cake crumbs and a smear of cherry preserves. That was it. She took his plate. “Thanks.”

      Elenora, Hugh, and Sebastian had brandies. Everyone else had coffee, except for Desdemona, who had a cup of warm milk with honey, something she said she’d been craving every evening.

      They all sat and talked a bit, sipping their drinks, complimenting Frauke’s meal and Delaney’s cake, and reminiscing about old times. Mostly Ren’s last visit here.

      Hugh sat forward suddenly, glancing at his watch. “Darling, what time do we have the babysitter until?”

      She looked at his watch, too. “Until about ten minutes from now. We’d better go.”

      He jumped up and pulled out her chair. “I’m sorry, but Delaney is right. Thank you so much, Grandmama, for a wonderful evening.”

      Julian helped Desdemona up, too, as she explained why they needed to go. “I love you all and it was wonderful spending time with you, but I feel like a beached whale. I need to lie down and let my husband rub my feet.”

      Tessa laughed softly. “I can’t believe how well you’ve trained Julian.”

      Sebastian snorted at that. “Indeed.” He glanced at his wife. “We should be off as well. I have quarterly reports to attend to.”

      “And a bedroom to paint,” Tessa reminded him.

      Ren stood, Sunni too, as Elenora and Alice also got to their feet. They all walked out together, and goodbyes were said all around. Within minutes, only the four of them stood in the foyer.

      “You have a lovely family,” Sunni said to Elenora. “Thank you for including me.”

      “You’re welcome, my dear. I’m glad you joined us. Tonight was a great reminder of how wonderful it is to be with all of them and how we need to do evenings like this more often.” Elenora practically glowed with happiness. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to read. Good night.”

      “Good night,” Alice said. “I have some reading to do myself.” She gave Ren a hard look before turning to Sunni. “I’ll expect you at nine sharp tomorrow.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Alice looked at Ren one last time before heading off to her wing.

      Sunni rolled her lips in, clearly amused. She whispered, “Alice thinks you’re up to no good.”

      He’d figured that out. “I’m sure she thinks I intend to besmirch you in some way. I’m not, I swear.” Although a little besmirching might not hurt.

      “Are you sleepy?” Sunni asked.

      He shook his head. “I’m a vampire. And it’s only a little past ten. Why? Are you going to bed? I guess you should if you need to meet Alice at nine.”

      “I was thinking …” She glanced toward the back of the house. “I’d love to go for a walk. The gardens behind the house look really nice. I was thinking I’d go tomorrow, but now might be nice too.”

      He nodded. “Come on.” He almost held out his hand, then remembered what had happened when she’d touched Delaney. And if Delaney had that kind of impact, there was no way Sunni should touch him. “We can go out through the back doors that lead onto the patio.”

      “Okay.”

      He led the way toward those doors. “You look fantastic, by the way. I didn’t get a chance to tell you earlier. I love the boots with the dress. And the watch looks great on you.”

      She smiled. “Thank you again for the dress and the loan of the watch. That was very kind of you. And I’m so glad for this dress because my sundress definitely would have looked out of place at that dinner. Those women dress very well.”

      “You held your own. With style.” He opened one of the French doors and held it for her. The patio and all of the grounds, including the garden, had the perfect amount of landscape lighting. Just enough to see by without being so bright that it ruined the evening’s ambience. It was pretty romantic, actually.

      She stepped outside. “They’re all a little intimidating but all very nice, too. So are your cousins. I enjoyed the dinner very much. And to be honest, I didn’t think I would.”

      He went out behind her, closing the door. “I’m sure the idea of sharing a meal with that many vampires was daunting.”

      She nodded. “It was.”

      “What exactly happened when Delaney touched you? If you don’t mind me asking?”

      They walked toward the stairs that led into the garden.

      “I’m not really sure,” Sunni said. “It was like wave after wave of shadows hit me all at once. Took the breath right out of me.”

      “That must have been terrifying.”

      “It was scary. But Alice used her magic to help me calm down. She thinks she knows what I am now so I should have more control soon.”

      His brows rose. “So? What are you?”

      “Something called an umbrate. Basically, I have shadow magic. With a little light magic thrown in. What that all really means, I’m not sure. We start testing tomorrow. I guess I’ll know more then.”

      “Shadow magic? Sounds interesting.”

      She shrugged. “Sounds kind of boring, if you ask me. I just hope I can get control of these stupid things so I don’t have to live with them for the rest of my life.”

      “You seemed to get some control at lunch with me.”

      “Yeah, and I broke the light bulb.”

      “So? That was your first try. Nobody’s good at anything their first time.” Except kissing, he thought. He could be really good at kissing her the first time.

      “I suppose you’re right.” Her eyes narrowed. “Stick out your hand.”

      He did as she asked. “Why?”

      “Because I’m going to touch you and see what happens.”

      “Aren’t you worried?”

      She shrugged. “Sure, I guess. But I know what to expect now.”

      “But that was Delaney.” He put his hand down. “This is … me.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “And you think you’re a lot worse than Delaney so the effect on me will be worse, too.”

      “She makes chocolates for a living. I might rescue children, but I also do bad things to bad people. When necessary.” He really didn’t want to be the reason something bad happened to her, though.

      She said nothing for the span of a few heartbeats. Then again, “Put your hand out.”
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      Sunni understood why Ren was reluctant. He probably thought she was about to have a look at all of his demons.

      In a way, he was right. Those shadows that surrounded people weren’t just there on accident. Sunni might not know what being an umbrate fully involved, but seeing dark shadows and spots of light around people felt pretty self-explanatory. Those things were there because they’d been drawn to those people for a reason.

      He finally stretched his arm out again.

      “I’m not judging you,” she told him. “I promise. I just want to see if I can stop them or control them or something. And you’re the only vampire I feel comfortable enough to do this with.”

      “Are you sure you should be experimenting like this?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. But if something happens, you can get Alice in about two minutes.”

      “That will really endear me to her.”

      Sunni laughed. “Hush now. I need to concentrate.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She pursed her lips in response to his mimicking her. He was so sassy. She took a deep breath, her fingers inches from his. She could do this. She would do this.

      She grabbed his hand.

      The influx of darkness came just as fast and just as hard as before, but it wasn’t the same kind of shock because she’d been expecting it. The gut punch only caused her a brief moment of panic. She breathed through it, hanging on.

      She kept her eyes closed for a moment and focused on her breath. It seemed easier to control than the onslaught. Then she put her energy into controlling more than her breath. Stop it. Stop bombarding me. Go away. Enough.

      The shadows hitched, then decelerated. Were they actually listening to her?

      She opened her eyes. The world around her was still darker than it had been before she’d taken Ren’s hand. Shadows surrounded both of them as if they stood in the midst of a dark storm. Stop. Now. I don’t know what you want of me, but I can’t deal with you all at once.

      They didn’t clear, not entirely, but they slowed until they were only drifting past. Loose, amorphous shapes that weren’t animal or human or anything discernable. She exhaled. This was better. More manageable.

      She held fast to Ren and focused on the biggest shadow in front of her. She spoke to it directly. “What do you want?”

      No movement to indicate any kind of understanding. No response either. What did that mean? Could it understand her or not?

      She decided to try a different tact. “Leave Ren alone. No more shadows around him. When I look at him, I don’t want to see any of you. Begone. Now.”

      The shadows faded like smoke. She sucked in a breath, amazed that had worked.

      “What happened?” Ren asked. “Did they leave?”

      She nodded, her fingers still wrapped around his, her gaze still on the empty air where the shadow had been. All that remained around him was a faint halo of light. “They did. They all did.”

      “Maybe … you should let go and see if they’re still gone.”

      “Right.” She held on a second longer. This wasn’t exactly holding hands, but it was the closest she’d been in a long time. It was nice. He was warmer than she expected. His skin a little rough in some places, smooth in others. Reluctantly, she released him.

      He put his hands on his hips. “See anything?”

      Just an incredibly handsome man. She swallowed and shook her head, a little emotional. It was the first time in eight years that she’d seen anyone without a hint of shadow around them. The faint halo of light could almost have been a reflection of the landscape lighting.

      He bent toward her. “You okay?”

      She took a breath, open-mouthed. “There’s nothing around you. I can see you. Just you.” Without thinking, she touched his face, letting her fingers glide down his cheek. “It’s been a long time since I’ve looked at anyone without worrying about what else I’d see.”

      “And touching me again hasn’t brought them back?”

      She stared into his eyes. “Nope.”

      “Good.” His eyes glowed softly as he reached for her, taking hold of her waist and pulling her in closer. “Because that means I can do this.” Then his mouth was on hers and he was kissing her, giving her a whole new reason for the breath to vanish from her body.

      Her hand dropped from his face to his shoulder. Her other hand flattened on his chest, not pushing him away, just testing the closeness of another being. Warmth spilled through her along with shivers of desire and the slow awakening of pleasure that felt both forbidden and deserved.

      His chest was hard and muscled, his mouth soft and insistent, and the longer he kissed her, the more she wanted of him. Alice wasn’t going to like this at all.

      The thought made her laugh, which disrupted the kiss.

      He frowned. “Not the response I was going for.”

      She curled her fingers through the placket of his shirt, drawing him near again, and kept her voice to a whisper. “I was just thinking that Alice isn’t going to like how much I’m enjoying this.”

      He smiled again. “That’s a response I can live with.” His mouth returned to hers, and the second kiss lasted longer than the first. It was slower but more insistent, tender but demanding in a way that left no doubts in Sunni’s mind about Ren’s skill.

      She clearly wasn’t the only woman he’d ever kissed. But she had a sudden desire to be his last.

      She pushed away. She had no right to a thought like that. She’d only just met him. And in eight weeks, she’d be back in Texas. Her heart was going to get smashed into little bitty pieces if she wasn’t careful. And then there was the possibility, however slight, that Alice was right about him. Sunni didn’t really believe that, though. She smiled to soften her actions. “Maybe we should actually take that walk.”

      He nodded. “Of course.” He held out his hand.

      She took it.

      Together they started down the main flagstone path. The garden practically hummed with nocturnal insect life. Iridescent green dragonflies zipped past. Gleaming white flowers bloomed on vines that curled around iron trellises and up the base of the statues that decorated little groves along the path. Ahead of them was a small pond with a fountain at the center. The water bubbled away, filling the air with gentle sounds. Underwater lights set it all aglow.

      The fragrance in the garden was sweet and ethereal, and Sunni wondered just how much Alice’s magic contributed to what they were seeing.

      “It’s really beautiful in here.”

      Ren nodded. “It is. There’s nothing like this where I live now, but this garden reminds me of my childhood. Those were the days, huh?”

      She nodded, but thinking about her childhood made her sad. Because it reminded her of her father. “They were.” Losing him had, in many ways, put an end to her carefree, easy days. She’d had to grow up fast.

      “I’m an idiot,” Ren muttered. “I don’t need to read minds to know what you’re thinking about. Your childhood was horribly interrupted. I’m sorry for being so inconsiderate.”

      She smiled and shook her head. “It’s okay. You didn’t do it on purpose. I’m glad you have good memories of growing up. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      He nodded. “Half-sister. My mother died in childbirth, and my father remarried a few years later. Another few years after that, Clara was born.”

      “I’m so sorry about your mom. That’s awful.”

      He gave her hand a quick squeeze. “It was 1825. Death in childbirth was unfortunately very common.”

      The math didn’t need doing. It was plain. Sunni stopped in her tracks and let go of his hand. “That means you’re …”

      “Almost two hundred years old.” He smiled. “I was turned when I was thirty-two, if that helps at all.”

      “Two hundred years old,” she repeated. She couldn’t fathom that kind of lifespan. “What’s that like?”

      He took a deep breath. “It’s a blessing at times. A burden at others. I’ve watched more of my friends and family die than I can count.” He nodded at the house behind them. “Thanks to Aunt Elenora, who easily has a hundred years on me, my father, stepmother, and stepsister are all still around.”

      “All vampires,” she whispered.

      “Yes. She’s turned or enabled the turning of as many of her family members as she could throughout the years. After losing many to a terrible plague, she couldn’t stand the thought of more death. And so, for those of us who’ve wanted to, immortality has been made available.”

      “Have any said no?”

      “A few.” He put his hands in his pockets. “It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?”

      It was. She couldn’t lie to him. “And a lot to think about.”

      He stared at the flagstones under his feet. “Does that mean the walk is over?”

      Did it? “No.” She held out her hand. They were almost at the fountain.

      He took it. “You can ask me anything you want, you know.”

      “Anything?”

      He nodded.

      “How did you end up doing what you do?”

      He took a seat on a bench that overlooked the pond and the fountain. She sat beside him. He released her hand to clasp his in front of him. He stared at the water. “Clara was taken when she was one year old. I was eight or nine, I think. After so many years, ages blur. But what I do remember was how utterly destroyed and distraught my parents were. My stepmother blamed herself, questioning every move she’d made that day. My father swung from impotent rage to tears. I’d never seen two people more broken.”

      “But you said Clara is a vampire like you. So she was found?”

      “Yes. Two days later. The miller’s wife had recently lost a baby girl. She’d seen Clara and taken her. The constable was no help. When the miller found out what his wife had done, he returned Clara to my parents and begged them not to press charges against his wife. They didn’t. My stepmother understood very plainly how losing a child, even for two days, could affect a person.”

      “How awful, though. For all of them.”

      He nodded. “It shaped everything I did. And that’s why I do what I do now. See, it’s even harder for parents of supernatural children. They can’t exactly go to the police and explain that their child might have been taken for reasons beyond the realm of known reality.”

      “I understand. Completely.” She saw him with new eyes too. There was no way this man would do anything to hurt her. Not intentionally. Alice was wrong.

      But that didn’t mean Sunni’s heart might not still get broken.
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      Ren hadn’t told many people that story. The empathy in Sunni’s eyes made it easy to see that sharing with her had been the right decision. And hopefully a good way to balance out the look she’d gotten when she’d found out he was old enough to be her great-great-great-grandfather.

      He knew the age difference between them might scare her away, but he didn’t want to lie to her. Ever. She was too sweet and kind and in her own way, innocent, to be treated like that. She deserved the truth.

      “Can I ask you another question?”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      “What do you charge to rescue a child?”

      “I try not to charge more than the parents or parent can afford, but mounting a mission isn’t always cheap. I usually ask for my expenses covered, plus a reasonable sum on top of that, based on what I think they can afford. I don’t do this job to get wealthy, but it takes deep pockets to do what I do.”

      She nodded. “I’m sure.”

      He pointed to her wrist. “That watch was partial payment for a rescue.”

      She turned her arm, making the diamonds glint in the soft light. “I wondered why you had this.” She started to unlatch it. “Which reminds me, I need to give it back.”

      A branch cracked in the woods behind them.

      He was on his feet instantly, peering into the darkness, trying to see what had caused the sound. “Stay behind me,” he said quietly.

      If Wilhem had followed him here …

      Sunni stood up, still at his back. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know.” He couldn’t see anything either. He inhaled, searching the air for a scent that might give him a clue. Just pine and loam and the fragrance of the garden. The scent of vampire, too, but that was to be expected. Then a shape moved. Nothing more than the shift of something darker in the already pitch-black forest beyond the reach of the garden’s light.

      If he’d been alone, he would have gone after it, but he wasn’t leaving Sunni here by herself. “Back to the house.”

      There was no movement behind him.

      “Now,” he whispered with more urgency.

      She took off. He followed behind her, listening carefully, but the fountain’s burbling made it hard to pick out any other noises from the woods.

      She went through the French door ahead of him, the same door they’d come out of. He stopped and looked back, taking one last scan to see if they’d been followed. But as he expected, there was no sign of anyone or anything.

      He closed the door and locked it.

      “What was that all about?” she asked. “Do you think someone was out there? Who would it be?”

      “I don’t know.” He sighed. “That’s not exactly true. I have my suspicions. The last recovery I did … the father is a very dangerous man. Somehow, he figured out I was the one his wife hired. I thought this would be a safe place to lie low, but now I’m not so sure.”

      Sunni grabbed his hand. “You aren’t leaving, are you?”

      “Not yet.” It touched him that she cared. “I need to talk to my aunt about this. Make sure she understands what’s going on. She has as many if not more resources than I do.”

      Sunni let go of him to wrap her arms around herself. “Maybe I shouldn’t have sent the shadows away. Maybe I would have been able to see if there was someone out there who meant you harm.”

      “I’m sure you can call them back again just as easily, but don’t do it on my account.” He was almost afraid of what she’d see if she looked at one of Wilhem’s men.

      Her mouth bent ever so slightly in a rebellious smirk. “I’ll do whatever I want to. For whomever I want to.”

      He laughed. “I have no doubt.” Heaven help him, he liked her more than he should. Especially with Alice firmly on team No Ren. “You should probably go to bed.”

      “After nearly being attacked by your archenemy? I’m too wired up.” She bit her bottom lip and looked hopeful. “You think there’s any of that cake left?”

      They hadn’t exactly been attacked, nor did they know who had been out there, but he let it go. “I’m sure there is. And I happen to know the way to the kitchen. But don’t you want to change?”

      She glanced down at her cocktail dress and boots. “Why? I look good in this.”

      Still chuckling, he took her hand again. “Yes, you do. Let’s go see about that cake.”

      He led her to the kitchen, flipped a few lights on, and opened the fridge. A box bearing the foiled name Delaney’s Delectables sat front and center on the second shelf.

      He pulled it out and displayed it proudly. “Look what I found.”

      “Well done.” She settled in at the long marble counter, taking a seat in one of the stools there. “Is there any milk?”

      He glanced in again. Grabbed the jug with his other hand. “Two percent. Will that do?”

      “Sure. Now all I need is a glass and a fork.”

      Ren made a face. “No plate?”

      Her brows lifted. “Um, right. A plate too. Since we’re being fancy.”

      He laughed, his amusement with her unending. He put the box and the jug down in front of her and went in search of plates, forks, and glasses.

      He returned with two of each, putting one set in front of her, then another in front of the seat beside her.

      She glanced at him. “Aren’t you having cake too?”

      He shook his head on the way back to the fridge. “Nope. That’s all you. But I am having a snack.” He grabbed the lidded glass container that held the remaining lamb chops and brought it over.

      He took a seat beside her, opened the container, then used his fork to dish out a few of the chops.

      She had a fat slice of cake on her plate and was pouring herself a glass of milk. She held the jug up. “You want some?”

      “Sure. Maybe it’ll help me sleep.”

      She filled his glass. “Do you struggle with that? Sleep, I mean?”

      “Not usually. But I don’t like the idea that Wilhem might have followed me here.” Ren picked up a chop by the bone.

      She took the watch off and slid it toward him. “Thank you again for that.”

      “You’re welcome.” He tucked it into his jacket pocket.

      “So this father … When you say he’s a very dangerous man … how dangerous is that exactly?”

      “About as dangerous as they come. Wilhem Schuss is an ancient, powerful vampire who has earned his money and his reputation by running a large part of the paranormal crime syndicate in Europe. Drugs, prostitution, racketeering, black-market blood, you name it, he’s involved. He has a lot of money and a legendary temper.”

      “Black-market blood?”

      Ren exhaled. “There’s a heavy illicit trade in specialty blood. Specifically the kind that belongs to other supernaturals.”

      She grimaced. Then took another big bite of cake as if to console herself. “He sounds like a peach.”

      “It’s common knowledge that the last vampire who tried to oust him was captured, then fried to death in a tanning bed.”

      She swallowed her last bite. “And you think he might be here?”

      “Not him. But his men.” Ren thought about the note he’d found in his apartment. He couldn’t put the pieces together to make sense of how Wilhem had discovered that place. Ren had hidden his ownership of the apartment so deeply, he doubted even the NSA could find it.

      He pulled a hunk of meat off the chop and chewed. That note had been there before he’d arrived, so he didn’t think he’d been followed there, then to his aunt’s.

      “You seem deep in thought.”

      “Sorry. I’m not good company right now, am I?” Even his appetite had tapered off. He put the rest of the chop down.

      “You’re fine. And it’s understandable.” She used her fork to push a cherry around on her plate. “Maybe you should get proactive.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Go after Wilhem. Strike first. Or at least make the first move.”

      He turned to look at her more closely. That was the last advice he’d expected from her. “Not a bad idea. Except I’m not sure what that move would be. Or how to go after him without getting myself killed.”

      She stabbed the cherry and lifted it to her mouth. “Then you need to make him believe you’re somewhere else.”

      His eyes narrowed as he pondered that. He nodded. “Another good idea. One that might be easier to accomplish as well. I’ll just have to do some thinking about how best to accomplish that.”

      She ate the cherry. “How do people usually contact you if they want to hire you?”

      “There are a couple of ways. Word of mouth. There are some parenting forums I keep watch on, too. There are places for desperate parents to post. Some of them I contact; some reach out to me through the site because they’ve heard I can help. Then there’s the dark web on occasion. It’s not all bad.”

      She nodded. “So what if you made an announcement on those forums, maybe on the dark web, too, that you were going to be unavailable for a while but did it from an IP address that’s registered to somewhere else. Somewhere that would distract Wilhem. You know, with a VPN. Except set to allow the location to show.”

      He nodded, surprised she knew about virtual private networks. “I see what you’re saying. I wonder if that would be enough? If a VPN would fool him?”

      “I don’t know. Might be worth a shot. Maybe it is too simple. Maybe if you could have some fake charges show up on your credit card, too. Like for a hotel in the same city or a rental car. A couple of meals. That kind of thing. Don’t look at me to help, though. I’m no computer whiz.”

      “You’ve already been a lot of help.” With enough layers of fake info, this plan might work. Why couldn’t it? He picked up the lamb chop again, his appetite returning. “I have a guy that handles all of my tech work when needed, but contacting him would leave a small electronic trail. But I’m sure my aunt knows someone local who’s just as trustworthy.”
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      Nine a.m. sharp and Sunni stood in the middle of Alice’s practice, getting ready for the first round of testing. Candles flickered on the worktable and on the hearth, but there was no fire in the fireplace.

      Sunni was ready to work. After last night with Ren, she felt like she could do anything.  The urge to gain more control had gotten a lot stronger, too.

      She wondered what he was up to. Probably still sleeping. When she’d said good night after the cake, he’d just decided to hit the gym and then swim some laps. Apparently, this massive estate had both a workout room and an indoor pool.

      She tried to focus. And not think about Ren in swim trunks. “What are we starting with?”

      Alice had a notebook in one hand, and she was reading over whatever was written in it. “I have a list of possible skills you might possess based on the capabilities of shadow magic and its practitioners.”

      Sunni thought about that. “So is shadow magic something anyone can learn?”

      “Yes.” Alice looked up over the rim of her glasses. “And no. Shadow magic can be learned. There are spells and such that can be cast if one has just the right words, the proper tools, and a reasonable level of skill. Being an umbrate is an inborn ability. You either have it, as you do, or you don’t. And umbrates don’t need tools or fancy words. They just simply command the shadows to do their bidding.”

      “Okay.” Sunni felt better about that. It would be a little embarrassing to come from a family of witches and not have any natural talents at all. Of course, she’d proven she had innate abilities last night with Ren. Just mentally telling the shadows to go had been enough to make them leave.

      “We’re going to test you on both.” Alice held the notebook against her body. “Darken the room.”

      With the simple thought of darkness, the room fell into a deep, murky fog.

      “Light again, please.”

      Darkness go. The fog lifted. “That’s pretty easy,” Sunni said.

      “The tasks will get harder,” Alice promised. “Darken half the room.”

      Hmm. That wasn’t something Sunni had ever done. She concentrated and went with her gut instincts. She called the darkness in again but this time held her hands out and pushed against it. When the line of shadow was where she wanted it, she gave a new command. Stay.

      The darkness split the room in half.

      Alice nodded. “Good. Make it the top half only.”

      Sunni took a breath and again, moved on instinct. Hands still out before her, she moved them slowly to turn the darkness. It worked. The darkness followed her motions, shifting as if on a flat plane to hover above them, plunging them into darkness from the shoulders up.

      She’d impressed herself that time.

      “Lights again.”

      Sunni waved her hands through the air, removing the darkness entirely. She exhaled, surprised to find she’d been holding her breath.

      “Don’t do that,” Alice said. “You must breathe. You’ll only tire yourself out faster.”

      Sunni nodded. “I’ll work on that.”

      “Show me one solitary shadow. Contain it.”

      At first, Sunni wasn’t sure how to do that. Then she looked directly at Alice. Show yourselves.

      Three shadows appeared around her.

      Sunni directed her thoughts at the largest one that drifted near Alice’s side. You. Sunni reached out and directed it with her hand, pushing it away from Alice and into the center of the room. “Show yourself. Now.”

      The shadow materialized. Or at least Sunni thought it did. She’d already been able to see it, but it grew darker and took on a slightly human shape. Female, if Sunni had to guess.

      Alice made the slightest inhale.

      “Do you see it?” Sunni asked.

      “I do. That is one of mine?” Alice stared at it intently.

      “Yes,” Sunni said. “Does it seem familiar in some way?”

      Alice looked away suddenly. “Let’s move on.” She glanced at the notebook again. “Create a shadow on your own this time. A new one.”

      With a wave of her hand, Sunni sent the shadow away. She’d never created a shadow. But then she’d never done any of this. She focused on a spot before her, calling up the darkness but in a small, distilled way.

      A shadow formed in front of her, not much bigger than a balloon.

      “Bigger,” Alice said. “More substantial. Taller and wider.”

      Sunni focused harder, using her hands to stretch the shape. More. Taller. Wider. The shadow darkened until it was no longer transparent, then elongated from a blob the size of a beach ball to something more like a standing floor mirror.

      “Good,” Alice said. “Now make another one. Right next to it.”

      A bead of sweat rolled down the back of Sunni’s neck. Still concentrating on the shadow before her, she thought the word duplicate.

      A muscle in her shoulder twitched as a second shadow formed beside the first. An exact match. She gasped. “It worked.”

      “Very good. Does it feel comfortable holding them in place like that?”

      Sunni nodded. “It’s taking some effort but not too bad.”

      “Good.” Alice looked at the notebook again. “Now, I want you to separate them. Move one shadow to the far end of the room.”

      That was easy enough. Sunni pushed the amorphous blob back with her hand until it was just in front of the fireplace. It hung there, a couple of inches from the ground, like a forbidding doorway. The other remained a few feet away from her.

      “Concentrate on that second shadow. Focus on it so that your mind is filled with nothing else. Then step through the first one.”

      “Step through it?”

      Alice nodded.

      Sunni rolled her shoulders, which had begun to ache slightly. She fixed the second shadow in her mind exactly as Alice had told her. She held it there as she took small steps forward. The first shadow was right in front of her.

      She lifted her foot and stepped into it.

      Everything went black. There was no sound, no sensation, no sense of time or place, no air. Panic crept up Sunni’s spine. What had she done?

      “Keep going,” Alice called out, her voice registering as a distant cry.

      Sunni had no other choice. She took another step, this one completely blind. Light returned and she was back in the practice. But she’d emerged across the room. In front of the fireplace.

      She felt like she’d been wrung out, but she’d walked through one shadow and come out the other. She gulped air like it was water. “How did I do that?”

      “Shadow doors. Amazing.” Alice’s small, tight smile seemed to hold some pride. “You are a very talented umbrate, my dear. That’s how.”

      The room tilted a bit and Sunni reached out, catching the arm of the nearby chair. She collapsed into it, still breathing deeply. “I can’t believe I did that.”

      Alice walked over. “How do you feel?”

      “Exhausted.” She assessed herself. “And impressed. But definitely tired.”

      “Take in the shadows that surround you.”

      “Take them in? I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “Let them into your being. You said you see shadows around you all the time. That’s because they’re drawn to you. They aren’t your enemy. They might be to others, but not to an umbrate.”

      “But the shadows I see around other people don’t look very nice.”

      Alice nodded, eyes narrowing. “From what I’ve read, shadows are drawn to people for all sorts of reasons. Some good. Some not. But you are an umbrate. They’re no danger to you. You’re the lion tamer, and they are the lions. They will obey you, do your bidding. But to really master them, you must understand them. You must let them in.”

      Sunni shook her head. “I don’t know if I’m ready for that.”

      “I understand,” Alice said. “Go back to your room, drink some water, and lie down for a bit. Sleep, if it comes. When you get up, have something to eat. Come get me, and I’ll take you to the kitchen, if you’d like.”

      “I know where it is.”

      “Good. After you have a rest, I’d like to work some more. Do you think you’ll be up for that?”

      Sunni nodded. “That’s what I’m here for.” She got to her feet but stood there a moment to make sure she had her balance.

      Alice watched her closely.

      “I’m all right,” Sunni said. “See you in a bit then.”

      She went back to her room and downed a whole bottle of water. She ate a granola bar, too. After that, she changed out her jeans and T-shirt for her nightgown, crawled between the covers and closed her eyes.

      She fell asleep almost instantly, dreaming of murky, drifting shapes and evening gardens laden with night-blooming flowers that smelled like Black Forest gateaux.

      Ren walked toward her out of the darkness. His eyes were lit up like reflectors, and when he smiled, his fangs showed.

      Fear curled through her. She somehow knew he intended to bite her, even though he kept promising he meant her no harm. He dangled a diamond watch before her.

      “Take it,” he said. “You know you want it.”

      For every step she took away from him, he took one toward her. Dragonflies buzzed past, eyes glittering with menace, their faces those of her students.

      A wolf howled in the distance. Ren laughed, his fangs growing longer and sharper and—

      She woke up with a start. That was a horrible dream. She lay there, panting slightly and regaining her grip on reality. She looked at the little clock on the nightstand. She’d been asleep for barely half an hour.

      Still tired, she closed her eyes again. This time she drifted back to sleep and stayed that way without any Tim Burtonesque interruptions.

      When she awoke the second time, she’d had a total of two hours of sleep. A surprising number, considering she’d slept so well the night before. But apparently, she’d needed it.

      She whipped the covers back. She needed food. She was ravenous. The granola bar she’d eaten earlier was the only thing giving her the willpower not to go to the kitchen in her nightgown.

      She pulled her jeans and T-shirt back on, fixed her bedhead in the mirror, where the shadows around her image bothered her less than they ever had, and then went directly to the kitchen.

      The sound of singing, in what seemed to be German, met Sunni before she walked through the door. Frauke pulled trays of biscuits from the oven. Or something that looked like biscuits. “Hello.”

      Frauke glanced over. “Hello. You are Sunday?”

      “Yep, that’s me.”

      Frauke smiled. “You are hungry.”

      Sunni laughed. “I am starving.”

      Frauke held the tray up. “You like scones?”

      “I’ve never actually had them. I thought they were biscuits.” She wandered over to the counter. Near the same seat she’d had last night. “They smell great, though.”

      “Sit,” Frauke said. “I will fix you a plate.”

      As if possessing her own kind of magic, Frauke had a plate with four scones in front of Sunni in mere seconds. Two plain, two blueberry. Along with that, Frauke gave her a butter knife, then added a pot of marmalade, another of dark red preserves, a dish holding a slab of butter, and a jar of something thick and white.

      Marshmallow cream, maybe? It seemed a better option to go on a scone than mayonnaise. But what did Sunni know about scones and how to eat them? “Is there a right way to do this?”

      “You add whatever you want. Butter, jam, clotted cream. Mrs. Ellingham likes jam and clotted cream.”

      “Clotted cream.” So that’s what the white stuff was. She’d heard of it but never tried it.

      She ate the first scone with butter and the red preserves, which turned out to be raspberry.

      Frauke smiled when Sunni made noises indicating the deliciousness of what she was eating. “Good, huh?”

      Sunni nodded as she picked up a blueberry scone next. The blueberries were fat and oozing purple juice down the scone’s cragged exterior. She broke a piece off, slathered it in butter and added a little of the clotted cream.

      The clotted cream was rich and slightly sweet with a hint of salt. It paired well with the sweetness of the blueberries.

      It didn’t take long before all four scones were gone.

      “You want more?” Frauke asked.

      “Yes,” Sunni said. “But not more scones. Something … not sweet. More substantial.”

      Frauke held up her hand and went over to the far counter, where a tray held a covered dish. She picked up the dish and brought it over, still covered, and set it down in front of Sunni. Then she dramatically removed the lid. “Ham sandwich?”

      Sunni’s mouth watered. It wasn’t just a ham sandwich. The two diagonally sliced sides had been grilled, and gooey cheese dripped out over top of the stacked slices of ham. The bread was toasted golden brown and glistened with butter. Next to it was a cup of creamy tomato soup and a pile of kettle-style potato chips. “That looks perfect.”

      “Eat,” Frauke said.

      Sunni didn’t need to be told twice. As Frauke went back to work making up a tray with scones and all the accompaniments, Sunni dug in, picking up one triangle of the sandwich and biting off the end. The buttery grilled exterior and the warm, cheesy interior were everything she’d needed.

      She dunked the next bite in the soup first. Just as good. Maybe even better. She ate a few of the chips, which were so crunchy she almost didn’t hear the kitchen door open again.

      She glanced over her shoulder to see Ren walk in. He was in pajama pants and T-shirt, hair rumpled, feet bare, and seemed very much like he’d just rolled out of bed.

      He looked surprised to see her but happy. “Morning.”

      “Afternoon,” she answered around another bite of the sandwich.

      He laughed. “I suppose it is.”

      “How was your workout last night? And your swim?”

      “Good. Although company would have been nice.” He looked behind him, then back at her. “Aren’t you supposed to be practicing or whatever?”

      She nodded as she ate a chip. “Round one is done. I’m recuperating.”

      “That bad?”

      “That exhausting. But I’ll be all right.” She really wanted to tell him what she’d done today, but she wasn’t sure how much she should say in front of Frauke. Although the woman was the personal chef of a vampire so …

      “I hope she’s not working you too hard,” Ren said.

      “She’s not. I’m learning all kinds of things. Did you talk to your aunt about last night yet?”

      “Not yet. I think she’s only just woken up herself. Best to let her have breakfast first.”

      “Breakfast is on the way,” Frauke announced. She picked up the tray she’d been working on and started for the door.

      “And my grilled cheese?” Ren asked.

      Frauke grinned as she backed out of the kitchen. “Ask Sunday.”

      “Uh-oh.” Sunni looked down at her plate. “That explains why the food was hot and ready.”

      He walked over, leaned on the counter, and stared wistfully at the last triangle of ham and cheese.

      She pushed the plate toward him. “I didn’t know it was yours. Frauke didn’t volunteer that information.”

      He picked up the sandwich half and smiled. “That’s all right. You obviously needed it. I understand that working new magic like that can be very tiring.”

      She nodded, taking another bite of her half of the sandwich. “It was. I’ve already had a two-hour nap.”

      “Wow.”

      “But get this.” She leaned in, unable to keep from smiling. “I found out I can travel through shadows today.”

      He almost choked on the bite he’d just taken. “Through shadows? That is very impressive. Although I’m not sure I understand completely. Travel through them how?”

      “I can’t really explain how, but I can tell you what I did. I created two good-size shadows, then moved one to the other side of the room. Alice had me concentrate on the second one as I stepped through the first. There was about three seconds of intense panic, but then I kept going and came out of the second one.”

      He snagged a chip. “That’s one of the most amazing skills I've ever heard of.”

      “Thanks.” She dipped her last bite of sandwich in the soup. “It’s honestly the only really useful thing I’ve ever done with my abilities, so it gives me hope.”

      He chewed as he studied her. “I bet you’re a lot more powerful than you have any clue about.”

      She smiled. “Wouldn’t that be something?” Sandwich gone, she brushed the crumbs off her fingers. “I should probably get back. We’re going to work a little bit more.”

      “Would you like to do something this evening? Go back into town?”

      “Oh, I’d love that. But what about Wilhem’s men?”

      He sighed and grabbed another chip. “Good point. As much as I’d like to draw them out and get it over with, I don’t want you caught in the middle, either. I’ll know more after I talk to Aunt Elenora, but maybe it would be better if we stayed in. Sorry.”

      “Popcorn and a movie?”

      He nodded. “Any chance you brought a bathing suit? That pool is really nice.”

      She had. That pink bikini with the crochet trim. But did she really want to wear that in front of him? Of course, he’d be in trunks … “Let’s not make any firm plans until you know what your aunt thinks.”

      “Okay.”

      “Text me?”

      “I will.”

      She smiled. “See you later.”

      The smile lingered all the way back to Alice’s practice.
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      Ren finished the sandwich, the chips, and the soup, but his hunger needed more. He went to the small, white fridge for blood, something he hadn’t wanted to indulge in with Sunni right next to him.

      Just because she knew he was a vampire didn’t mean she was going to be comfortable watching him drain a bag of blood.

      He warmed it up, then poured it into a tall glass and sat at the counter while he drank it. His thoughts, however, were on Sunni’s revelation. Being able to travel though shadows had to be one of the rarest abilities he’d ever heard about.

      Who could do that?

      No one he knew. And he knew a lot of supernaturals. Made him wonder what else Sunni was capable of. Alice had to be thinking the same thing.

      He finished the blood, rinsed the glass, and put it in the sink, then went back upstairs to shower and dress.

      Hot water poured over him as he stood there, thinking. He really wanted to take Sunni into town tonight, but the potential threat of Wilhem had to be dealt with first. Being able to walk through shadows was great, but it didn’t seem like any kind of protection against Wilhem. Hopefully, his aunt would know someone capable of creating the kind of virtual ruse Ren needed.

      Half an hour later, sitting across from her after having explained about the incident in the garden, he was pleased to find out she knew the right person for the job he needed done.

      Elenora was still picking at a plate of scones. She’d offered him one, which he’d gladly taken and spread with the tart marmalade. “The woman you need is Birdie Caruthers. But I think we need to bring Sheriff Merrow in on this too. Birdie is his aunt. She works at the department’s front desk, but she’s also a whiz with computers. It would be odd to invite her and not Sheriff Merrow. Not only does he need to know as sheriff, but he and his deputies can serve as extra eyes for us.”

      “Are they like kind?”

      “Not vampires, no. Hank’s a werewolf. So is Birdie. They’re good people. Absolutely trustworthy. I’ll ask them to come over this evening, after their shifts at the station are over.”

      “Thank you. I really appreciate that. And again, I’m sorry for bringing this to your door. It wasn’t my intention.”

      She sipped her tea, then put the delicate porcelain cup down on its saucer. “I’m glad it happened here rather than when you were by yourself. This way, you aren’t dealing with the problem alone. And it will be a good opportunity to teach this Wilhem that the Ellinghams are not to be trifled with.”

      He sighed, brows knitting together. “Aunt Elenora, as much as I love and admire your fierceness, I don’t think you understand just how dangerous Wilhem is.”

      Her eyes took on a preternatural glow, and her fangs descended. “My dear boy. What makes him any more dangerous than I am? His penchant for violence? His willingness to make good on threats? That’s nothing compared to what I am capable of when my family is in danger. If he lifts a finger or fang to cause injury to anyone of my blood, I will take great pleasure in ending him myself.”

      Aunt Elenora was not to be underestimated, that much Ren knew. “I appreciate that. I really do. You have always watched out for this family. We all owe you our immortal lives.”

      She smiled, reaching out to pat his hand. “You’re such a joy to me, you know that? If I haven’t said it enough, I’ll say it now. I’m very proud of the work you do. Our correspondence over the years has been a great source of happiness to me as well.”

      Elenora was literally the only one he ever received letters from or sent letters to in return. But she’d given him the funds necessary to take on his first recovery mission. He owed her for more than just his vampire status. “Thanks to your letters, I feel like I’ve been able to keep up with all of you. And the town is exactly as you described it.”

      “Will you and Sunni be headed back into town at some point?”

      Of course Aunt Elenora knew about that trip. She knew everything. “She wanted to go this evening, but I didn’t think it was a good idea. Not with the incident last night.” He cleared his throat softly. “By the way, I get the feeling Alice doesn’t like me. Any idea why that is?”

      Elenora’s lips pursed for a moment. “She feels very protective of Sunni. That much I know. You shouldn’t take it too personally that she wants to protect her somewhat sheltered and naive niece from having her heart broken by such a worldly man as yourself.”

      “I don’t think Sunni’s half as naive as everyone thinks she is. Seems to me it’s just her appearance that makes people think that of her, and maybe that little twang in her voice, but she’s so much more.”

      Elenora smiled and nodded knowingly. “People always are, aren’t they? What are your plans for the rest of the day?”

      He took a deep breath. Not necessary for his survival, but a habit that he’d yet to get rid of, even after so many years. “Normally, I’d check my emails and message boards to see if anyone needed help, but until this internet thing is figured out, I don’t think I should be online at all. The message boards can track where and when I’ve logged in from, but unless you hacked into their servers, you’d never see that information. That much I know. Regardless, it’s best I don’t leave that kind of trail if I’m hoping to convince Wilhem I’m not where he thinks I am. Which means … I’m not really sure what I’m doing today. Is there something I could help you with?”

      She shook her head. “No, but one of your cousins might need something. Sebastian and Tessa need a bedroom painted for Ellie.” Elenora sighed. “Isn’t that the most marvelous thing? A new granddaughter. And with Desdemona about to give me my second grandson any day.”

      “You live a golden life, Auntie.”

      “I do.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “I suppose your interest in Sunni means there’s no other woman in your life?”

      “No. Not unless you count my last girlfriend. We broke up about three months ago. Took her a while to understand that.” He shook his head. “I should never have gotten involved with her.” He glanced away. “It’s just nice to have company now and then.”

      Elenora sniffed. “I am keenly aware of the burdens of being alone. Alice is good company, but she is no substitute for that of a male companion.”

      “Have you spoken to your friend recently?” Ren knew his aunt still had feelings for the man who’d turned her and made all of this possible. Allard Desmarais. Every so often, in one her letters, a sense of longing would come through, mostly that things in her past had gone differently. Ren believed that had everything to do with Allard.

      “We speak often.” With an amused look, Elenora cut her eyes at Ren. “Perhaps you should call Sebastian and see if you can be of some help.”

      He nodded and got to his feet. “I’ll do that now. Thank you for the suggestion. You’ll let me know about the sheriff and his aunt?”

      “I will.”

      He left her then, pulling out his phone as he went to search through the contacts for Sebastian’s number. He dialed a moment later, heading up the steps to his suite.

      “Hello.” Sebastian was as gruff and bothered as always.

      “Seb, it’s Ren. Elenora said you might be able to use some help painting that room for Ellie. I’m free for a few hours. Would you like a hand?”

      Sebastian groaned. “I would indeed. Tessa won’t be pleased if I don’t have this blasted thing finished by the time she gets home, and I haven’t even opened the paint yet. I should have hired someone, but she said we should do it ourselves.”

      Ren smiled. “I’ll be right over. Just let me change. Oh and text me your address, will you?”

      “Will do. Much appreciated.”

      “Sure thing.” Ren hung up, then put on jeans and a T-shirt. He didn’t relish the idea of getting paint on his brand-new jeans, but he didn’t exactly have old clothes with him. Regardless, it was a small price to pay to help out his cousin.

      His phone chimed with Sebastian’s text. Ren plugged the address into his GPS as he went back downstairs to his car.

      He arrived at Sebastian’s a few minutes later. The man’s house was equally as impressive as Elenora’s, although not quite as large. Ren parked and knocked on the front door.

      An older man in a gray suit opened the door. Sebastian’s rook, Greaves. “Master Lorenzo. Welcome. It’s been a long time.”

      Ren nodded as he came inside. “It has been. How are you, Greaves?”

      “Well, sir. Thank you. I understand you’ve come to help paint.”

      “I have.” Ren grinned. “Are you excited about the impending arrival?”

      Greaves’s brows lifted, and a smile cracked his stalwart expression. “I must say I am. The house could use the pitter-patter of little feet.”

      As if on cue, that very sound preceded the entrance of a large, brown tabby cat. He stared up at Greaves and meowed loudly.

      Greaves addressed the cat with a short bow. “Your kibble bowl is full, I assure you, Duncan. There’s no boiled chicken until lunch.”

      Ren almost fell over. “Sebastian has a cat?” And a spoiled one, by the looks of him.

      “You might say that,” Greaves answered. “Tessa and Duncan were a package deal.” Greaves smiled at Duncan. “Another much-needed addition to this place, weren’t you?”

      Ren suppressed a laugh. “Things really have changed around here.”

      “All for the better, I assure you.” Greaves scooped Duncan up. The cat promptly twisted in the rook’s arms so he was cradled like a baby. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to the room being painted. I’ll get you some coveralls, too, if you’d like. Tessa bought a supply of the disposable Tyvek kind.”

      “That would be great. Thanks.” Ren went with Greaves and found Sebastian staring at a sheet of paper covered in what looked like instructions.

      Sebastian turned, his white paper coveralls crinkling with the movement. “There you are. Good man for coming over. Tessa’s left me this list of things to do, and I can’t say they all make sense.”

      Greaves gave them a little nod. “I’ll be right back with those coveralls.”

      He and the cat disappeared. Ren took the sheet of paper from Sebastian. It was a list of basic painting instructions. Not all that surprising considering Seb probably hadn’t painted anything ever. Unless he’d taken a class in landscapes.

      “Okay,” Ren said. “This isn’t too complicated. We just need to spread out the drop cloths to cover the hardwood, then tape off the moldings and around the doors and windows, that sort of thing. Then we cut in and paint the walls.”

      Sebastian looked as if Ren had been speaking Latin. Except that, Sebastian would have understood. Ren grinned. “I’ll show you.”

      Sebastian clapped Ren on the shoulder. “You chose a fortuitous time to visit, cousin.”

      Ren nodded. “A new baby on the way for Jules, and you two about to adopt. I’ll say.” He shook his head. “How does impending fatherhood feel?”

      Sebastian went slightly misty-eyed, or at least the closest he was probably capable of. “Bloody good.” He grinned. “A daughter. Can you imagine that?” He put his hand on his head and exhaled. “It’s a little daunting, I don’t mind telling you.”

      “You’re going to be great at it.”

      “Tessa will be a first-rate mother, that much I can guarantee you. But I worry I’ll be too … everything.”

      “Not that I have any experience, but I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Just teach her to fence and you’ll always have something in common.”

      Sebastian nodded. “Excellent idea. Have you tried your hand lately?”

      “Can’t say that I have.”

      “Tomorrow then.” Sebastian pointed at him. “What do you say?”

      “Sure.”

      Greaves returned, sans cat, with a pair of coveralls in hand. “Here you are.”

      “Thanks.” Ren took it and put it on over his clothes.

      Greaves put one on as well.

      Ren glanced at him. “Are you helping us too?”

      “Tessa asked me to assist in a supervisory role.”

      “I see. You’re her spy, then.”

      Greaves nodded. “Something like that.”

      As they got to work covering the hardwood floors and taping the drop cloths in place, Ren’s mind wandered to the subject of children. He’d never given them too much thought, always figuring they’d happen when and if they were supposed to.

      But he was two hundred years old. If they hadn’t happened by now, would they? Of course, all of his cousins were parents or about to be. All because they’d found the right women.

      Was that what he needed? The right woman?

      If so, was that woman Sunni?

      The thought was both sobering and exciting. But the more he thought about it, the more he realized that he could never marry. That would mean putting his wife in danger.

      Unless he stopped doing what he was doing. But then who would take his place? There were always going to be children that needed rescuing.

      Maybe … marriage wasn’t in his future. He knew that was a possibility. One he’d always been okay with.

      Until now.

      Until Sunni.
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      When Sunni returned to Alice’s practice, a wooden salad bowl of tennis balls sat on the worktable. Admittedly, Sunni didn’t know much about the craft, but she couldn’t imagine what kind of spell would require tennis balls.

      Curiosity got the best of her. She pointed at the bowl. “Are those for me?”

      Alice sat in the chair by the fireplace. She nodded and got to her feet, still perusing the same notebook she’d been studying earlier. Although as Sunni caught a glimpse of the book’s interior, she saw a few drawings. It seemed Alice was on a new page. “This afternoon we’re going to determine to what degree you can manipulate shadows.”

      Manipulating shadows didn’t sound too hard. It also didn’t seem like it would involve tennis balls, but what did Sunni know? “Okay. Let’s do it. What should I do?”

      Alice looked up. “To start with, form a shadow in front of you. Don’t take it from anywhere else. Create it yourself. Think of it like a shield.”

      “Like I did with the shadows I walked through.”

      “Yes.” Alice glanced at the notebook. “A shadow you create yourself will always be truest to you. A shadow you borrow isn’t as reliable.”

      “Good to know.” Sunni stretched her hands out and concentrated. The air whirled and a soft black shape appeared with no real form. It floated there, shifting and morphing like oil suspended in water. She held the shadow in place and used her mental commands to strengthen it. The shadow darkened.

      Then she tried something else, based on Alice’s suggestion to think of it like a shield. She focused on the actual shape, and as she did, it went from a formless blob to a nice, clean oval. And held.

      Alice’s brows lifted. “I assume you did that.”

      “I did. You said a shield so …” Sunni shrugged.

      “Good.” Alice walked over to the worktable, put the notebook down, and picked up the bowl of tennis balls. She tucked it into the crook of her left arm and picked up a ball. “Now make it a true shield.”

      Before Sunni could do anything, Alice tossed the ball at her. It sailed through the shadow and popped her gently on the shoulder, bouncing off and rolling away.

      “Hey.” Sunni lifted her hands a little higher. The shield moved with them but obviously had offered no protection.

      “Use the shield to keep them from getting through.”

      “But it’s a shadow.”

      “So it is. But you’re in control of it, aren’t you?” Alice threw another ball.

      This one hit Sunni in the stomach. Lightly and it hadn’t hurt, but being hit twice ticked her off. A little. Growing up with two mischievous brothers had raised her tolerance for shenanigans pretty high. So had becoming a preschool teacher.

      Sunni wasn’t about to let herself be bested so easily.

      Not when these wretched shadows were all she had to work with. If she couldn’t make them obey her, she might as well not have any magic at all.

      She poured her irritation into her mental commands and shoved them into the form before her.

      Alice lobbed another ball.

      It went through the shadow, slowed a tiny bit as though it had hit some resistance, then bounced off of Sunni’s forehead. Harder than before. Hard enough that she really hoped it didn’t leave a mark. She didn’t want to explain to Ren why she had a goose egg between her eyes.

      Alice picked up another ball.

      “Hold up. This isn’t working,” Sunni said.

      Alice aimed, showing no signs of holding up. “Then do something different.”

      Sunni didn’t know what that might be. She concentrated harder, trying to put more power into her mental commands. Become a shield. Become solid. Stop the ball.

      A tennis ball whacked her in the center of her chest. And this time it stung a little. Alice was throwing significantly harder.

      “Just give me a second.”

      But Alice picked up another ball and cocked her arm back like she was really going to let one fly.

      As she released and the ball came toward Sunni, Sunni pushed her hands out and yelled, “Protect me!”

      In a split second, shadows engulfed her, covering her head to toe in a second skin of sooty blackness.

      The ball plunked against the shadows and bounced off. Sunni hadn’t felt a thing.

      Alice dropped her arm. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “Me either. It wasn’t what I was going for.” Sunni stuck her arms out to see the shadows better. The darkness coated her body like a second skin. Or maybe a wetsuit was a better description. She could feel the shadows the same way she might feel a soft sweater or a cozy pair of pajamas.

      It was a good feeling. Safe. Comfortable. Protected.

      She stretched out her hands, splaying her fingers. The darkness clung like gloves.

      She looked at Alice again. “Is my face covered?”

      Alice nodded. “Every bit of you.”

      “Can you see my eyes?”

      “No. Nothing. Just your form. Wait.” Alice set the bowl down and picked up a hand mirror from one of her shelves. She held it out.

      Sunni peered into it. She could see her eyes, but maybe that’s because she was also the one in control of the shadows. “It looks like … I don’t know what it looks like.”

      “Armor,” Alice said. She put the mirror down.

      Sunni nodded, smiling. “Yeah, it looks like armor is right. I look like a dang superhero.” No chest emblem or cape or magic bracelets, but it was still cool.

      “You can breathe all right?”

      “Just fine.” Sunni took a deep breath to prove it.

      Alice stared at her for a long minute. “This is unexpected. We need to explore this. How much effort is it requiring to maintain?”

      Sunni sort of felt around for that. “Doesn’t feel like much, really. I’m aware of it, but it’s just on me. You think it was some kind of a fluke?”

      Alice, eyes dead serious, shook her head. “No, I do not. Stay like that. I will return shortly.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” This might be the coolest thing Sunni had ever accomplished in her life. At least magically speaking. She picked up the mirror and used it to look at herself again. She had sort of become a shadow, except shadows didn’t have such defined shapes. What covered her really did look like armor.

      Alice disappeared for a few moments. When she returned, she had a gleaming silver dagger in her hand.

      Sunni reared back slightly. “Hold up. You’re not going to throw that at me, are you?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Okay, good.” Sunni paused. “Wait, what do you mean not yet?”

      “We need to test the limits of this new manifestation.”

      “Sure, totally agree, but maybe let’s not start with something so pointy.” Sunni backed up.

      “I won’t hurt you,” Alice said. “Stick your arm out.”

      Sunni trusted her aunt but, at the same time, wasn’t entirely convinced that this was going to be pain-free. She stuck her arm out anyway. Pawpaw always said great rewards took great sacrifice.

      Alice flipped the dagger around and held it by the blade, then tapped the handle against Sunni’s arm. “Feel that?”

      “Nope. But I can sort of hear it hitting the shadow. A dull thunk.”

      Alice nodded. “I’d like to try harder.”

      “Okay.” So far, so good.

      This time, Alice gave the handle a good whack against Sunni’s arm.

      “Still nothing.” Sunni shrugged. “I guess I’m ready for the other end. Gently.”

      Alice gave a look as she turned the dagger back to its rightful position. She brought the blade down slowly against the darkness covering Sunni’s forearm.

      “Nothing … nothing … ow!” Sunni laughed as Alice jerked back. “Just kidding. I didn’t feel a thing, but you did hit me pretty hard with that last tennis ball so now we’re even.”

      Alice shook her head. “You are just like your mother.” Then she smiled. “Except far more gifted.” She backed up until she was standing by the fireplace. “Now I’m going to throw it. Are you ready?”

      Sunni took a breath. There really wasn’t anything she could do to be more ready than she already was. “I guess so. Just maybe don’t aim for any major arteries.”

      Alice let the dagger fly.

      The dagger seemed headed for Sunni’s midsection. She braced for impact. The blade hit and clattered onto the floor.

      Sunni looked down. “That was amazing.” She glanced at her aunt. “Maybe we should try a sword?”

      Alice’s brows went up. “You feel that confident?”

      Sunni nodded. “I do.”

      “All right.” Alice disappeared again, returning shortly with a sword about thirty inches long, a red cord dangling from the hilt. She hefted it with little effort.

      Sunni had never had anyone come at her with a sword. She’d had a bull chase her once. This felt similar. It also seemed like the kind of thing she ought to be defending herself against, not just submitting to.

      She stretched out her hand and imagined a weapon of her own.

      A sword appeared in it. Made of shadows.

      Alice hesitated. “Well done.” She lifted the blade. “On guard.”

      “I don’t actually know what to do with—”

      Alice’s blade crashed against Sunni’s, sending a reverberation through her arm.

      Alice stepped back. “I felt that. Felt like metal.”

      Sunni nodded. “Same here. I heard it too, just like before. What do you think it means?”

      Alice shook her head. “Just that you’re deeply connected to this magic. And incredibly powerful. If there’s more than that, I don’t know it yet.”

      She backed up and lifted her sword again. “Once more.”

      They clashed again, with the same result. Alice lowered her sword. “That’s enough for today. I need to do more studying, more research. Your skills are beyond what I’d imagined, which leads me to believe there is much more to uncover.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to do more?” Sunni asked. “I don’t feel tired like I did earlier.”

      “You haven’t dropped the shadows yet either. You may feel differently when you dismiss them.”

      “Oh.” Sunni took a breath. “I guess I should try that and see, huh?”

      Alice set the sword on the worktable. “Go on.”

      Sunni wasn’t sure what the right words were for removing shadow armor, so she went with what she knew to be tried and true. “Shadows go.”

      They obeyed, drifting off of her and evaporating into nothingness.

      A wave of exhaustion washed through her. She exhaled. “Yep, you were right. Now I feel tired. Drained, really. Like I’ve just spent a few long hours mucking out stables.”

      “Go rest, eat, whatever you need to do.” Alice held up her finger. “But before you go to bed this evening, create the shadow armor once more. That needs to become a part of your daily practice until calling it up and dismissing it are as natural as breathing. The more you practice, the less taxing it will become as well.”

      Sunni nodded. “I will.”

      “Tomorrow at nine then.”

      “You’re not going to dinner?”

      Alice shook her head as she went to her worktable. “I’m going to spend the rest of my day delving deeper into your potential skills. I’ll eat here.”

      “Okay. Tomorrow then.” Sunni went back to her room. She sat on the sofa to text her mom.

      Good day here. Learning new skills. How are things at home?

      She sent the text and then shifted to stretch out on the sofa. If she closed her eyes, she probably would fall asleep. Although a honey bun sounded good too. Maybe she’d eat, then take a nap. But that might ruin her dinner. She might sleep through dinner, too, though, with the way she felt.

      Her phone chimed before she could do anything. She picked it up to see what her mom had to say.

      It was Ren. Meeting with the sheriff to discuss what happened last night. 5:30 in the sitting room.

      She texted back. You want me to come?

      Yes, he answered. You were the only other witness.

      Okay. See you then. She smiled. A honey bun and a quick nap it was.
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      Ren got back from painting with just enough time to shower and change for his meeting with the sheriff, Birdie, and his aunt. He was glad Sunni was coming. Not just because she was the other witness either. He’d been thinking about her all day.

      He wanted to know how the second half of her training had gone. And depending on what Birdie could do and what the sheriff thought, Ren might see if Sunni wanted to go into town again.

      Only if it was safe, though. There was no way he’d put her in danger.

      One of the housekeepers had done his laundry, leaving a small stack of his clothing neatly folded on the dresser.

      From that stack he chose his black tactical pants and a charcoal T-shirt. He added a black belt and his black lug-soled boots. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and realized he looked like he was going on a mission.

      He checked the time. He had a few minutes.

      He changed into jeans and the purple T-shirt he’d bought at Guildman’s with Sunni. He swapped his boots for the black driving mocs, too. The only thing that had stayed the same was the belt.

      He laughed at himself. At how much he cared what she thought.

      He tucked his phone into his back pocket, grabbed his laptop, and headed downstairs to the sitting room.

      Aunt Elenora was already there. She smiled at him when he came in. “How did the painting go at Sebastian’s today?”

      “Good. We got the walls done. Trim still needs doing though.” He smiled back. “It helps when you have vampire speed on your side.”

      She chuckled. “I’m sure it does. Tessa will be pleased. That was nice of you.”

      He shrugged and took a seat on one of the couches. He put his laptop on the large square table in the midst of the seating area. “I was happy to do it. Better than just sitting around all day.”

      “Agreed. I’ve invited Alice to join us. I hope you don’t mind, but with her capabilities, there’s a lot she could do to help.”

      “I don’t mind at all. I asked Sunni to sit in, too.”

      Elenora’s brow arched. “You like her.”

      He reclined, spreading his arms out across the back of the couch. “Yeah, I do. Sort of funny how wrong my first impression of her was, but she’s pretty cool.”

      “You’ll be on your best behavior with her.”

      He almost laughed. “I will do better than my best. You have my promise.”

      Alice and Sunni walked in. Alice had a book tucked under her arm and looked a little like this meeting was more of an inconvenience to her than anything else. Sunni, on the other hand, smiled at him, clearly pleased to see him.

      The feeling was mutual. He smiled back at Sunni, making Alice’s lips press together in a firm line. That only amused him. He’d already decided he wasn’t going to let Alice’s attitude bother him. If she didn’t like him, she didn’t like him.

      Although he’d do his best to win her over. If that was possible.

      Sunni took a seat beside him on the couch. Alice drifted farther into the room and took a chair by the window.

      “How did your afternoon go?” he asked her.

      “Good,” Sunni said. “Really good.”

      The doorbell chimed throughout the house, soft dulcet tones that didn’t need to be loud since the lady of the house had excellent hearing.

      Wentworth strode past the sitting room’s open door, greeted the new arrivals, and ushered them in, announcing, “Sheriff Merrow and Ms. Caruthers to see you, ma’am.”

      “Wonderful.”

      The pair came in. Sheriff Merrow was a stern-looking man with a hard jaw and piercing blue eyes. To Ren, it was easy to see the wolf in him. Birdie Caruthers, not so much. Maybe it was the blue-tinted hair or the hot pink capri pants or the white leather purse covered in silver studs and rhinestones, but she looked exactly like that fun crazy aunt every family had. Or should.

      “Thank you both for coming,” Elenora said. “Please sit down. Can I get you anything to drink?”

      They both sat on the couch opposite Ren and Sunni. Birdie nodded at Elenora. “I’d love a sweet tea.”

      Hank just grunted and shook his head.

      Elenora looked at Ren and Sunni.

      “Sure,” Ren said. “Sweet tea would be fine.”

      “Same here,” Sunni said.

      Elenora rang the little crystal bell on the table beside her. One of the housekeepers came in a moment after. “Tell Frauke we’d like hot tea and sweet tea brought in with the refreshments.”

      The housekeeper nodded and darted away to take care of the request.

      Elenora gestured at Ren. “Sheriff Merrow, Birdie, this is my nephew, Lorenzo, whom I was telling you about. The young woman beside him is Alice’s niece, Sunday. She’s here training with Alice. As I’m sure you understand, the safety of everyone in my household is my utmost concern.”

      Hank nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” He looked at Ren. “Nice to meet you both. Please call me Hank.”

      “And call me Birdie,” Birdie added. “Are you two a couple then?”

      “No,” Alice answered before anyone else could say anything.

      Ren smiled. “We aren’t. But Sunni and I have become friends, which is why I asked her to join us. That and she was walking with me in the garden last night when we realized we weren’t alone.”

      Hank lifted his head. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on, starting from the beginning?”

      “Absolutely.” Ren explained what he did for a living and then in more detail, his last job and how it involved Wilhem Schuss.

      Hank’s eyes narrowed at the name. “He’s big trouble.”

      “He is,” Ren agreed. “Which is part of why his wife needed help. Wilhem had all the power, even though he didn’t have the law on his side.”

      “Law doesn’t matter to a man like that.”

      The housekeeper came back in, pushing a tea cart that held a pitcher of cold tea, a teapot of hot tea, cups, saucers, glasses, small plates, spoons, napkins, cream, sugar, lemon slices, and a three-tiered platter covered in cookies, petit fours, small fruit tarts, lemon squares, and chocolate bonbons.

      She rolled it to Elenora’s side and began pouring hot tea. She set one cup and saucer on Elenora’s side table, added two teaspoons of sugar, then took another to Alice.

      As she fixed glasses of iced tea for the rest of them, Hank gestured to Ren. “What about this note you found in your apartment? Do you still have it?”

      “I do,” Ren answered. “It’s upstairs with my things.”

      “I’d like to see it,” Hank said.

      Ren got up. “I’ll go grab it.” He ran upstairs, got the note out of his bag where he’d tucked it for safekeeping, and came back down.

      Glasses of sweet tea had been passed out, and the three-tiered platter of sweets was now on the table. Birdie had a plate in front of her with a healthy sampling of those sweets on it.

      Ren didn’t know her, but he already liked her. “Here it is.” He held the note out to the sheriff.

      Hank took it. He looked it over, then held it to his nose. Blue flashed in his eyes. After a moment, he shook his head. “Smells like vampire, but as it’s been in your possession, I don’t think that tells us much.”

      Birdie glanced at it, then went back to her lemon square. “Your aunt said you wanted a little help making it seem like you were somewhere else? Online anyway.”

      Ren sat down by Sunni again. “That’s right. I was hoping to leave a digital footprint that would distract Wilhem. Maybe let him think I was back in Europe? Something to pull his focus in case he’s somehow followed me here.”

      “Birdie, why don’t you work on that while I go have a look around out back,” Hank said. He put the note on the table. “You say you heard noise in the woods behind the garden?”

      Ren nodded. “We did. To me it sounded like it came from the woods in line with the fountain.” He looked at Sunni. “That seem right to you?”

      “It does,” she confirmed.

      “All right.” Hank took a sip of sweet tea, then stood. “I’ll be back shortly.” He glanced at Alice. “You have any wards out there I need to know about?”

      “No,” Alice answered. “Elenora hasn’t wanted them.”

      Elenora lifted her chin. “I just didn’t see a reason to add more work to Alice’s load when we’re quite capable of taking care of ourselves.”

      Hank nodded. “Understood.”

      As he left, Birdie popped a bonbon in her mouth, then wiped her fingers on a napkin. “The online stuff I can handle.” She picked up her sweet tea, using that hand to gesture to his laptop. “You want me to start on that?”

      “Sure.” Ren fired up his laptop. “Maybe I should come sit over there by you.”

      Birdie grinned. “You come right on over, honey.”

      He took the laptop and sat beside her. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Give me a rundown of where you spend your time online and how someone would go about finding you, if they were hoping to use your services.”

      “Okay.” He opened up a couple of tabs, using each one to navigate to one of the forum boards he frequented. “These are the main three sites I use.”

      “You’re not logged in yet, are you?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” Birdie pulled a pair of purple reading glasses out of her purse and took a look at the screen. She reached for the computer, glancing at Ren. “You mind?”

      “Do whatever you need to do.”

      She picked it up and went to work, tapping away and opening new windows.

      Ren grabbed a cookie off the platter.

      As he chewed, Sunni caught his eye. She pointed at the note from Wilhem. “Could I look at that?”

      “Of course.” He handed it over.

      She sat back, studying it like there was more to be seen than just what was on the paper. He watched her, curious. Could she see shadows in it? Or around it? Either way, he wished he knew.

      Hank came back in. He shook his head. “Couple of broken twigs, could have easily been done by an animal. And no real scent markings either. Nothing but the distant scent of vampire, which is as it should be around here.”

      Sunni’s mouth bunched to one side. “I don’t think this note was sent by Wilhem. In fact, I’m ninety-nine percent sure it wasn’t.”

      Ren had been about to grab another cookie. He paused. “You are?”

      “Yep,” Sunni answered.

      As Birdie typed steadily away, Elenora sat forward. “Do you mean because it was sent by one of his men?”

      “No.” Sunni turned the note and pointed to the single letter signature. “I mean because this isn’t a W. It’s two capital Vs right next to each other. I’m pretty sure this was sent by your ex-girlfriend, Ren.”

      He stared at the W. As if by magic, he suddenly saw the two Vs side by side.

      Unbelievable. He pressed his palm to his forehead and sighed. “I’m such an idiot. Velvet Vanders. Of course. I thought she’d gotten the hint that we were over, but I guess she’s changed her mind.”

      He dropped his hand and glanced sheepishly at Hank. “I’m so sorry, Sheriff. I’ve wasted your time.”

      Hank shook his head. “No harm done. Do you think she would have followed you here?”

      “Velvet? No. She might be unable to take a hint, but I would have known if she’d tailed me down here. She drives a red Porsche, for one thing. For another, she’s not clever enough to do something like that. But she is one of very few people who know where I live.”

      Another bad decision.

      Birdie tapped one last button with a definitive stroke. “Still not a bad idea to make it seem like you’re somewhere besides Nocturne Falls, in case Wilhem is trying to track you down.”

      “He could be,” Ren said, grateful to Birdie for making it seem like their visit wasn’t completely in vain.

      She handed the laptop back. “Anyone doing a deep dive on you will think you’re in Berlin, Germany. Charges for several meals and a nice hotel are going to show up on your credit card but you won’t actually be charged for them.”

      Ren blinked. “Just like that?”

      “Just like that,” Birdie said. “Also, I added a few calls local to Berlin to your phone log. You’re covered. But if you need to log in for real, use a VPN and cover yourself. You know how to do that?”

      “I do.” He squinted at her. “How did you add calls to my phone log? I didn’t give you my number?”

      She grinned and grabbed another lemon square. “You used your mobile number as a log-in on a few sites. I pulled it from there.”

      “That’s possible?”

      She shrugged. “It is for me.”

      Ren was impressed. “Well, I appreciate it. I guess it’s safe for Sunni and me to go into town now. I wasn’t sure before, but if Velvet’s the one who sent that note, then I’ve probably been worried for nothing.”

      “All the same,” Hank said. “If you do go into town, keep your eyes and ears open. If Schuss knows you’re the one responsible for taking his daughter away from him, you’re not going to be one of his favorite people.”

      “You’re absolutely right.” Ren put the laptop aside and stood, extending his hand. “Thank you again, Sheriff.”

      Hank shook Ren’s hand. “You’re welcome.”

      “And thank you, Birdie,” Ren said. “Your computer skills are very impressive.”

      Beaming from his compliment, she brushed powdered sugar off her hands before grabbing her purse and getting to her feet. “Happy to help.” She leaned forward a little. “Thanks for the refreshments, Elenora. Always nice to see you. You too, Alice.”

      Elenora stood to say goodbye. “As it is you, Birdie. Thank you both.”

      “You’re welcome. We can see ourselves out,” Hank said. He gave them a nod, and then he and his aunt were gone.

      Ren sank back down onto the couch and covered his face with his hands. “I feel like a fool. I can’t believe I didn’t realize that note was from Velvet.”

      “I can,” Sunni said. “You told us yourself that you’d just returned from the mission. You were probably tired, wound up from the excitement, and still looking over your back. Under those circumstances, it would be an easy mistake to make.”

      “I agree,” Elenora said.

      Alice grunted.

      Sunni came over to sit by him. “Look at how close the Vs are to each other.”

      He stared at the signature. It was easy to see a W, but now that Sunni had pointed it out, the two Vs were clear. He sighed and looked at Sunni. “I’m glad you saw it. I feel like I should buy you dinner after that.”

      She grinned. “And pay a visit to Delaney’s sweet shop?”

      He nodded. “Anything you want.”

      Her grin widened ever so slightly. “I’ll be ready in fifteen minutes.”
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      If ever there was a time to wear her new gingham sundress, this was it. Sunni put the dress on, then twirled once in the mirror before pulling on her boots. She looked at herself in the mirror again. This time, at the shadows. They were still there, but they didn’t feel like a curse anymore.

      Now they felt like … guardians. She twirled once more, out of happiness. This honestly might be the cutest outfit she owned.

      Ren had better appreciate it too. She smiled. She was pretty sure he would.

      She left the same jewelry on, then grabbed her little purse since the dress had no pockets, a truly flawed design feature if ever there was one, and started for the door. She stopped, adding two quick spritzes of vanilla cupcake, and then went on her way.

      He was already in the foyer, waiting on her. He was leaning on the wall but straightened as she walked toward him. He hadn’t changed, but he had put on his new sports coat. It was a very good look.

      He took a deep breath, filling out his chest as he looked her up and down. “You make me want to move to Texas and become a cowboy.”

      She laughed. “I can’t picture you that way, but I’m going to take it as a compliment all the same.”

      “Good.” He was still looking her over. The faintest hint of a glow lit his eyes. “You might be the prettiest woman I’ve ever known.”

      Her cheeks warmed. “Thank you.” He was easily the most handsome man she’d ever met, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. He probably knew it anyway.

      “There’s only one thing you’re missing.”

      “Oh?”

      He pulled the diamond watch from his pocket. “A little sparkle.”

      “Ooo. But I don’t know if I should. That’s an awfully expensive thing to keep borrowing.” She had no idea how much a watch like that was worth, but she knew it was a lot. More than she could afford if something happened to it.

      “It cost me nothing. And when this is all over, I’m going to sell it anyway. You might as well enjoy it for a bit first.”

      It was very sparkly. And seemed to keep good time. “You’re sure?”

      “I wouldn’t offer it if I wasn’t.”

      She slipped the watch on and fastened it. “Thanks. It’s fun to look fancy, even if it’s just temporary.”

      He pointed toward the side of the house, indicating the door they usually used. “Shall we?”

      She walked with him. He smelled good. Maybe he’d put on some cologne.

      “Hungry?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I am.” Starving actually. It had taken a lot of self-control not to eat everything on that little display of sweets in the sitting room. “This afternoon’s work was really good but exhausting. I took two naps today. That’s how tiring it was.”

      As they reached the side door, he opened it for her. “Yeah? I know what you worked on in the morning, but what did you do in the afternoon?”

      She really didn’t want to tell him so much as she wanted to show him. But not until the night was over. She didn’t want to wear herself out again. Besides, she’d promised Alice she’d practice once more before bed. “Tell you what. At the end of the night, when we get back here, I’ll show you. It’ll be worth the wait. I promise.”

      Interest sparked in his eyes. “Okay. I can’t wait.” He stepped outside behind her, keys in his hand. The sun was low in the sky but a couple of hours yet from setting. “What are you in the mood to eat?”

      “Everything.” She laughed. “Something good. But not too fancy. Like comfort food. That doesn’t help, does it?”

      He unlocked the car using the key fob, then opened her door. “I looked up a few places on my phone, so it does give me some ideas.”

      She slid into the Charger, and he closed her door.

      Then he came around and got in behind the wheel. “After failing to figure out that Velvet sent that note and not Wilhelm, I’m not sure I can rely on my investigative skills anymore, but let me give it a shot. You’re hungry after a long day of working on your powers, which was a pretty strenuous activity.”

      She nodded as she connected her seat belt. “Correct so far.”

      “But you also dressed up, so the fact that you’re not in jeans and T-shirt tells me you want something more than just pizza or burgers, even though you also said not fancy.” He clicked his seat belt into place.

      “Fair deduction.” She wouldn’t tell him he was wrong unless he veered way, way off course. She knew he needed a win after being wrong about the note.

      “Comfort food means different things to different people, but pasta comforts a lot of people so I’m going to say … Italian food. Nice Italian. A little sit-down place with handmade pasta and the best tiramisu in town. At least according to reviews. How’s that sound?”

      She didn’t have to lie. “Dang perfect.”

      He laughed. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “I may embarrass myself by showing you just how much spaghetti I can eat, but yes, that is exactly what I want.”

      “Guillermo’s it is then.” He pulled up a list on his phone, tapped the button for directions, and the GPS started guiding them.

      She sat back. She was about as happy as she could remember being. Learning to understand her powers was a big part of that. Ren was too. And knowing that he wasn’t being pursued by dangerous vampire thugs helped. A lot.

      She glanced at him. “How was your day? What did you do this afternoon?”

      He smiled. “I went to Sebastian’s and helped him paint Ellie’s room.”

      “You did? That was so nice of you.”

      “My aunt told me he needed help, so I went over. Boy, did he need help.” Ren laughed. “Sebastian is a numbers guy. Spreadsheets, calculations, logical thinking, all of that he’s great at. Painting? Not so much.”

      Sunni turned in her seat to face him. “I can see that. He seems very logical. Like if Mr. Spock was a vampire, he’d be Sebastian.”

      Ren barked out a laugh. “Nailed it.” He shook his head, still laughing. “He’s a good guy though. And it seems that marrying Tessa has softened him up a bit. They even have a cat now. It was Tessa’s, but the fact that he’s allowed it free range of the house speaks volumes. Anyway, I’m going back over tomorrow to fence with him.”

      “Fence?” She narrowed her eyes. “You mean sword-fighting?”

      Ren nodded. “Sebastian excels at it. He’ll probably kick my butt, but that’s all right with me. It’s good exercise.”

      “I did a little of that myself today.”

      He looked over at her, surprise rounding his mouth. “Fencing? Or butt-kicking?”

      She tipped her head back and forth. “Sword-fighting would be more accurate, but I’ll tell you all about that later.”

      “Tease.”

      She laughed and fiddled with the expensive watch on her wrist, admiring the diamonds. “Patience is a virtue.”

      “Maybe for some people.”

      About ten minutes later, they were walking into Guillermo’s. It was a small, quaint restaurant with a few tables near the sidewalk behind a wrought-iron fence. The front patio and the entrance were shielded by red awnings.

      Delicious smells wafted out as a couple left.

      Sunni thought the place was charming. Even more so when they were escorted through the restaurant to another patio outside. The brick pavers gave it an Old World feeling, and the fairy lights woven through the ivy-covered trellises overhead provided shade and added a soft glow matched only by the candles on the tables. A hostess seated them near the back of the patio, which gave them a view of the fountain in the center. She handed them menus, then left them.

      Sunni smoothed her hand over the red-checked tablecloth and couldn’t help but wonder if Ren had chosen this place because of the romantic atmosphere or if that was purely coincidental.

      A waiter came to take care of them. He filled their water glasses from an icy carafe. “I’m Luke. I’ll be your server this evening. Can I get you anything to drink? We have a full bar.”

      “Just water for me,” Sunni said.

      “The same,” Ren said.

      “Very good. I’ll give you a moment to look over your menus. We have one special this evening, shrimp alfredo. Comes with your choice of pasta, garlic bread, and a salad.”

      “Thank you,” Ren said. He looked at Sunni. “What do you think? Seems like a nice place.”

      She nodded. “It seems very nice. Really charming. I love it.”

      He glanced at his menu. “Now we just have to figure out what to get.”

      She looked at hers, too, but one dish caught her eye right away. “Hmm.”

      “Find something?”

      “Maybe. But it’s probably way more food than I can eat.” Or not. She was a little worried what Ren might think if she actually ate all of that.

      “Which one?”

      “The Sunday Supper platter. Spaghetti Bolognese, lasagna, and chicken cacciatore. Doesn’t that sound good? A little bit of everything.”

      He nodded. “It does.” He looked at her. “Get whatever you want. Get two of whatever you want. I know using your skills can make you hungry.”

      She held back a smile. “So you’re saying it’s not going to turn you off if I eat like someone who’s been lost at sea?”

      He laughed. “Nope. In fact, it might have the exact opposite effect.”

      In other words, it might turn him on? Sunni could feel her cheeks warming again. This was going to be a very interesting dinner.

      Luke came back and took their orders. The Sunday Supper platter for her, the lobster ravioli for Ren, which instantly made her question her meal.

      “Hold on just a second. That sounds good.” She looked at her menu again.

      Ren asked, “How many ravioli come in an order?”

      “I believe eight,” Luke answered.

      “Then bring me two orders.” Ren looked at Sunni. “You can have all you want.”

      She smiled. “Thank you.”

      They handed over their menus, and Luke went to put their orders in.

      “You’re very accommodating this evening,” Sunni said.

      “I’m happy.” Ren spread his napkin over his lap. “Wilhem isn’t the problem I thought he was. And because of him, I didn’t think we’d get to come out tonight. But here we are. All because you’re a lot more observant than the rest of us.”

      She shrugged. “I’m a teacher. Maybe I just look at things like that closer.”

      “Like handwriting?” He seemed skeptical. “Is that a skill you work on in preschool?”

      “No, but I do like crossword puzzles and word games. Maybe that had something to do with it.”

      “Or maybe you just look at things differently. I like that.”

      “Thanks.”

      Luke returned with their house salads. As they ate, Sunni asked Ren more about Sebastian and his other two cousins. That got him to tell a few stories, all hilarious. Their main dishes arrived, covering the table in plates of food.

      They dug in, Sunni with gusto, and before long her spaghetti and chicken cacciatore were just a memory. Only about half of her lasagna remained. She’d helped herself to a few of Ren’s double order of lobster ravioli, too.

      He sat back. “That’s impressive. I mean that in the best possible way.”

      She glanced at him, a ravioli pinned to her fork.

      “Seriously.” He held his hands up. “There’s nothing less appealing to me than a woman who only eats salads. Or takes two bites of something and declares herself full. If you’re hungry, eat. And of course, with the kinds of metabolisms we have, why not?”

      He held up a finger. “I do have a question.”

      She finished off the ravioli. “What’s that?”

      “Are you still going to have room for dessert at Delaney’s?”

      With a smile, she nodded, her head filling with the possibilities of what Delaney’s shop might contain. “You betcha.”
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      Ren had never enjoyed an evening with Velvet the way he was with Sunni. The two women couldn’t have been more opposite if they’d tried, either.

      He paid the bill at Guillermo’s, leaving a generous tip for their server, then they walked outside. There was still an orange glow near the horizon, but it was fading fast.

      All around them, lights were coming on. Streetlamps, shop lights, landscape lighting. The town was bright enough to make evening activities enjoyable, but not so much that there wasn’t still a feeling of coziness.

      Made sense. It was a town that celebrated Halloween year-round, and Halloween was most definitely a nighttime activity.

      “You want to walk to Delaney’s?” he asked.

      Sunni nodded. “After that meal, I should probably jog.”

      He laughed. “Now that would be impressive.” He held out his hand.

      She glanced at his hand, got that shy little smile he’d seen a few times now, and slipped her fingers through his. “You know the way?”

      He nodded. “I mapped it out while you were in the bathroom. It’s only a few blocks. And it’s a nice night.”

      “It’s a perfect night,” she said.

      “It is,” he agreed.

      Hand in hand, they made their way back to Main Street, in no real rush. They window-shopped and people-watched, taking their time. They stopped in front of a jewelry store called Illusions.

      Sunni sucked in a breath and pointed at something in the window. “Oh, I want one of those.”

      “What?” he asked, looking in.

      “That silver pumpkin charm. See? It’s got the town’s initials on it. Wouldn’t that be the best souvenir? For me, obviously.”

      “It would be. Let’s go in.” He got the door for her.

      The shop was small but nicely laid out. A few center display cases with more around the walls that formed a horseshoe pattern. Two women worked behind them. One had honey-blond hair and aqua eyes, but it was the pointed ears that defined her as fae. The other had crazy curls and dark eyes with a smattering of freckles. A brownie, maybe, but he wasn’t sure.

      He loved the variety of supernaturals in the town. His aunt had really created the haven she’d been after.

      “Welcome to Illusions,” the fae woman said. “Let me know if I can help you with anything.”

      “She’d like to see one of those pumpkin charms,” Ren said.

      “Gold, platinum, or silver?” The woman came over with keys in hand to unlock the center case Sunni was looking into.

      “Silver,” Sunni answered.

      The woman got the charm out and handed it to Sunni. “I have chains, too, if you need one.”

      “I have one that would work.” Sunni turned the tag over, looked at the price, then handed it back. “Thank you. It’s sure pretty. I’ll think about it.”

      The woman slipped the charm back into the case. “That’s a beautiful watch you’re wearing.”

      Sunni smiled a little. “Thank you. It’s a loaner.”

      Then she took Ren’s hand and practically pulled him out of the shop.

      When they were back on the sidewalk, he asked, “Why didn’t you get the charm? I thought you wanted it.”

      “Because it was fifty bucks.”

      “It was the size of a quarter. Bigger maybe. That seemed reasonable for that much silver.”

      “I’m sure it was a great price, but remember when I mentioned I’m a preschool teacher? Fifty bucks is my gas money for the week.”

      “I’ll buy it for you.”

      Sunni glared up at him. “No, you will not. It’s kind of you, but I didn’t take you in there trying to get you to open your wallet. Not after you already shelled out for a dress.”

      “I know that’s not why we went in there.” He’d tipped their server nearly as much. He’d gladly spend more on her. But her look said the subject was closed. At least for the moment. “But I guess I understand.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Can I at least treat you at Delaney’s?”

      She shook her head. “I can afford my own dessert. You already bought dinner.”

      “Well, I invited you. It was only fair of me to pay.”

      She took a breath. This was clearly not an easy topic for her. “And I appreciate that. But maybe I should buy your dessert too.”

      “Except I don’t have a sweet tooth, remember.”

      She frowned.

      “But,” he said, “you can buy me a cup of coffee.”

      “Okay.” That got her smiling again. They started walking.

      They found Delaney’s Delectables a few blocks later. As they stepped inside, Ren watched Sunni’s face.

      She took a deep inhale, then smiled, her excitement visible. Her gaze darted from one case to the next. “How am I ever going to decide?”

      “Sunni? Ren?”

      They both looked toward the voice. Delaney was coming out from the back room.

      She smiled at them. “I didn’t know you two were coming by. I’m not here in the evenings very much, but we had a little computer issue.”

      “We just had dinner at Guillermo’s,” Ren explained.

      “And now, it’s time for dessert,” Sunni added.

      Delaney pointed at them while glancing at one of the workers behind the counter. “Anything these two want is on the house.” She grinned at them again. “Family doesn’t pay. Not in my shop.”

      “That’s too kind of you,” Sunni said. “But I’m not family.”

      Delaney shook her head. “You’re Alice’s family, and the Ellinghams, myself included, owe her a lot. By the way, I’m working on that strawberry lemon truffle. It’s just about there.” She glanced at her watch. “I’d better run if I’m going to read George his bedtime story. You guys enjoy. Great to see you.”

      With a wave, Delaney was out the door.

      Sunni looked at Ren. “That was awfully nice. What did she mean that your family owes Alice?”

      He couldn’t tell her about the amulet. It was their most closely guarded secret. “I guess because of her work making the town a safe place for people like us?”

      Sunni nodded. “Right.

      He changed the subject. “So what are you going to get?”

      She shrugged. “How do I decide? It all looks good. But … maybe a slice of cake? Since this is supposed to be dessert. Maybe a slice of cake and a truffle.”

      He tipped his chin toward the front case. “That salted caramel cheesecake looks good.”

      “Yes, it does. But I thought you didn’t like sweets?”

      “Yeah, but that’s cheesecake. That’s different.”

      She laughed. “Okay, if you say so.”

      A young woman approached from the other side of the display. “I’m happy to help whenever you’re ready.”

      Sunni took a deep breath. “I think I’ll try a slice of peanut butter chocolate cake. And one of those dark chocolate espresso truffles.”

      “Great choices.” The young woman looked at Ren. “And for you, sir?”

      “A slice of that salted caramel cheesecake and a black coffee.”

      “Is that for here?”

      Ren nodded. “No, to go, please.” The shop had a few small tables, most of which were full, but he had other plans.

      Sunni’s brows went up. “We’re not eating it now?”

      “I was thinking we’d go sit in the park where the gargoyle is. Have our dessert over there.”

      She nodded. “I like that idea.”

      Soon, bag and coffee cup in Ren’s hands, they were on their way over to the park. They found a bench near the fountain and sat to watch the gargoyle interact with the tourists.

      Ren set his coffee down, then unpacked the bag, handing over her cake container and a fork. Next, he handed her a smaller wax paper bag containing her truffle. He took out his cheesecake and fork and put the bag aside.

      She ate her truffle first. Two bites and gone.

      “Good?”

      She made a happy noise. “Better than that. Amazing.” She started on her cake next.

      He could smell the peanut butter in it. His cheesecake had ribbons of salted caramel running through it on a brown butter and graham cracker crust. It was exceptional. He offered Sunni a bite.

      She tried it, nodding right away. “Good choice. You want a bite of mine?”

      He wanted a bite of her, but that wasn’t the question. “Sure.”

      She offered it to him. He accepted.

      “What do you think?”

      “Even with the salt from the peanut butter, it’s a little too sweet for me, but still good.”

      “I think it’s perfect.”

      He smiled. “I think you’re perfect.”

      She looked up through her lashes at him. “You’re pretty terrific, too. Tonight has been great.”

      “It has. Still is.” He closed his cheesecake container and put his arm around her, content to sit there, drink his coffee, and enjoy the moment.

      She finished her cake a few minutes later and nestled in closer, leaning her head against his shoulder.

      They sat like that for quite a while, watching people go by, laughing at the gargoyle, and just being.

      A peace settled over Ren unlike anything he’d experienced before. He’d never once sat quietly like this with Velvet. Or any woman.

      He looked at Sunni. She seemed content, but he needed to know. “Is this okay?” he asked softly. “Or would you rather be doing something?”

      She rolled her head back and forth on his shoulder. “As my meemaw would say, I’m as happy as a tick on a hound dog.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “So I’m the hound dog in that scenario?”

      “You are.”

      He smiled and went back to people-watching. “I’m all right with that.”
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      Sunni yawned, unable to help herself. A few minutes later, she yawned again. “Sorry. The day’s catching up with me, despite the naps I took.”

      “Or you’re crashing from all of that sugar,” Ren said.

      She straightened to see him better. “I regret nothing.”

      He snickered. “I’m sure you don’t. We should get back.”

      “I’m really not that tired. But sitting here all relaxed would probably put me to sleep in another ten minutes.”

      “You want to walk a little? There’s more of this town to see.”

      “Sure.”

      They got up, put their trash in a bin, and got moving, heading back toward the restaurant and the car, but then Ren diverged down a side street a few blocks from the car. “There’s another park over here somewhere.”

      “All right.” She was content to walk aimlessly, too. Hand in hand.

      After a few minutes, Ren glanced over at her. “I haven’t gotten to kiss you yet tonight.”

      She smiled. She had no idea how to answer that. She wasn’t opposed to it, though. She looked behind them. “There are people around.”

      Lots of them with shadows, too, but they no longer bothered her like they once had.

      “I can solve that,” Ren said. He tugged her into a little alleyway between two shops. “Better?”

      She grinned. “This feels like something Alice wouldn’t want me doing.”

      He laughed, putting his arms around her waist. “Then it must be right.”

      His broad back shielded them from passersby. She reached up to link her fingers behind his neck.

      As she did that, he kissed her. The kind of long, slow kiss that was better than any peanut butter chocolate cake could hope to be.

      She no longer cared who saw them or what Alice thought. She was completely infatuated with Ren. That’s what it had to be. Infatuation. Because it had only been a few days. There was no way this could be anything more so soon.

      Even if it felt that way.

      He broke the kiss with an odd look on his face. “Do you hear that noise? Like a pulsing sound?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      He leaned his head against her wrist. “Sounds like it’s coming out of your watch. That’s weird.”

      Two dark shapes appeared behind Ren. Not shadows. Men. A hand shot toward him, a hand holding a syringe.

      “Ren!”

      The syringe jabbed into his neck as he started to turn.

      Panic filled her.

      His eyes rolled back. “Get … help …” He collapsed into the arms of the man who’d held the syringe.

      Sunni grabbed hold of Ren’s sport jacket as the two men started to drag him out of the alley. They were covered in shadows. Vampires. A few feet away in the street, a dark SUV waited with someone in the driver’s seat. The liftgate rose like a gaping maw.

      Heart thumping, she clung to Ren. It was all happening so fast. Shadows go with him. “Leave him alone. Where are you taking him? Stop! Help!”

      One of the men backhanded her, sending her crashing into the wall. Her head met brick. Then everything went dark.

      She woke some time later, head aching. It took her a second to get her bearings. She was alone in the alley. Ren was gone. Taken. She looked at her watch. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been there. At least twenty minutes.

      He could be anywhere by now.

      She had no idea if the shadows she’d commanded to go with him had done her bidding, but it was time to find out. She got up, brushed herself off, and ignored her throbbing head to hold her hands in front of her and form a large shadow door.

      She had no idea if what she was about to attempt was even possible, but saving Ren was all she could think about. The risk was worth it.

      She concentrated on him, willing another shadow door to open near him. Then, with only a shred of hope, she stepped through the one in front of her.

      She emerged a few seconds later in a dimly lit hotel room.

      Ren was on the bed. Facedown. Wrists secured behind him with thick zip ties, ankles too.

      “Ren,” she whispered.

      No response. He must still be under the influence of whatever—movement at the door. She erased the shadow door with a flick of her wrist, then shimmied under the bed, adrenaline coursing through her veins like fire.

      She was in trouble if they found her. She squeezed her eyes shut and commanded the shadows to protect.

      A slight but instant weight covered her. Her shadow armor was in place. She lay still, listening. An inch of space existed between the bed skirt and the low pile carpeting. She watched two pairs of feet come toward the bed. The same men from the alley?

      She had no way of knowing.

      “He’s still out,” one man said.

      “He should be for another hour at least,” the other said.

      “We need to dose him again before we load him on the plane. Those zip ties won’t hold him if he comes to.”

      “Too soon and we’ll kill him. You know what laudanum does to our kind. And Wilhem said to bring him back alive. No exceptions.”

      “Then we wait. I’m not getting on Wilhem’s bad side.”

      “Not when his daughter’s involved. We need to do this right. By the time we get this joker back to Warsaw, he’ll be weak with hunger and loopy from the meds. He’ll be no trouble then.”

      Sunni wished she could punch both of them. How could they not understand that Wilhem’s daughter was better off with her mother?

      The first man laughed. “We should have brought that little chicky of his back with us. We could have passed the time with her. I can still smell her perfume on him.”

      Sunni cringed.

      A sound like the second man had slugged the first in the shoulder. “The woman wasn’t part of the job. Keep it in your pants.”

      Grumbling, the first man started toward the door. The second man’s feet stayed put. “What’s this?” Weight on the mattress caused the box springs to shift.

      Then a slightly metallic clink Sunni didn’t recognize.

      “Interesting. Let’s just call this the spoils of war, shall we?” More sounds Sunni couldn’t place, then the second man left as well, closing the door firmly behind him.

      She exhaled, not quite ready to leave her hiding place. But she couldn’t wait an hour for Ren to regain consciousness. She had to do something now. She crawled out from under the mattress and looked at him, lying helpless.

      There was no way she was leaving him here. But there was no way she could get him out of here by herself either. She needed to wake him up. But how?

      Blood seemed like the logical answer. Although she wasn’t sure that would work, it was the only thing she had to try.

      And it would have to be hers.

      She looked around for something sharp. Quietly checked a few drawers. Found a notepad and a pen by the phone that both bore the name Continental Hotel, but there was nothing else. If there had been, it had been removed.

      A soft, plaintive sound slipped from Ren’s lips.

      She was at his side immediately. “Ren, it’s me. Sunni. Can you hear me?”

      No response. She carefully rolled him halfway over. His eyes were closed, his lips parted so that just the points of his fangs were visible.

      His fangs.

      Those were sharp.

      She had a sudden image of trying to use one to prick her finger, only to have him come alive with blood lust and attack her.

      That wouldn’t happen, would it? She only wanted to wake him up enough to get him on his feet and moving under his own power.

      She took a breath. She had to risk it. Great rewards took great sacrifice and all that. Those men would be back.

      She concentrated on opening another shadow door, then used her hands to lower it so Ren wouldn’t have to step up. Next she conjured a second door, this one in the last place she’d been in Elenora’s house, the foyer.

      Then she carefully parted Ren’s lips and dragged her finger across the point of one fang. She grimaced. Yowch. Sharp was an understatement. Blood welled from the scratch.

      She squeezed her finger to get a couple drops in his mouth. That probably wouldn’t do anything.

      A moment later his lids flickered, and he groaned again.

      Pressing her thumb against the wound, she leaned in. “Ren, can you hear me? It’s Sunni. We need to move.”

      He stared at her through his half-closed lids, eyes dimly lit with that familiar glow, but she wasn’t sure he really saw her. Time was wasting. She grabbed the collar of his jacket and hauled him up to a sitting position.

      Mercy, he was heavy. “Come on,” she whispered as loudly as she dared.

      A slight moment of recognition. Maybe. Then he collapsed back onto the bed.

      All she had to do was get him through that shadow door. While holding onto him. She was pretty sure just shoving him through wouldn’t have the desired results. Or maybe it would, but this didn’t feel like the right time to experiment.

      She swung his legs around so his feet were on the floor, then yanked him upright a second time and sat beside him, pulling his arm around her shoulders.

      One deep breath and she pushed to her feet, bringing him along with her. This had to work. It just had to.

      Or they were in all kinds of trouble.

      With all the strength she could muster, she stepped through the shadow door, dragging Ren along with her.

      Complete darkness surrounded her, no time, no air, no sound. No panic either. She’d been through this before. She just had to keep going. One more step.

      Which was good, because one more step was all she could manage while supporting Ren’s weight.

      She took that last step through the second shadow door, and they collapsed together on a hard, slate floor.

      She was facedown, his arm over the back of her neck.

      “My word.”

      Sunni tipped her head to the side to see Elenora peering down at her. A few feet away were Sebastian and Tessa with similar shocked expressions.

      Sunni exhaled, flooded with relief. “We made it.”
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      Sunni crawled out from under Ren’s arm and got to her feet. The effort of the magic she’d just used made her wish she could lie back down, although she wasn’t as tired as she’d been after the first time.

      Elenora’s gaze held grave concern. “What’s going on? Where did you come from? And how?”

      Sunni did her best to explain as Sebastian lifted Ren to his feet. “We were in town, walking down one of the side streets, and we got jumped. Wilhem’s men. Vampires. They injected Ren with something—wait, I think it was laudanum? Anyway, it knocked him right out. I tried to stop them, but one of them hit me and knocked me out. When I woke up, Ren and the thugs were gone. I used my magic to track him down and bring him back here.” That was the simplest way to explain what she’d done. She flicked her wrist and closed the shadow doors.

      “My child.” Elenora put her hand to her throat. “Thank you. You saved my nephew’s life, but you put your own at risk. We need a doctor for both of you.”

      “I’m okay,” Sunni assured her. “It wasn’t that much risk. I couldn’t just let them take him.” Of course, she hadn’t known they were Wilhem’s men until the hotel. But there was no doubt in her mind what Ren’s ultimate fate would have been.

      Tessa’s hands were over her mouth. She shook her head. “Elenora’s right about the doctor. If you were knocked out, you probably have a concussion. And your face is bruised.”

      Sunni gingerly touched her cheek where she’d been hit. “I figured as much.”

      “We have a problem,” Sebastian said softly.

      The three of them turned to look at him. Ren was slumped against him but seemed to be coming around a little. Sebastian slanted his eyes toward Ren’s neck. “Something’s missing.”

      Sunni had no idea what that meant.

      “His amulet,” Elenora whispered. The words held the kind of dread usually reserved for more serious things than jewelry.

      “Why is that an issue?” Sunni asked. Maybe it was an heirloom. Or super expensive? In this family, neither would surprise her. Probably both.

      The three Ellinghams exchanged glances, seemingly leaving the next words to Elenora.

      With a nod, she lifted her chin ever so slightly and offered Sunni a delicate smile. “The truth, my dear, is that those amulets, thanks to Alice’s powerful magic, are what make it possible for us to walk in the sun.”

      “Oh. Oh.” She looked at Ren, remembering what she’d heard. “I found Ren in a hotel room. The two men that took him came in right after I showed up. I hid under the bed until they left, but while they were there, one of them leaned on the bed and took something from Ren. Had to be the amulet. He called it the spoils of war, but I don’t think he knew it was anything more than a piece of jewelry.”

      Sebastian’s brows pulled together. “You said the men were vampires?”

      “Yes,” Sunni answered. “They had shadows all over them. Like … you do.”

      The confusion lingered on his face. “How did you hide under the bed and remain undetected? I can hear your heart beating now.”

      That was news to Sunni. “You can?”

      “I know how.” Alice stepped out of the doorway that led to her quarters. She looked at Sunni. “You used your armor, didn’t you?”

      Sunni nodded.

      “Armor?” Tessa looked very curious.

      “I can protect myself with shadows,” Sunni explained.

      “Very well, I might add.” Alice stared pointedly at Ren, like she was studying him. “You brought him back through a shadow door?”

      “I did. He’s really heavy.” But she was proud of herself for getting it done.

      “We can’t allow them to take that amulet back to Wilhem,” Sebastian said. “It’ll only be a matter of time before he figures out its power. And a vampire like that does not need any advantages. Nor does he need to know our weaknesses.”

      “I agree,” Elenora said. “We need to get it back.”

      Ren muttered something unintelligible, picking his head up a few inches.

      Sebastian frowned. “But first Ren needs to feed and shake off the drugs. Then we go.”

      “I’m going with you,” Sunni said.

      “Absolutely not,” Elenora said.

      Alice nodded. “You should rest. You’ve done enough.”

      Sunni frowned at them. “None of you know where these thugs are. Or what they look like.” She hadn’t gotten the best glimpse of them, but she’d seen more of them than anyone else had.

      “She has a point,” Tessa said.

      “She can tell us,” Elenora countered.

      Sunni looked at her watch. “In less than forty minutes, those thugs are going to walk back into that hotel room and realize Ren is gone. You really want to stand around here arguing?”

      Head still lolling to one side, Ren grinned at her, wiggling his fingers. “Hi.”

      Sunni smiled back. “Hi.”

      Elenora sighed. “Sebastian, get some blood into him and let’s get moving. All of us.”
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      Ren felt like killing someone. The fact that he’d been nabbed by Wilhem’s men was humiliating, but the deepest, darkest part of his anger came from the fact that one of them had laid hands on Sunni. He owed her a great debt for rescuing him, and he planned to pay that debt by turning the one who’d hit her into dust.

      They were in Elenora’s Mercedes S class sedan, with Sebastian and Tessa following behind in their Navigator. Elenora was driving, Alice was in the front passenger seat, while he and Sunni sat in the back.

      Sunni held his hand. “How do you want to handle this?”

      “I want to ash them all, then send the remains to Wilhem.”

      Elenora glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “I know you’re angry. Rightfully so, but I’m not looking to start a war with Wilhem and have Nocturne Falls be ground zero. We need to handle this as diplomatically as possible.”

      Ren snorted. “Diplomacy isn’t going to work with that monster.” He shook his head. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find out he’s in town too. Then we can end all of them.”

      Alice made a small noise. Like maybe she agreed.

      Ren sighed out his frustration at the whole situation. “I know we can’t. I know that would only bring more trouble. But I am angry.”

      “Of course you are. We all are.” Elenora’s voice held an edge that proved her anger. “I’ve already alerted Sheriff Merrow. He’s meeting us there. I agree these men need to be dealt with, but it has to be done in such a way that Schuss understands my family and my town are off-limits to him. Permanently. Killing his men isn’t enough of a message.”

      “Well,” Ren said. “I did suggest we mail their remains back to him.”

      “We may still do that,” Elenora said with a smirk. “But first, I want them properly charged so there’s a record of their crimes.”

      He understood what she wanted. To make everything appear as aboveboard as possible. Then Wilhem, while he might be angry, would have no recourse unless he wanted things to get a whole lot messier.

      Ren nodded. “Fine. I still don’t understand how they found me. We determined that note wasn’t from Wilhem.”

      Sunni’s eyes rounded. “Oh. I know how. I forgot all about that.” She held up her wrist. “The watch.”

      “The watch?” He frowned, thinking.

      “Remember?” she said. “We were … near that alley. You said it sounded like it was making a noise right before they stuck you with the drugs.”

      The alley. He’d been kissing her. That he had not forgotten. But the rest came back to him now. He grabbed her wrist and brought it to his ear. “It is making a soft pulsing sound. Very faintly. It must have a tracker in it. But that would mean …” A muscle in his jaw twitched with new rage. He let her arm go. “I was set up. That Madeline Schuss was in on this.”

      He stared straight ahead, seeing nothing but red. “Lizbeth was just a pawn.”

      Sunni took off the watch and held it out to him. “What do you want me to do with this?”

      He glanced at it. His first instinct to destroy it.

      “I can contain it,” Alice said. “If you want. A simple spell to quiet the tracker. Such a thing might come in handy in the near future.”

      He nodded, seeing the wisdom in that. “You’re right. Yes, please. Quiet it.”

      Sunni handed Alice the watch.

      Elenora took the next turn. “Why would Wilhem want to set you up?”

      Ren shook his head, sighing. “I don’t know. But we can’t kill his men now. I need to question them, find out what made Wilhem do this. Because I really don’t know.”

      “What other jobs did you do recently?” Sunni asked. “Maybe one of them was the reason?”

      “I’ve done three other rescues this year. Two were non-custodial parent kidnappings. A pixie couple and a vampire couple. The other rescue was a real kidnapping. The son of a dragon-shifter held for ransom by a warring clan. I can’t imagine how any of them are tied to Wilhem in any way.”

      “Birdie’s good at computer stuff. As you know. Maybe she can dig something up,” Sunni suggested. “If you’re willing to share your clients’ information.”

      “I don’t see another way.” Ren nodded. “We’ll talk to her first thing tomorrow.”

      The Continental Hotel was just up ahead. According to what Sebastian had told them earlier, it was one of three hotels built as part of the new lake complex.

      Elenora pulled into the parking lot and found a spot at the edge under some trees where the landscape lighting didn’t quite reach. Sebastian parked behind them. Ahead of them, another car, parked facing them, flashed its lights once.

      “That would be the sheriff.” Elenora turned off the car.

      Sure enough, he got out of his patrol car and walked over. Elenora powered down her window, and he leaned in. “That’s Sebastian in the SUV?”

      Elenora nodded. “And Tessa.”

      “Good,” the sheriff replied. “You have a plan on how you want to do this?”

      Ren nodded. “I do.”

      “Go ahead,” the sheriff said.

      “I was hoping,” Ren said, looking at Sunni, “you could transport us all into the hotel room where you found me, then we could ambush them when they come in.”

      “No,” Alice said.

      Sunni sucked in a breath. “I—I could try, but I’m not sure I could. Just transporting you took a lot of energy. If I lay down right now, I’d probably fall asleep. Once the adrenaline wears off, that is.” She smiled timidly. “I’m sorry.”

      He nodded, realizing he’d asked too much of her. “Nothing to apologize for. You’re still learning your magic. I should have known it was too big of an ask.”

      The sheriff leaned on the door frame. “Do you know what room they’re in?”

      “No. I was only on the inside of Ren’s room. I don’t even know what floor.”

      “New thought,” Ren said. “Alice, can you trigger the fire alarm?”

      She looked over her shoulder and nodded. “Child’s play.”

      The sheriff’s eyes narrowed. “Bring them to us. I like it. We can separate them from the crowd quietly, get them into the car and take them into custody. It’s dark enough that the crowd probably won’t notice. Or, if you’d like, we can give them a taste of their own medicine.”

      “Meaning?” Elenora asked.

      “Meaning I have a tranq gun,” the sheriff said. “I can pop both of them, and we can eliminate the threat instantly.”

      “I like that,” Sunni said.

      “Fine with me.” Ren glanced at Sunni. “I’d prefer you and Alice stay in the car.”

      “Sunni can protect herself,” Alice said. “As can I. But you’ll need Sunni.”

      Ren raised his brows.

      Alice said, “Who else is going to identify the men that took you? Unless you got a look at them.”

      “I didn’t.” He looked at Sunni again. “You okay with that?”

      She nodded. “I am.”

      “Then let’s call Sebastian and Tessa and get our plan situated.”

      Elenora called Sebastian through the car’s Bluetooth system.

      “Yes?” he answered.

      “You’re on speaker,” Elenora said. “Ren wants to go over the plan.”

      “We’re listening,” Tessa said.

      Ren leaned forward so he could be heard more easily. “Alice is going to set off the fire alarm. As everyone filters out, Sunni will identify the two men—”

      “Three,” Sunni interjected. “Two that grabbed you and the one driving the SUV they put you in. But I didn’t get a look at him.”

      “Three? Gonna need another car.” The sheriff squeezed the radio handset on his shoulder. “Deputy Lafitte, report to the Continental Hotel for prisoner transport.”

      The radio crackled with a response. “10-4. On my way.”

      “As you heard,” Ren said to Sebastian and Tessa. “We have a little work to do, but I’d assume all three will come out together. Probably not that many other vampires staying here either, so they should be easy for Sunni pick out. Once she identifies them, Sheriff Merrow will shoot them with the tranquilizer gun.”

      “Sounds good,” Tessa said.

      “Then we’ll take them to the holding cells in the Basement?” Sebastian asked.

      “Yes,” the sheriff answered. “Deputy Lafitte and I will transport them there.”

      Ren leaned forward. “Sheriff, I need to interrogate them. Figure out the motive behind the man who sent them. Otherwise, he’ll just send more. You have enough cuffs for all three of them?”

      “I will when Deputy Lafitte gets here. He’s got a set in his trunk.” The sheriff looked into the car. “But don’t any of you touch them. They’re vampire-proof. You won’t like them. Lafitte uses gloves but says he can feel them even from the driver’s seat.”

      Ren nodded. “Don’t worry. We’ll steer clear.” He rubbed his hands together. “Sounds like we’re ready.”

      “Except …” The sheriff shook his head. “Our tranq guns only hold one bolt, then they need to be reloaded. I’ve got two guns in my car, and Lafitte will have his own, but we need a third shooter. Otherwise I’m afraid the third vampire will have a chance to get away when his buddies go down. Even with our supernatural speed, it’s going to take a second or two to reload.”

      Ren frowned. Guns were not his thing, unless they were for shooting bolts large enough to stake a vampire. But those little tranq needles? Not exactly his area of skill.

      Everyone else seemed to be thinking the same thing, as no one volunteered.

      Then Sunni raised her hand. “I can do it.”

      The sheriff tipped his head, smiling at her. “I thought you might, being a good Texas girl and all.”

      Sunni nodded, eyes alive with pride. “I shot a rifle before I learned to ride a bike.”

      Ren looked at her with new respect.

      The sheriff patted the side of the car. “All right. We’re good to go.”
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      Sunni would be lying if she said she wasn’t nervous, but knowing the sheriff had a tranquilizer gun helped. A lot.

      They’d all gotten out of the vehicles, except Alice, who’d stayed in the Mercedes and volunteered to do a little magical crowd control that would keep the mortals from sensing what was going on.

      Now the seven of them, as they’d been joined by Deputy Remy Lafitte, another vampire, stood by the cars. The sheriff had called the fire chief to let him know the alarm was about to sound, but that it wasn’t an actual fire, explaining the situation briefly.

      The sheriff had also gotten the three sets of vampire-proof cuffs ready. In order to handle them, Deputy Lafitte was now wearing gloves.

      They were ready to go.

      “All right, Alice,” Ren said. “Ring that bell.”

      Sunni stared at the building, listening intently and watching for people to start coming out, the tranquilizer gun weighty in her hands.

      The faint sound of the alarm going off greeted their ears a few seconds later.

      About thirty seconds after that, occupants started pouring out of the hotel. Some in their pajamas, although most were in street clothes. A few in Halloween costumes.

      It helped Sunni weed through the people, though. The thugs wouldn’t be in pajamas or costumes, most likely.

      The little hairs on the back of her neck went up as she saw an ugly but familiar face. “There. The man in the dark jeans and the leather jacket with the scar by his eye. That’s one of them.”

      She sucked in a breath. “That’s the second one, right behind him.”

      The sheriff nodded. “And the third one is behind him, I’m guessing.”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t see that one, so I can’t say for sure.”

      “No one move,” Sheriff Merrow said. “Let’s see if they drift away from the rest of the crowd so they can talk, because I have a good feeling they know Ren’s gone now.”

      “I think so too,” Ren said. “They don’t look happy.”

      As the sheriff predicted, the three men went off by themselves and stood near a black SUV with heavily tinted windows. They were in a heated discussion about something.

      “Stay low,” the sheriff said to Ren, Sebastian, Elenora, and Tessa. “And stay behind me, Deputy Lafitte, and Sunni, until we’ve taken our shots and tagged all three.” The sheriff, Deputy Lafitte, and Sunni started forward, keeping behind other cars as best they could. Sunni was wearing a black NFSD ball cap to cover her blond hair, borrowed from the deputy.

      She felt about as badass as she’d ever felt in her life.

      Each of them had a tranq gun, so the plan was to knock out the three thugs simultaneously. They wove through the cars until the sheriff stopped. Sunni stayed near him, hiding behind a blue RAV4. Lafitte kept going to take a position on the other side to get a better angle at the farthest man. He would give the signal, an owl’s hoot that he’d learned growing up in Louisiana.

      A seconds ticked by.

      “Whooo … whooo …”

      They raised their tranquilizer guns at the same time, aimed, then fired. Three bolts in rapid succession. Three soft noises that sounded nothing like a bullet being shot through a barrel. More like thnick thnick thnick.

      The vampires all stared at each other. One managed to lift his hand to his shoulder, where the dart had sunk into the muscle. Another turned his head a few inches toward the dart in his chest. Sunni’s guy grabbed at his backside. She’d figured a good, fleshy target would leave the least room for error.

      Then they went down like trees being felled.

      “Nice work, Miss Wells.”

      Sunni grinned at the sheriff. “Thanks.”

      He and Deputy Lafitte went straight to the fallen vampires, cuffing them and propping them up against their SUV.

      Ren, Sebastian, and Tessa arrived. Elenora had stayed back with Alice. Ren was grinning. “You shot him in the butt.”

      Sunni laughed and shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?”

      “Good shot, Sunni.” Tessa came up beside her. “Although I was looking forward to giving Kettlingr a little workout.”

      “Say what?”

      Tessa grinned. “Kettlingr is my sword.”

      Sunni narrowed her eyes. “You brought a sword?”

      Tessa gave her a wink, then reached behind her back and pulled a sword out of nowhere. Not a small one either.

      A beautiful gleaming thing Sunni wasn’t sure she could lift with two hands. “How … I didn’t even see that back there.”

      With a laugh, Tessa slipped the sword behind her back. It seemed to disappear. “Valkyrie magic. We carry our swords with us. If you could see it, it would look like a life-size tattoo.”

      “Get out.” Sunni gaped at the woman beside her. “You might officially be the coolest person I’ve met here.”

      Tessa grinned. “Thanks. But you’re pretty cool yourself.”

      Ren and Sebastian helped Deputy Lafitte get the thugs patted down, then loaded into the two patrol cars while the sheriff was on his radio again.

      “Dispatch, alert Chief Merrow the alarm is all clear. Repeat, all clear at the Continental Hotel.”

      Sunni glanced at Tessa. “Isn’t the sheriff’s last name Merrow?”

      The valkyrie nodded. “It is. The sheriff’s brother is Titus Merrow, and he’s the fire chief. He’s also my sister, Jenna’s, fiancé. And she’s a deputy too. But she works days. Although …” She looked around. “I’m a little surprised she didn’t show up anyway, what with Titus being called in.”

      Sunni was never going to keep them all straight.

      The hotel guests were all headed back in. None seemed to be the wiser about what had happened in the parking lot behind them. Sunni wondered how much Alice’s magic had to do with that.

      The sheriff finished securing the prisoners, then he, Sebastian and Ren walked over to where Sunni and Tessa were. Neither Sebastian nor Ren looked as happy as she thought they should. Sunni handed the borrowed tranquilizer gun back to the sheriff.

      Sheriff Merrow took it, putting the other hand on his hip. “Lafitte and I will transport these boys to the Basement. I know you plan to interrogate them. Just let me know if you need anything else from my department.”

      “The basement of what?” Sunni asked.

      “The sheriff’s department, I guess,” Ren said.

      “Not exactly,” Sebastian said. “But I can explain. In fact, perhaps I should take you there myself.”

      “Fine with me.” Ren grabbed Sunni’s hand. “You did great.”

      “Thanks. But I think the adrenaline’s wearing off.” There was no other way to explain how exhausted she suddenly felt.

      “I bet. Let’s get you home, then I’ll deal with these lowlifes.”

      “Happy to help with that,” Sebastian said. “Been a while since I exerted myself in the name of justice.”

      Tessa smirked at her husband. “Is that the reason? Or is it because we need to finish painting the trim in Ellie’s room?”

      Elenora came running over. “Julian just called. Desdemona’s gone into labor! We’ve got to get to the hospital. I’m sending Wentworth over to watch George so Hugh and Delaney can go too.” She shook her head. “Rotten timing for Stanhill and Corette to be out of town.”

      Tessa gasped, clasping her hands in front of her. “At last!” She waved her hands at her husband. “You and Ren go do what you need to do. Painting’s on hold.”

      Ren looked at Sebastian. “See you at the estate in twenty?”

      He nodded, already moving toward his car. “Yes.”

      Ren grabbed Sunni’s hand. “We’d better get moving or Aunt Elenora will leave us here.”

      “But we aren’t going to the hospital, are we? You said the Basement, right?”

      “Right.”

      They were back in the Mercedes before he spoke again, this time to Elenora. “My car is still parked by Guillermo’s. Will you drop us off there? Then I can take Sunni home and you two can go to the hospital.”

      “Yes,” Elenora said. “That’s much more convenient anyway.” She glanced at him through the rearview mirror. “Did you recover the amulet?”

      He sighed. “No. It must still be in their hotel room. We’ll figure it out, though. I took a room key off one of them. We just have to find out what room it goes to.”

      “Talk to Birdie,” Elenora suggested. “Although the sheriff could get that information too, except that will probably require a warrant.”

      Ren nodded. “I’ll ask Birdie first.”

      She drove as fast as she was able, dropping Ren and Sunni off a mere four minutes later. She was gone just as quickly.

      Ren unlocked the car and opened Sunni’s door for her. She slid in, buckling her belt and exhaling as she sank into the leather seat. Ren got in behind the wheel.

      Sunni rolled her head toward him. “Your aunt sure is excited about her new grandbaby.”

      “That she is. How are you doing?”

      “Tired. Sorry you didn’t get the amulet back.”

      “I will. Don’t worry. I’m sure it’s still in the hotel room.”

      She closed her eyes, letting herself drift.

      A few moments later, Ren was shaking her arm. “We’re back.”

      “I must have fallen asleep.”

      “You did. Do you want me to carry you inside?”

      She kind of did. “No, I can manage.”

      They went in through the side door, which was close to Alice’s quarters and Sunni’s room. He walked her to her door. She leaned against it. “I guess I won’t see you until tomorrow, huh?”

      He nodded, brushing a strand of hair off her face. “Thank you for saving my life. I owe you.”

      “You’re welcome. Be safe interrogating those thugs, okay?”

      He nodded, then kissed her softly. “I promise. Sleep well. See you tomorrow.”

      With his kiss still warm on her lips, she went in, sprawled across the bed, and with her boots still on, fell fast asleep.
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      Ren ran upstairs, changed out of his jeans, sports coat, and loafers into a black T-shirt, black tactical pants, and lug-soled boots. It was time to go to work.

      He was glad Sunni was safely tucked away in her room, though. She would be one less thing for him to worry about while he was squeezing Wilhem’s men for info.

      He ran back downstairs. Sebastian would be here any minute. Ren went to the kitchen, poured himself a small glass of blood and chugged it cold. Despite what he’d had earlier to kick the sedatives out of his system, he still felt a little depleted.

      Glass in the sink, he went back to the foyer. Sebastian was just coming through the door. “Ready?”

      Ren nodded.

      “I took the liberty of inviting Hugh. He’ll be along as soon as he drops Delaney off at the hospital. Julian is otherwise occupied, as you can imagine.”

      “Of course. And I’m glad to have Hugh. That evens the odds.”

      “Indeed. Plus a show of force never hurt.” Sebastian continued toward the heart of the house, stopping Ren in his tracks.

      He hooked his thumb behind him at the door. “Don’t we need to drive there?”

      Sebastian didn’t turn, just kept walking. “Yes. But not the way you think.”

      Ren ran after him. Sebastian went to the elevator bank that was past the main stairs and down the hall toward the kitchen. He punched the call button.

      “Oh,” Ren said. “We’re going to Elenora’s basement?”

      Sebastian shook his head as the doors opened. “No. The town’s Basement.”

      They both got on, descending one floor, then the doors opened and they got out. Ren decided just to follow and see where they ended up.

      Elenora’s lower level was well lit, beautifully appointed, and divided into several useful areas, including the gym and pool, which Ren had already used. The faint tang of chlorine hung in the air even now.

      They went past all of that, to a door that Ren had assumed led into a storage closet. Sebastian opened it, revealing another elevator door. He waved a keycard over the security reader, and the door slid back.

      He got on. Ren followed. “This is interesting.”

      Sebastian snorted softly. “Also fairly secret despite how many people know about it. We use the Basement for a multitude of things. Storage, transporting goods, as a way to move our street entertainers off and on Main Street with ease, and, as you’re about to see, housing the occasional bad actor. Or actors, in this case.”

      The elevator door opened onto a garage space, the only vehicle a golf cart. Sebastian tapped a button on the wall, and the garage door went up. Outside was a wide, well-lit hallway. Wide enough for at least an oversize vehicle to drive through while still allowing for pedestrians.

      Arrows showed the direction of traffic flow while placards on the walls pointed out which way toward things like City Hall, the Sheriff’s Department, and the Fountain Stage. Other signs indicated what streets were above them.

      Sebastian jumped behind the wheel of the golf cart. Ren took the passenger’s seat. His admiration for Aunt Elenora and the town she’d built increased exponentially.

      Sebastian pulled out and turned left, building up a little speed and following a route he clearly knew well. “We appropriated this idea from Disney. They have a basement of their own, you know. Although probably without the special holding cells built to accommodate a wide variety of supernaturals.”

      “No, probably not. I had no idea Disney had anything like this. Or that the town did. But I see the value in it.” They passed more garage doors, plus some other single and double doors as well. “Can you access the whole town from here?”

      “Enough of it,” Sebastian said. “There are entry points all over town, by keycard only. There’s even one below the supernaturals-only nightclub, Insomnia. Have you been there yet?”

      “No.” Ren couldn’t recall that place being around on his last visit. “Speaking of places in town, we were in a jewelry shop last night that had pumpkin charms with the town’s initials on them. Any chance that’s nearby? I’d like to get one of those for Sunni.”

      Sebastian took the next right, fishing in his pocket once on the straightaway again. He held out one of the charms. “You mean like this?”

      “Yes, exactly like that.”

      “Here, take it.”

      “Thanks, but I’m happy to pay you.”

      “Don’t worry about it. We get a quantity of them to hand out every year. I’ve never given one away yet. Now I have. Grandmama will be thrilled.”

      Ren smiled and tucked it into his pocket.

      A few yards down and the smell of chlorine hit Ren again. Was there a pool down here too? A door opened, and a hulk of a man stepped out. He waved. Sebastian waved back, then leaned toward Ren. “Nick Hardwin. One of our gargoyles.”

      Ren turned to look at the man again. “You mean the one at the fountain? That interacts with the tourists?”

      Sebastian nodded. “What? Did you think that was done with animatronics?”

      The Fountain Stage sign made sense now. “No, I figured they were real. I just never knew it was such a complex operation.”

      “The detention center is just up ahead. It was recently renovated to add more cells. Just in time, apparently.”

      They turned another corner. Deputy Lafitte stood guard outside of a metal door that looked heavily reinforced.

      He nodded at them as Sebastian parked along the wall.

      “How’s it going?” Ren hopped out of the golf cart.

      “They’re still out,” Lafitte answered. “The sheriff says it’ll be another hour until they come to, but if you want to bring them around sooner, we can do that.”

      “How about we just bring one back for now. See what we can get out of him.” Ren glanced at Sebastian to see if he had anything to say about that.

      Sebastian nodded. “I’m good with that. This is your show, Lorenzo. I’m just here to make you look good.”

      Ren snorted. “Thanks.”

      Hugh came striding toward them. “I see I’m just in time.

      “You are,” Ren said. “We’re just about to wake our first prisoner up.”

      “Lead the way,” Hugh said.

      “Come on.” Lafitte turned, waved his keycard over the reader to unlock the door, then pushed it open.

      The detention center’s interior was nothing like what Ren had imagined. The space was clean and white and brightly lit. Four cells ran down the length of the wall, each one seamlessly designed out of concrete and fronted with thick glass, drilled with a few small holes at about eye level. For sound and air, Ren guessed.

      In the first three cells, the prisoners lay on molded benches protruding from the wall. Lafitte tapped his knuckle on the glass. “Shatterproof, impervious to extreme temperatures, and laced with magic that nullifies other magic.”

      Ren nodded. “Smart.”

      Sebastian walked slowly past all three, studying them. Hugh leaned against the back wall, eyes narrowed as he did the same as his brother.

      “Which one do you want to start with?” Lafitte asked.

      Ren looked at the three men once more, but they all seemed the same to him. And with them passed out, there was no interaction, no posturing, no way to tell which one was in charge. He studied them closer, looking for details.

      Sebastian stuck his hands in his pockets and shrugged. “Does it matter? Just pick one.”

      Hugh nodded. “We’ll work our way through them all anyway, won’t we?”

      “Maybe,” Ren said. Then a detail caught his eye, and he pointed to the one in the middle. “That one.”

      Hugh stopped leaning. “Why him?”

      “The shoes,” Ren said.

      Sebastian nodded, brows lifting in understanding. “The other two are wearing trainers.”

      Hugh’s eyes narrowed. “And this one is in loafers. He wasn’t doing the dirty work; he was running the show.”

      Ren glanced at Lafitte. “Wake him up.”

      Lafitte went to a metal cabinet set into the wall beside the entrance, opened it and took out a small pipette device. He poked that through one of the air holes in the glass wall, then put his mouth to the other end and blew hard.

      A small dart was expelled. It stuck the sleeping vampire in the thigh.

      Lafitte put the miniature blowgun away, then opened the main door. “I’ll leave you to it. Shouldn’t be long before he comes around. That’s a pretty high dose of epinephrine.”

      As the door closed behind Lafitte, the vampire came to with a jerk and a low growl that reverberated through the glass. He sat up on the bench, eyes wild. “What the—where am I?”

      “You’re a prisoner,” Ren said. “But your sentence has yet to be decided. It’s going to hinge on how cooperative you are. Understand?”

      The vampire looked at him, lip curled in disgust. “Do your best.”

      Ren glared at the man, watching him closely. “I already know Wilhem sent you. What I want to know is why.”

      The vampire glared back. “If you know who I work for, then you know why we’re done talking.”

      “Let’s start with something simple then. What hotel room were you in?”

      The vampire lay down and turned his back to the glass wall.

      “Tell me why Wilhem sent you, and we’ll let you live,” Ren bargained.

      “I’m a dead man if I talk.” The man didn’t move.

      Ren pelted the man with questions and threats for another twenty minutes, hoping to wear him down. Nothing had any effect.

      Ren looked at Hugh, then Sebastian. Both men shrugged. Hugh gestured toward the door.

      Ren nodded. The three of them stepped out, closing the door behind them. Lafitte was still on guard.

      “I was afraid of this,” Ren said. “They fear Schuss more than any threat I could make. I don’t think there’s much physically that could get them to talk either.”

      “Then we’re wasting our time,” Sebastian said. “Let’s have Birdie figure out what room that key opens. Or just get the sheriff to pull rank at the hotel and get us their room number. We’ll go with him, and as soon as he gets it, we’ll go to the room and make a search. Who knows? You might find a clue to Schuss’s motivation.”

      Hugh nodded. “I agree. After that, you’re free to come back here and do as you wish, but Delaney made it clear she expects me back at the hospital as soon as possible, and we should be. Julian is a nervous wreck. He needs us there.”

      Sebastian arched one brow. “Maybe we should shoot him with the tranquilizer gun.”

      A few feet away, Lafitte snorted.

      Ren sighed. “Let’s talk to Birdie first so we don’t have to wait on a warrant. If we have to, then I’m fine with letting Sheriff Merrow do his thing, but one way or the other, I definitely need access to their room.” He had to get the amulet back. “But I also have to know why Schuss is after me. Until I deal with that, I still have a target on my back.”

      “Here,” Hugh said. He pulled a keycard out of his pocket and handed it to Ren. “This will give you access to the Basement anytime you like. And this is your business from here on out. I know Grandmama wants things dealt with a certain way, but I trust you to work around those expectations as best you’re able.”

      “Thanks.” Not getting info from Wilhem’s men wasn’t the exact outcome that Ren had wanted, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. For now. When he came back, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to leave all three vampires alive, either. Not when it might come down to his life or theirs.

      Aunt Elenora would just have to understand that.

      He exhaled. “Then Birdie it is.”

      Hugh pulled out his phone. “I’ll call her right now. See what she can do.”

      “Thanks,” Ren said.

      Hugh lifted the phone to his ear. “Birdie? It’s Hugh. I’m with Sebastian and Elenora’s nephew—that’s right, Ren. We need some help. Are you able to pull a hotel room number from a keycard?”

      He went silent, listening. “I see. All right, thank you anyway. You have a good night too.”

      He sighed as he put the phone back in his pocket. “She doesn’t have the right equipment. We’ll have to get Hank to either get a warrant or see if the hotel will play ball.”

      Ren let out a frustrated sigh.

      Sebastian got back behind the wheel of the golf cart. “Get in. We aren’t far from an exit that will take us to the station. Hugh, call Hank while I drive.”

      “Will do.” Hugh climbed into the back of the golf cart and got his phone out again.

      Ren took his seat in the front. This really wasn’t going as smoothly as he’d hoped.
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      The dark clouds of sleep parted, and Sunni opened her eyes, a little lost for a moment as to where she was. And why she still had her boots on. Also, what was that music?

      It was soft and pretty. Like a lullaby. She drifted back to sleep.

      Until the banging started. What was all that racket? It sounded like the house was falling down. Or at least one wall. The noise finally stopped, but too late. Sunni was awake now.

      She sat up, trying to shake off the grogginess of sleep. Her stomach rumbled. A honey bun sounded pretty good right about now. Although another slice of Delaney’s peanut butter chocolate cake would have been better.

      She stretched, then turned on the small bedside lamp. What time was it? A little after 11 p.m., so not that late but late enough that she’d be going right back to sleep after she ate. Maybe after she texted Ren, though. Just to see how things were going. She hoped he’d found his amulet.

      She checked her phone. There were no texts from anyone.

      One more stretch and she got up, went over to the little kitchenette and took a honey bun out of the box. She tore the cellophane and took a bite of the sticky, sugary pastry. It wasn’t anything like what Delaney could make, for sure, but it scratched an itch, as Sunni’s pawpaw used to say.

      On the second bite, the banging started again.

      With a sigh, Sunni set the honey bun down and went out to the foyer to see what all the racket was about. Maybe someone had forgotten their key? But wouldn’t Wentworth let them in? Or Alice? No, wait. Alice and Elenora were at the hospital.

      Could Wentworth have gone too? Seemed like an odd thing for a butler to do, but these vampires weren’t the most normal anyway.

      She ran her hands through her hair, smoothed down her gingham dress, happy that she at least she still looked presentable, then opened the front door.

      Sunni stared. “Hello.”

      A woman stood on the other side looking very much like one of those Bratz dolls come to life. Her big eyes were surrounded by heavy black liner and thick lashes, while shiny gloss coated her pouty lips. Random strands of red streaked her long jet-black hair. Lots and lots of shadows danced around her. Some that looked less than friendly, a distinction Sunni was learning to make.

      Just like she could also tell the woman was a vampire.

      The woman had the body of an Instagram model. Big pneumatic boobs, narrow waist, junk in the trunk. None of it disguised by the leather pants, tight leopard shirt, or cropped leather jacket she wore, either.

      But despite her appearance and her outfit, the most interesting thing about her was the obvious baby bump protruding off of her trim frame.

      The woman made a little hmm noise as she ran her gaze over Sunni, then asked, “Where’s Ren? I know he’s here.”

      Sunni was still a little out of it from having just woken up. “No, he’s not.” Then she woke up a little more. “Who are you?”

      “His fiancée.”

      Sunni was all the way awake now. “Who?”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed. “You heard me. His fiancée. His girlfriend.” She cupped a hand under her belly. “His baby mama.”

      A name came to Sunni’s lips. Then it slipped out. “Velvet?”

      The woman grinned, revealing fangs. “Aw. He’s been talking about me, I see.” She stepped inside. “So where is he? Because we need to chat pronto.”

      Velvet Vanders. Sunni blinked, more than a little shocked. Was anything Velvet had said true? Although clearly the baby part was. She was a hundred percent pregnant. “Don’t you have to be invited in?” Or maybe that was just vampire lore.

      “Not when the house is owned by another vampire, sweetie.” Velvet’s nostrils flared. “Which you are not. But you do smell like candy.” Her eyes gleamed vampire-bright for a moment.

      Sunni backed up. “He’s not here. He’s in town. I don’t know where. Maybe Howler’s.” She knew he wasn’t there, but she was desperate to distract this woman, and sending her off on a wild goose chase seemed like a fine idea.

      Velvet took a few steps farther into the house. “That’s okay. I’ll wait.” She smiled, eyes narrowing. “Especially now that I know he left me a snack. I get awfully hungry these days, seeing as how I’m feeding for two.”

      Sunni held her hand up. “If you’re implying that snack is me, you’re flat wrong. I’m a guest in this house. Touch me, and you’ll regret it.”

      Velvet laughed. “How about that. Cowgirl Barbie is threatening me.” Her smile disappeared into a snarl. “Do you have any idea who you’re talking to?”

      Yeah, Sunni thought. A woman who didn’t know how to use birth control. “If you want to wait for Ren, wait in your car. I’ll text him and let him know you’re here.”

      Although actually, Sunni planned on calling him. She wanted to hear his voice and judge the inflections when she told him who’d shown up. And in what state.

      Velvet looked befuddled by that announcement. “Why do you have Ren’s number?”

      “Because we’re friends.” Friends who held hands. And went on romantic dinner dates. And kissed. And maybe lied to each other about how available they really were. “Why don’t you have it if you’re his girlfriend?”

      “For your information, he swaps out his phones periodically due to the business he’s in. But you’d know that if you were really friends.”

      Sunni couldn’t help but be a little hurt by everything Velvet had told her. She knew there were two sides to every story, and she didn’t want to jump to conclusions before hearing Ren’s part, but … still.

      “Go on,” Sunni said. “Outside. Wait in your car.”

      Velvet’s eyes narrowed, and she flipped a length of her hair back. “I’ll wait right here while you send that text. Sweetie.”

      Sunni had no issue with little endearments. They were commonplace in much of the South, Texas being no exception. But she hated when they were used with a patronizing tone. A few of her students’ parents did it, and with every honey and sweetheart and darling, she felt belittled. Coming out of Velvet’s mouth, the word sweetie sounded very much like a derogatory term.

      Sunni narrowed her eyes. She was not about to have a phone conversation with Ren concerning Velvet while the woman stood by listening. But Sunni couldn’t just storm off to her room and leave the woman alone in the house either. She was pretty certain Elenora wouldn’t be happy about that.

      Also, Wentworth might be gone, but Frauke and at least one of the housekeepers were probably still here.

      Sunni didn’t want to put them in danger either.

      She lifted her hand to point at the door and decided to give manners a shot while using her best stern teacher voice. “Please, go outside and wait.”

      Velvet crossed her arms, staring at the glossy burgundy polish on the dagger-like nails of her visible hand. “No.”

      Sunni exhaled in frustration. “Bless your heart. You’re just not a team player, are you?”

      Velvet’s nose wrinkled. “What?”

      Sunni was running out of options. It was time to try a little magical persuasion. Although she wasn’t even sure what she could do with her shadows that would have the desired effect. Except …

      With great concentration, she pictured the driveway that led up to the house, particularly the bit that curved past the double front doors, picturing it as clearly as she could. Then focusing hard, she commanded a shadow door into existence there.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Velvet said, making a face. “You get constipated or something?”

      Ignoring her, Sunni shifted her focus to the foyer and brought a second shadow door into being directly behind Velvet. Sunni wasn’t sure this would work, but she didn’t feel that bad using Velvet as a guinea pig.

      Holding both doors firmly in place, Sunni looked at Velvet square in the face and lunged, growling and barking in her best impression of Freddie Nelson, her student who thought he was a dog.

      Velvet’s eyes went wide, and she stepped back. Straight into the shadow door. She disappeared with a high-pitched squeal.

      Sunni closed that shadow, then ran to the front door and looked outside to make sure Velvet had made it all the way through. She had and was currently flat on her backside in front of a silver BMW, looking utterly confused.

      Mission accomplished. Sunni erased that shadow, shut the front door and locked it, then ran back to her room to get her phone. She tapped the button to call Ren. The phone rang and rang and finally went to voice mail. That was not how Sunni wanted to tell him that Velvet had shown up. “Hey, this is Sunni. Please call me as soon as you can. There’s an issue at the house.”

      She hung up. Now all she could do was wait. She had Alice’s number. Should she call her? Sunni stared at her phone. Alice already didn’t like Ren. The arrival of his supposedly ex-girlfriend, who was visibly pregnant with a child that might or might not be his, wasn’t going to change Alice’s thoughts about him. If anything, Velvet’s appearance might cause Alice to put some kind of hex on Ren.

      Sunni went back out to the foyer and peeked through the glass alongside the door. The landscape lighting provided enough illumination for her to see that Velvet was now doing exactly as Sunni had requested. Sitting in her car.

      “Good.” As long as Velvet was contained, Sunni wasn’t going to worry too much about her.

      Not when she was still really hungry. Using more magic had only intensified her appetite. Maybe she’d go see what else there was to eat in the kitchen while she waited for Ren to call back.

      There had to be more of that Black Forest gateau. And after what she’d just been through, she deserved a piece.
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      Despite everything going on, Ren couldn’t help but wonder how Sunni was doing. She was probably still sleeping, and like she’d said, he wouldn’t see her until tomorrow. But that didn’t stop him from wanting to check his phone just in case she’d woken up long enough to send him a text.

      He reached for it in his back pocket. Then his other back pocket.

      No phone.

      He muttered a soft curse.

      “What’s wrong?” Sebastian asked from his seat beside Ren. Hugh was on the other side of him, and the three of them were sitting in the waiting area of the sheriff’s station while Hank found a judge to sign off on the warrant.

      Hank hadn’t wanted to go over to the hotel with only the hope that things went their way. Ren understood. He didn’t want that either.

      Ren looked at Sebastian. “When I changed, I must have left my phone on the dresser. I was going to see if Sunni had texted or anything. It’s no big deal. She’s probably still sleeping.”

      Sebastian offered his phone. “Use mine.”

      “I don’t know Sunni’s number by heart. It’s programmed into my phone. You know how it is.”

      Sebastian pushed the phone at him again. “You can call the house. The number is there, under Grandmama Home.”

      Ren shook his head. “I don’t think Sunni would answer the house phone.”

      Hugh leaned forward. “Wentworth will, and he can go get her.”

      Sebastian looked at his brother. “Wentworth is at your house watching George because Stanhill and Corette are out of town.”

      “Oh, right,” Hugh said. “Totally forgot.”

      A strange, unpleasant feeling tickled the back of Ren’s neck. “So Sunni is in the house alone?”

      “I’m sure Frauke is there,” Hugh said. “And probably the head housekeeper.”

      “Okay.” Except it didn’t feel okay. Ren sat back. He was sure that weird feeling was nothing more than his nervous system working overtime thanks to the events of the past few hours. Anyone would end up a little paranoid after being drugged and kidnapped.

      He was worrying for nothing. Wilhem’s men were in custody.

      Besides, Sunni could protect herself. Couldn’t she? She’d rescued him. Gone up against those men, who were also dangerous vampires.

      He smiled, thinking about how fearless Sunni was. What a woman.

      Although fearless didn’t always equate to safe.

      Hank came out of his office. “All right. Judge Minton will sign the warrant. Just need to swing by his place on the way to the hotel.”

      Ren, Sebastian, and Hugh stood.

      “We’ll need a ride.” Sebastian cleared his throat softly. “Sorry to impose, but we came through the Basement. On a golf cart.”

      Hank paused, nodding in understanding. “Patrol car seats four. No one gets out at Minton’s but me.”

      The three men nodded.

      It was just as well. The stop at the judge’s house took five minutes, then they were back on the road to the hotel, which took another ten.

      During the trip, Hank got a phone call. “Merrow. Hi, Aunt Birdie. He is. Hang on.”

      The sheriff pulled the phone away from his mouth. “Ren, my aunt would like to know if you’d mind her digging into Wilhem Schuss.”

      “Digging into him?” Ren shrugged from the front passenger’s seat. “Have at it. Is there anything specific she’s trying to find?”

      The sheriff handed his phone over. “You talk to her.”

      Ren took the phone. “Hi, Birdie. It’s Ren. I don’t mind at all. But can I ask what you’re looking for?”

      “Hi, honey. Since I was up, I just figured I’d do a deep dive on the man and see if I could figure out what’s put a bee in his bonnet concerning you. Maybe have a look at his financial records, close family members, debts owed, that sort of thing. See what I can shake loose.”

      “Oh. Cool. Yeah, go for it. I haven’t gotten squat out of his men so I’d love anything you can find out.”

      “Alrighty, then. I’m on it. You get Hank to give you my number, then text me so I have it and I get back to you directly. Sound good?”

      Ren grinned and borrowed some of Sunni’s manners. “Yes, ma’am. But it’ll have to wait until I get home since I forgot my phone.”

      “No problem. Put that nephew of mine back on, will ya?”

      Ren handed the phone to Hank. “She wants you again.”

      The sheriff grunted and took the phone as he pulled through the entrance of the hotel and parked next to the lobby doors. “Mm hmm. Mm hmm. All right. Bye.”

      He hung up and got out of the car, prompting the rest of them to do the same. They hung back while he went to the front desk. He handed over the keycard, showed the signed warrant, and two minutes later, they were all on the elevator headed to the fourth floor.

      The sheriff fanned out three keycards. “They had rooms 412, 414, and 416.”

      Ren nodded. “No clue which one of those I was in.” He had very little memory of it. Just a dimly lit ceiling. And Sunni bent over him.

      The sheriff glanced at him. “We’ll check all three rooms.”

      They got out on the fourth floor and started with Room 412.

      The sheriff pressed the keycard over the lock. The light turned green, he pushed the lever handle down, and in they went.

      “As this is an official investigation now with paperwork attached to it, I’d appreciate you letting me see anything you find.”

      “Of course,” Hugh said, answering for them all.

      The room looked like it had just been left, which made sense since the men hadn’t known they weren’t coming back. A cold cup of coffee sat on the desk. Toiletries were scattered across the bathroom counter. Damp towels still hung to dry.

      And two duffle bags rested on the pair of queen beds. They’d been preparing to leave. Permanently.

      Sebastian grabbed one bag, while Ren picked up the other.

      The sheriff searched drawers, and Hugh looked through the closet.

      The only interesting item Ren found in the duffel was an Armani belt.

      “Anything?” Sebastian asked.

      Shaking his head, Ren stopped searching. “No. You?”

      “Nothing,” Sebastian answered.

      “I’ve got something,” Hugh said.

      They turned to look at him. He was holding up two passport wallets. “Passports, credit cards, and some cash.”

      The sheriff nodded. “We can at least run their names.”

      They looked around a little more, checking under the mattresses and beds, but the search yielded nothing.

      Ren frowned. No amulet. “So the two thugs must have been in here, the boss in his own room, then the room they had me in.”

      The sheriff pulled out the other two keycards. “Let’s go see.”

      In Room 414, they found one duffel, this time Louis Vuitton. Ren went through it while the rest of them searched in other places. Again, Hank found a passport wallet in the jacket hung in the closet.

      While the sheriff was having a look at that, Sebastian sidled closer and palmed something to Ren.

      He looked in his hand. The amulet.

      He glanced at Sebastian in surprise.

      Sebastian played it off as if nothing had happened. “Find anything in there?”

      Ren shook his head, but mouthed the words thank you. With the sheriff’s back still turned, Ren slipped the chain around his neck, fastened it, and tucked it under his shirt.

      The sheriff turned. “Name Kazimir Dvorak mean anything to you?”

      “No,” Ren answered. “Is that our ringleader?”

      “Looks like it. I’ll run them all through the system when I get back to the office. Let’s check this last room.”

      That took only a few minutes, as there was nothing in it. The only sign Ren had been there was the slightly rumpled duvet covering the bed’s down comforter.

      “You know, sheriff,” Ren started. “You don’t have to run those names tonight. Wilhem’s men are tucked away in the Basement. Not going anywhere. I’m thinking might be a good idea to let them stew for a few hours, then try talking to them again tomorrow. The sedatives will have worn off, but they’ll be hungry from not feeding and cranky because it’s daylight. They might talk to me just to get me to leave them alone.”

      “Your call,” Hank said. “But it’s fine with me. I’m sure my wife would appreciate me coming home before midnight. I can have a deputy come round here in the morning and clear out all of their personal belongings before checkout.”

      “Sounds good,” Hugh said. “Delaney’s texted me twice asking when I’m getting back to the hospital.”

      “I’ll call a Ryde to take us to the nearest Basement entrance,” Sebastian said. “We can see ourselves home.”

      Hank nodded. “Send my best to Julian and Desdemona. I know Ivy’s excited to see the baby.”

      As they rode back down in the elevator, Sebastian told the sheriff about the impending adoption.

      “Congratulations,” the sheriff said. “Two is a fun age.”

      “Hannah Rose is two now, isn’t she?” Sebastian asked.

      “She is. And Charlie just turned ten, if you can believe that.” The sheriff shook his head as they all stepped off the elevator. “We’ll have to get the girls together for a play date. Ivy will insist. I know her.”

      Sebastian snorted. “As will Tessa.”

      Hank glanced at Ren. “I have your number. I’ll call you with any results I get in the morning.”

      “Thanks,” Ren said. “Which reminds me. I was supposed to get your aunt’s number from you.”

      “Sure.” Hank pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then looked up. “Sent to your phone. Hugh, you want a ride to the hospital? I’m going that way.”

      “Much obliged. If you could just give me a moment with my brother?”

      The sheriff nodded. “Be in the car.” Then he walked out through the lobby doors.

      Hugh turned toward Sebastian and Ren. “Did either of you find the amulet? Because I didn’t.”

      Ren tugged down the neck of his T-shirt to show the chain to Hugh. “Good ol’ Sebby did.”

      Hugh exhaled, then clapped his brother on the shoulder. “Well done, old man. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m off. Sebastian, I expect to see you there very soon.”

      Sebastian nodded, his expression less than thrilled. “In due time. No pun intended.”

      Hugh, halfway out the lobby doors, waved in response.

      Sebastian took his phone out and pulled up the Ryde app.

      “You don’t seem keen on the hospital,” Ren said.

      Sebastian tapped away without looking up. “I’m not. I’m happy for my brother, but it’s a reminder that things didn’t go as planned for Tessa and I.”

      Ren nodded, but before he could say anything, Sebastian announced their car was only two minutes away.

      “Thanks again for finding the amulet,” Ren said. “For all of the help, really.”

      Sebastian glanced at him. “It’s what family does.”

      Ren almost smiled, but the moment felt bittersweet. A reminder of how alone he was. The longing inside of him sharpened, the point of it digging into his heart. But that longing to be near his family would have to remain. Look at all the trouble he’d caused in just a few short days.

      As much as he would love to be around his family permanently, he couldn’t put them in the crosshairs of his job.

      Sure, the adults were pretty good at taking care of themselves, but there were young children at stake, too. And more on the way.

      He’d known years ago that his work would require sacrifice. But being here, being around his aunt and his cousins, and then getting to know—and fall for—Sunni, had suddenly made that sacrifice seem a much heavier burden to bear.
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      Sunni ate a slice of Black Forest gateau, but it was a little hard to enjoy completely while knowing Velvet was out in the driveway. Her presence, and the pall she’d cast over Sunni’s new friendship with Ren, had driven away a good portion of Sunni’s appetite. But as long as Velvet stayed in her car, everything would be just fine. At least until Ren got home, which could be at any time. Or not.

      Sunni stabbed the last hunk of cake with her fork, used it to gather up the remaining whipped cream, then ate that bite and took her plate and fork to the sink.

      From the kitchen, she went back to the foyer to peer through the sidelights and check on Velvet.

      The BMW was gone. Sunni squinted into the night, trying to see if the car had just been moved. The landscaping lighting did a pretty good job of illuminating the entire driveway. No BMW anywhere, just the black SUV that had been there before.

      She exhaled, unsure if Velvet’s disappearance was a good thing or a bad thing. At least Sunni could go back to sleep now, feeling a little more secure. Maybe Velvet had gone into town to see if she could find Ren herself.

      Good luck on that, Sunni thought. Especially if Velvet took the bait Sunni had thrown out earlier and went to have a look around at Howler’s.

      Sunni imagined a place like that would only get busier later in the evening. Probably a big bar crowd, lots of people playing pool and darts in the back room. That ought to keep Velvet occupied for a while.

      Maybe she’d even find someone she liked better than Ren.

      Sunni laughed. She knew that probably wasn’t going to happen, but it was a happy thought.

      She double-checked that the door was locked and turned to go back to her room. She was a few steps from the entrance to Alice’s wing when male voices pulled her attention. Ren and … Sebastian?

      Sure enough, they walked out from the hallway past the stairs.

      “Hey,” Ren said. “I thought you’d be asleep. Did you sleep at all? You’re still dressed.”

      “That’s because I fell asleep in my clothes.”

      He looked confused as he came toward her. “Did we wake you?”

      She exhaled. “No. Your girlfriend did.”

      He frowned. “My girlfriend?”

      “Yep. Velvet.”

      Ren stopped in his tracks, eyes rounding. “Velvet was here? At the house?”

      Sebastian looked at Ren, then back at Sunni like this was a new and interesting development. Which it was.

      “Yes,” Sunni said. “She was in the house to be exact, but I managed to get her out again. I tried to call you, but you didn’t answer. I guess you didn’t get my voice mail either.”

      “I’m sorry about that. I left my phone on the dresser when I was changing.” He rubbed at his temple. “How on earth did she find me here? And why is she back now? She disappeared a few months ago. Cut off all communications. It seemed like she’d moved away. I figured she’d finally accepted that we were broken up.”

      “Except for that note she left you at your apartment.”

      Ren sighed. “Right. Except for that. I guess she came back to town or whatever and decided she wasn’t done stalking me after all.”

      “Stalking you?” Sunni took a few steps toward him.

      He nodded. “She’s always been a lot more interested in me than I was in her. It got to be too much. She was obsessive.” He shrugged. “I don’t mind a little crazy, but she was a five-gallon bucket full.”

      Sebastian arched one brow. “She sounds charming.”

      Sunni snorted at his sarcasm. “Oh, she was. I can vouch for that.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ren said. “Again, I have no idea how she found me or why she’s suddenly decided she wants me again.”

      “Well …” Sunni said. “Pretty sure I can answer that second one.”

      “Yeah?” Ren waited.

      “She’s pregnant and claims you’re the father.”

      Ren’s face went slack, and his mouth fell open. “What?”

      Sunni nodded. “Visibly. I’m not great at guessing how many months along, but I’d say at least three months, maybe more like four. Maybe even five. Every woman carries different, and she was petite so …”

      Ren looked stricken. Sebastian’s brows were practically touching his hairline.

      She felt bad she hadn’t delivered the news in a gentler way, but how exactly did you ease someone into that kind of information?

      “I need to talk to her.” Ren swallowed. “Obviously.”

      A sudden wash of empathy came over Sunni. Clearly, he hadn’t been expecting any of this. She changed the subject. “How did the search go? Did you find your amulet? Did you get Wilhem’s men to tell you why he was after you?”

      “Found the amulet,” Ren said. “No joy in getting Wilhem’s men to talk, although I only questioned the ringleader. I’m going to talk to them again tomorrow.”

      He stood for a moment, just staring at nothing.

      “I should go,” Sebastian said. “Unless there’s anything further I can help you with?”

      “No,” Ren said. “Thanks for everything. Give my best to Julian and Desdemona.”

      Sebastian took his key fob from his pocket. “I will.”

      With a nod at Sunni, he was out the door.

      She took a few steps closer to Ren. “You okay?” His gaze had gone dull, and lines bracketed his tightly drawn mouth. “Because you don’t look okay.”

      He shook his head. “Trying to … take it all in.” He stared at the wall. “I don’t love her, you know. I never did. It was just supposed to be a couple weeks of fun that turned into a couple months, but then things got really serious on her part.”

      “And that scared you off.” She understood. He wasn’t looking for commitment, and Velvet had obviously fallen for him, hard.

      “It wasn’t that it scared me so much as …” He sighed and finally looked at her. “What I do is dangerous work. I don’t even have a pet because I don’t want the people I upset to have that leverage against me. When Velvet and I met, it was just supposed to be fun. Nothing else. I told her that up front.”

      “And she said she was okay with that.”

      He nodded. “She did. Obviously, that was a lie.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t at first.” Sunni got it. Ren was an easy guy to like when you got to know him. She felt for Velvet a bit, too. Hearts were a funny thing. They did what they wanted, regardless of what the brain decided.

      “Maybe.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Do you have any idea where she went?”

      Sunni shook her head. “Not really. I told her you were in town. Said you might be at Howler’s. I thought that would distract her for a while.” She cleared her throat softly. “She threatened to … I don’t know what exactly, but she called me a snack. I was desperate to get rid of her.”

      Ren’s eyes narrowed, and a hint of anger danced in them. “That sounds like her. I’m sorry. That wasn’t a position you should have been in. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. And it’s not like you invited her here.”

      “No, it’s not.” He was quiet a moment. “I guess I should get my phone and see if I can go find her.”

      “I’m sure she’s called you a million times.”

      Ren shook his head. “She can’t. She doesn’t have my number. I only use burner phones, and I change them out after every completed mission. I only give that number out to a few select people.”

      Sunni nodded. “That’s right. She mentioned that. Sorry, I’m just tired.”

      “I’m sure you are. Go back to bed.”

      “I will. Good luck.”

      “Thanks.”

      Sunni sighed, out of words. This was his problem to fix. And a sure sign that it was time for her to focus on herself for a while.

      He glanced at her, looking very much like he wanted to say something but couldn’t find the words. “I’ll, uh, talk to you tomorrow I guess then.”

      “Sure.” She gave him a little smile, then slipped away to her room.

      She yanked off her boots, changed into her nightgown, and sat on the edge of the bed with only the small lamp on the nightstand brightening the space.

      Velvet was only meant to be a few weeks of fun for Ren.

      Was that how he’d seen Sunni? A few weeks of fun? A temporary fling?

      It had to be. He’d practically said that’s all he allowed himself. She sniffed, angry at herself for thinking it had been anything different. Angry that it even bothered her.

      She wiped at her eyes, blowing out a long breath as she told herself to snap out of it. Her head had been turned, as her meemaw would say.

      Well, she’d just unturn it. And get back to work, focusing on her magic. That’s what she was here for. Not to be someone else’s good time.

      Lesson learned.
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      Ren was about to run upstairs and grab his phone when he realized two things. He hadn’t asked Sunni if she knew what kind of car Velvet was driving.

      And as shocked as he’d been by the news about Velvet, Sunni had to have been thrown for quite a loop too. What must she be thinking? Feeling?

      He’d bet his amulet it wasn’t good.

      He didn’t think she’d be asleep yet, so he went to her door and knocked softly. Voice low, he said, “Hey, are you asleep? I have a question.”

      He’d start with the car and see how she responded.

      A few moments later, the door opened. She’d changed into a nightgown, and she looked upset, telling him his gut had been right.

      “I’m sorry, did I wake you up?”

      “No.” Sunni glared at him. Or something pretty close to a glare.

      “I was wondering what kind of car Velvet was in.”

      “She’s in a silver BMW. Two-door sedan. Sporty. That’s all I know.”

      “Thanks.” He looked at her more closely. “Now, more importantly … are you okay?” She clearly wasn’t.

      She took a deep breath. “I’m fine.” She started to close the door.

      He put his hand out to stop it. “No, you’re not. You’re mad at me, aren’t you? Hurt by what happened.”

      She flicked her eyes at him but said nothing.

      A hard realization hit him. “I’d be hurt and mad at me too. Probably thinking that I was a real bum and just stringing you along for my own entertainment. Wondering if what had happened between us was just for fun. Does that sound pretty close?”

      She looked away. “I need to go to bed.”

      He took his hand off the door, but thankfully she didn’t try to close it. “I’m really sorry you’re feeling like that. I don’t want you to. I don’t think you’re just entertainment. Or just for fun. I really don’t. I knew within a very short time after meeting you that you were unlike any other woman I’d ever met.”

      She sniffed but still didn’t look at him.

      “I thought I knew exactly who you were when I first saw you, and boy, was I wrong.” He laughed softly at his own expense. “I mean, there’s wrong and then there’s wrong. You were nothing like I thought. You were so much more. You are so much more.”

      He had no idea if he was getting through to her, but he wasn’t about to give up so readily. “I suppose a lot of people get the wrong idea about you because you’re so beautiful and it’s easy to dismiss beautiful women as nothing more than the sum of their surface. But holy cow, you’re a hell of a lot more than just beautiful. You’re strong. And determined. Smart. Kind. Funny. And incredibly fearless. Which is something I can’t even claim.”

      She hadn’t looked at him yet.

      “Sunni.”

      She kept staring at the side of the room.

      “Sunday. Please look at me.”

      With another deep breath, she finally turned and made eye contact with him.

      “Thank you. I’m trying to tell you that I’m falling in love with you.”

      Her jaw tightened, and liquid rimmed her lower lash line. “Don’t say that to me. It’s not fair. Not when just a few minutes ago out in the foyer you explained why your job was too dangerous to even have a pet.”

      He nodded. “It’s true. Being involved with someone puts that person at risk. That’s already happened. You got hit because of me. That raised an anger in me that made me want to kill. But there has to be a way to make this work because the thought of my life without you … that doesn’t interest me.”

      “This?”

      He wanted to touch her and kiss her and hold her in his arms. “Us. I need that to continue. I can’t unknow you. I can’t erase what I’m feeling.”

      He straightened as a new realization struck him. “Or … am I alone in that? Would you rather I leave you alone?”

      She shook her head slowly. “No. But what about Velvet? What about the baby?”

      He nodded. “If that baby is mine, I need to do right by both of them. What that means, I’m not sure yet. Which is why I need to talk to her. But maybe after I do that, you and I can talk some more. Figure this out together.”

      “Maybe. Maybe it doesn’t matter.” Her shoulders slumped, and she seemed very tired. “In seven weeks, I’m going back to Texas.”

      He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her softly, then pressed his forehead to hers. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way, right?” He could easily move to Texas. He could do what he did from anywhere. If Sunni still wanted him.

      Her only answer was a short nod.

      He released her, feeling like he might be asking too much of her. “See you in the morning.”

      She put her hand on the door to close it, hesitating. “Be safe, okay?”

      “I will. Sleep well.”

      With a quick, terse smile, she closed the door.

      After it was shut, he put his hand on it, wishing he could rewind time and make this issue with Velvet go away.

      But that wasn’t a power he possessed.

      He ran upstairs, got his phone and his keys, put the pumpkin charm on the dresser for safekeeping, then headed into town to find the woman who claimed to be having his baby. Maybe she was, but Velvet was a master manipulator. He’d figured that out the first week they’d dated, when she’d called him, desperate for help because her car had gotten a flat tire and she didn’t know how to change it.

      He’d come to her rescue, only to find the tire had been punctured by a metal nail file, one he could have sworn he’d seen her with just a few days earlier.

      He’d actually been flattered in a small way, but looking back, he should have known better. He should have cut ties with her then.

      But her looks and body had been too much of a draw. And he’d liked the fact that she owned a nightclub. Being a business owner made her seem responsible. He’d been impressed. By all the wrong things, apparently.

      He drove through town slowly, looking for a BMW that matched the description Sunni had given him.

      Using his GPS, he covered the town in a grid. Half an hour and many blocks later, he had nothing. He parked near Howler’s and went in to have a look around.

      The place was hopping, with three deep at the bar and lots going on in the back room. No sign of Velvet, though, and he imagined she’d be easy enough to find. If she didn’t find him first.

      Back outside, he stood on the sidewalk and tried to think where she might have gone. It was possible she’d gotten a room somewhere. He supposed he could drive back out to the lake and check the parking lots of those hotels.

      But even if he found her car, the best he could do was leave a message for her. He doubted any hotel would give out her room number.

      He supposed leaving a note was better than nothing. At least he could ask her to meet with him and talk.

      He got back in the car and drove toward the Continental. Might as well start with the one he knew best.

      But none of the hotels had a car in their lot that matched the description.

      He was tired and frustrated and had a busy day ahead of him, now busier because he’d have to deal with Velvet too.

      He sat in his car in the parking lot of the Lakeside Suites, hands on the wheel, trying to decide if he should keep looking or just go back to the estate.

      He wondered how Desdemona was doing and if his newest cousin had been born yet. He checked his phone to see if there was any news. Nothing.

      But that line of thinking reminded him of something Sebastian had said. The thing about the supernaturals-only nightclub in town. Insomnia, Ren thought he’d called it.

      That seemed like a place Velvet would go.

      He called it up on his GPS, started the car, and decided to make one last run at finding her.

      Twenty-some minutes later, when he turned into a parking lot in an industrial section of town, he wasn’t sure his GPS had been correct. The building in front of him looked like an abandoned warehouse, the fading name of whatever manufacturer that had once occupied it still visible on the side of the brick.

      The only thing that stopped him from leaving was the amount of high-end vehicles in the lot.

      People weren’t parking Mercedes, Bentleys, Porsches, and all manner of sports cars in the old Caldwell Manufacturing lot for fun.

      He rolled slowly through the rows of cars and found at least two BMWs that matched Sunni’s description closely enough that they warranted further investigation.

      He parked and made his way toward an old, rusted door on the side of the building. It opened, but there was no nightclub inside.

      The big warehouse held a lines of old machinery and rows of worktables, all covered in dust and cobwebs. The faint smell of grease lingered. In a far corner of the space, something skittered through the stillness.

      Phone in hand, he texted Sebastian. Looking for Velvet at Insomnia. What’s the trick for getting in?

      Sebastian’s response came quickly. Freight elevator. Code 1665. Tell the doorman you’re a guest of mine.

      Thanks, Ren sent back.

      The freight elevator was against the far wall and looked about as decrepit as the rest of the place. Except for the keypad next to it, which was brand-new technology.

      He punched in the code Sebastian had given him. The door opened. He stepped on.

      The down button lit up as the door closed, and the car descended.

      When it opened again, a bouncer stood between Ren and the club beyond.

      The man was two inches shorter than Ren but at least a foot wider. The top half of his reddish-blond hair was pulled back in a long braid. The undercut was shaved, revealing a scrolling tattoo that seemed vaguely Viking. The man gave Ren a nod. “Evening, sir. Fifty-dollar cover charge.”

      “Fifty? No wonder Sebastian said to drop his name. I’m supposed to tell you I’m a guest of Sebastian Ellingham. His cousin, actually.”

      The man stepped aside. “Welcome to Insomnia. Enjoy your evening.”

      Ren hesitated. “Have you seen a petite brunette come through here? Well-built. Vampire. Probably wearing leather?” He didn’t want to mention the pregnant part.

      The bouncer smiled. “There’s probably three inside right now that fit that description.”

      “Thanks.” Ren walked in.

      The club had a dark, moody vibe with gorgeous décor that was sleek and industrial but plush at the same time. Leather seating, brushed metal accents, sheer, filmy curtains in the VIP area, plus lots of blue neon and water features.

      Somewhere, a smoke machine was adding drifts of fog that spilled enough haze into the air to catch the lights.

      Thumping bass with a heavy European house music influence vibrated into his bones.

      This was Velvet’s kind of place, and if he had to guess, she’d be in the VIP section. It was hard to see into because of the gauzy curtains that surrounded it.

      He didn’t want to drop the kind of money necessary to get in there just to have a look, either. So he did the next best thing.

      He sat at the bar in the spot most visible from the VIP area and waited for Velvet to see him.
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      Sunni went back to bed, but other thoughts had taken the place of her tiredness. Mainly that Ren had said he was falling in love with her. As much as she would have liked to be asleep, it wouldn’t come. Not with his declaration taking up so much room in her brain.

      Under any other circumstances, she would have been thrilled by a confession like that. But currently, his words were breaking her heart.

      She was falling in love with him too. Or at least she thought she had been.

      Now, she wasn’t sure what she was feeling other than all kinds of mixed up. How could she be in love with a man who was about to “do the right thing” by his pregnant ex-girlfriend? Didn’t that mean he was going to marry her?

      It sure did in Texas.

      And if Ren married Velvet, where did that leave Sunni? As some kind of desperate third wheel? Ren and Velvet were going to have a baby together. That would change everything. As it should.

      She pulled her knees to her chest. Ren wouldn’t have time for her, not after the baby came. Not if he was any kind of decent husband and father. And she imagined he would be.

      Even without the time consideration, was she really supposed to be okay having a relationship with a married man? Because that wasn’t cool with her at all.

      She groaned. This was so messed up. She couldn’t be a part of this. No matter what her heart might want or what she was feeling, this was a long stretch of bad road. And she knew better than to go down it.

      She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. She did not want to start crying again. She’d almost done it in front of Ren but had managed to hold onto her control by the skin of her teeth.

      They could talk tomorrow, when he’d had a chance to figure out what he and Velvet were going to do, but Sunni would have no choice but to wish him well and walk away.

      For her own sanity, if nothing else.

      She tipped her head back and exhaled. It figured the first guy she had feelings for since Scotty, and the first guy who had feelings for her in return, would end up with a pregnant girlfriend.

      But she wouldn’t want a man who’d do anything but the right thing in a situation like this.

      Even if that meant breaking her own heart.

      A tear leaked down her cheek. She wiped it away.

      Maybe she’d tell him she didn’t want to see him for the remainder of her stay here. That would hurt, but it would probably be best. After all, she couldn’t very well leave. Or ask him to. But if they both agreed to avoid each other, that would make things easier.

      For her anyway. But maybe he’d leave now that Velvet had shown up. Maybe they’d leave together. That would be the easiest of all.

      Except just thinking about that made her want to cry again.

      “Stop it, you fool. Get yourself together.” Boy, had she fallen hard. Probably because of her self-imposed dating hiatus, but it had seemed like a good idea at the time. Better than trying to avoid the shadows that surrounded the guy she was supposed to be interested in.

      She sniffed. On the bright side, having her magic a little more under control meant the shadows weren’t such a deterrent anymore. Which also meant she could date now without a lot of problems.

      But how was any man going to compare to Ren?

      She rolled her eyes at herself. Good grief, she was a mess.

      She got up and grabbed the honey bun she’d started right before Velvet had shown up. Sunni peeled back the cellophane and took a bite. The sugar wasn’t that much comfort, but she couldn’t imagine anything that would be right now.

      Soft music played throughout the house. It took a second for Sunni to realize what she was hearing.

      The doorbell.

      She looked at the time. It was nearly one in the morning. Was Ren back already? She sighed in exhaustion. She couldn’t remember if she’d locked the door after Sebastian had left, but with Wentworth seemingly gone, she had no choice but to get up and answer it.

      That honey bun was never going to get eaten.

      She didn’t have a robe, so she pulled on the oversized cardigan she used as a light jacket. She stuck her feet in her ballet flats and headed to the foyer.

      Slightly cranky because of everything, she yanked open the door.

      Velvet shoved past her. “I looked in town. He’s not there. You lied to me. I know he’s in this house.” She stood in the middle of the foyer as if contemplating which direction most likely led to Ren.

      “I didn’t lie. He’s not here,” Sunni said. “He was, but he left again when I told him you were looking for him.”

      “Liar.” Velvet spun, backhanding Sunni and knocking her to the ground.

      Sunni’s head rang, rattled by the hit. Something she was sincerely getting tired of. Before she could get back on her feet, Velvet hauled her up, an arm around her throat.

      “Listen to me, you little heifer. You’re going to tell me where he is or I’m going to kill you. Understand?”

      Sunni did her best to nod while in a headlock, fear and anger battling it out inside of her for first place. “I promise, he’s not here. He really did go to find you.”

      “I can smell him in this house.”

      “Because he was here. He was just in the foyer. He’ll be back soon, though, I swear.” Sunni really wanted that to be true. She also really wanted Velvet to let her go.

      Velvet started walking, tugging Sunni along with her. “How about we just go find him instead? Maybe then I’ll drain you right in front of him, just to prove how serious I am.”

      Sunni was too tired for this. Under her breath, she muttered, “That ought to do it.”

      Velvet tightened her grip. “You think you’re funny? You really want to tempt me?”

      “Not at all. Let’s go look. Maybe he’ll turn up.” That was all Sunni could hope for, because while Ren now had his phone, she didn’t have hers.

      “Ren,” Velvet bellowed, her voice echoing through the massive estate, quivering mirrors and making the windows clatter.

      Sunni winced at the supernatural volume of Velvet’s voice. Like her head didn’t hurt enough already. If there was anyone in the house, they had to have heard that.

      Velvet stood still for a moment, listening. When no answer came, she started walking again, dragging Sunni along.

      Unfortunately, Sunni couldn’t think of a way to use her shadow magic to get herself out of Velvet’s grasp. Could she make a shadow attack Velvet but not the baby? Her shadow armor might keep her from getting bitten, maybe, but it wasn’t going to get her free.

      She wished she was further along in her studies.

      Maybe she could break loose if Velvet got distracted, but vampires were fast. Faster than Sunni could ever hope to be, so her plan would have to account for Velvet’s speed. And temper.

      Whatever she did, Sunni wasn’t going to get a second chance. She decided to get the woman talking and see if her grip would loosen.

      “That’s the kitchen down there.” Sunni pointed ahead of them. “If you want Ren’s room, it’s upstairs. I don’t know where. Just that it’s upstairs. We should go look.”

      “You’re just trying to distract me,” Velvet said. “You must know he’s down here somewhere.”

      “I promise he isn’t,” Sunni answered. “It’s to my benefit to help you. The sooner you find Ren, the sooner you will hopefully let me go. Although, like I said, Ren isn’t here because he went into town. I just thought you’d want to see his room.”

      Velvet paused. “You swear it’s upstairs? Because if it isn’t, I’ll hurt you. I’m serious.”

      Again, Sunni tried to nod. “I believe you. I promise his room is up there somewhere. I haven’t been upstairs. I’m a guest of the witch who lives here, so I’m staying near her quarters on the main floor.”

      Velvet frowned at Sunni. “A witch owns this place?”

      Sunni wasn’t sure how much she should say, but it felt like Velvet’s grip had loosened a little, so talking seemed to be working. “No, she just lives and works here. She’s the assistant to the woman who owns the estate. Who is a vampire just like you.”

      Except for the part where Elenora was actually sane.

      Velvet turned them around and headed back toward the foyer. “I could own a place like this if I wanted. My father has a lot of money. And influence.”

      She started up the steps, making Sunni bend slightly to manage the stairs while in the chokehold.

      She briefly thought about faking a fall just to see if she could get free that way, but if Velvet fell too, the baby might be hurt. Sunni didn’t like that idea. “Is that how you found out where Ren was? Because of your father?”

      Velvet just frowned so Sunni tried a different path. “I was just curious about how you found Ren, that’s all.”

      Whatever Sunni had said, she instantly regretted it. Velvet’s grip tightened again. “Mind your own business.”

      “Sorry. My dad died when I was young, so I’ve always wondered what it must be like to still have your dad around.” Was there any chance she might get a little sympathy out of Velvet? Probably not. But anything was worth a shot at this point.

      “Yeah, well, that sucks for you.”

      So much for that. They reached the top of the stairs. The grand hall went in both directions, with lots of doors on each side.

      Velvet gave Sunni a shake. “Which way?”

      “I have no idea. Does one way smell more like him than the other?” Sunni rolled her eyes. For a vampire, this woman wasn’t much of a problem-solver, which made Sunni think Velvet was used to having things done for her.

      Velvet seemed to consider Sunni’s question, turning in both directions and inhaling deeply.

      Wherever Ren was, Sunni sincerely hoped he came home soon.

      They started down the hall, walking until Velvet stopped in front of a door. She tried the knob. It opened.

      As they went in, Velvet turned on the lights. This was definitely Ren’s quarters. Even Sunni could smell Ren’s scent in the suite. It was a combination of his faintly citrusy soap and shampoo, plus something darker and more masculine.

      Still holding onto Sunni, Velvet rummaged through the rooms. First the sitting room, then into the bedroom.

      His bed was unmade. That didn’t surprise Sunni. Not because she thought Ren was messy but rather because things had been so crazy lately. She wasn’t sure when he’d even been in that bed last.

      Velvet turned them around to look some more, and the glint of silver caught Sunni’s eye.

      Velvet’s too, apparently. She went over to the dresser, hauling Sunni with her, and picked up the object from the dresser. “What is this?”

      Sunni kept her mouth shut, but she knew exactly what it was. A silver Nocturne Falls pumpkin charm. The very thing she’d wanted but couldn’t afford. She hadn’t let Ren buy one for her either.

      And yet, there was one on his dresser.

      Her heart ached. And then her anger increased. Ren wasn’t going to be hers, all because of the woman who’d probably end up killing her.

      So why was Sunni waiting for a chance to escape? She needed to make her own chance. Who cared how fast or strong Velvet was? Sunni was done.

      As Velvet started dragging her toward the bathroom, Sunni put all of her efforts, mortal and magic, into shoving Velvet through the door ahead of her.

      The room went dark, and the sounds of Velvet crashing into the bathroom reverberated through the space.

      Sunni ran for the door.

      But Velvet was faster.
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      As time ticked by, Ren had downed half of a club soda with lime and had been approached by several women, none of whom were Velvet. He was about to drop some money and leave when his phone lit up with an incoming call.

      Fortunately, he’d set it on the bar beside his drink, because he’d never have heard it in the club. He dropped the cash, grabbed his phone and went toward the exit where it was a little quieter. “Hello?”

      “It’s Elenora. Where are you? What is that noise?”

      The bouncer called the elevator for him, which opened promptly. Ren gave him a nod of thanks. “I’m at Insomnia. Looking for someone.”

      “Well, you need to get back to the house. Frauke just called me. She was woken up by a woman screaming your name.”

      He grimaced as he got onto the lift. Sounded like Velvet had returned. If she hurt Sunni in any way, she would pay. “I’m headed there now. Thank you. Do you have a new great-grandchild yet?”

      “Not yet. Why would a woman be screaming your name in my house, Lorenzo?”

      The elevator went up. He sighed. “Because she’s looking for me? I’ll take care of it, Auntie.”

      “See that you do.” She hung up.

      He stepped out into the dusty warehouse, making a beeline for his car. He clicked the key fob to unlock it, got behind the wheel, and fired up the engine. He drove faster than he should, but urgency won out over speed limits.

      His phone rang again. “Hello?”

      “Ren? It’s Birdie Caruthers. You said I could look into Wilhem Schuss, and I have been.”

      “Find anything interesting?”

      “All sorts of things. He’s incredibly wealthy and about as corrupt as they come, but I don’t suppose that’s news to you.”

      “Not really, no.”

      “Did you know he’s got six sons, all of whom work for him, it seems, but only one daughter?”

      “Didn’t know about the sons. I only knew about Lizbeth. That’s the one his wife hired me to get back because he’d kidnapped her. Which obviously wasn’t the case.”

      “Well, Lizbeth would make the most sense. According to the records I found, she was turned when she was six, but that was thirty years ago.”

      Ren blinked at the road in front of him. “Lizbeth is thirty-six? She sure plays a realistic six-year-old well. I never guessed she’d been turned. I thought she’d been born that way.” He’d been played about as hard as a person could be played.

      “That leads me into the other interesting thing I found out. Lizbeth isn’t his biological child. She’s Madeline’s, Wilhem’s wife. He adopted her when they got married.”

      “If you’re hoping that’s going to give me warm fuzzy feelings about the guy, you’re wrong.”

      “Not my intention. My point was, he turned both of them. And Lizbeth isn’t his daughter.”

      “Right. I got that.” He frowned. “But are you saying he does have a daughter then? A biological one?”

      “Yes, exactly. Not sure this even matters.”

      A sinking feeling opened up in his stomach. “Keep going. I think it might.”

      “His biological daughter’s name is Valentina. She’s the oldest of his children, and they seem to have a pretty hot and cold relationship that consists of her storming off and Wilhem constantly trying to persuade her to return to the family.”

      Ren took the turn that led toward Elenora’s. “I have a bad feeling about this. What else do you know about her?”

      “Mostly that she’s gone by a lot of different aliases.”

      He stepped on the gas, whipping the Charger around a bend and fishtailing into the long drive that went to the estate. A silver BMW was parked outside of the front doors. “Let me guess. Her current one is Velvet Vanders.”

      “Huh,” Birdie said. “I didn’t think you’d know that.”

      “Get the sheriff to Elenora’s as soon as you can. Tell him to bring vampire handcuffs. No sirens. Velvet’s here, and I don’t want to spook her. I think Sunni’s in danger.” Ren parked and jumped out of the car.

      “You got it.”

      He hung up and shoved the phone into his back pocket as he raced toward the house. Wilhem’s men coming after him, the tracker in the watch, it all made sense now. Or at least, most of it did. Or maybe it didn’t.

      He wasn’t sure about anything other than he needed Sunni to be okay.

      Heart in his throat, he went through the front door, listening for any sounds that might tip him off as to where Velvet was. All was eerily quiet.

      He ran to Sunni’s room. Her door was open, and there was no sign of her. That didn’t bode well. Please let her be hiding somewhere, safe.

      But Sunni wasn’t the kind of woman to shrink from danger. She’d proven that by rescuing him from Wilhem’s men.

      A thump sounded from upstairs.

      He ran in that direction, taking the stairs two at a time.

      The door to his room was open. A woman’s voice carried out. “Try anything like that again and I will gut you like a fish.”

      Velvet. Talking to Sunni. It had to be.

      Rage made him clench his hands. He had to keep his cool. Had to get Sunni safe. He found a shred of calm and clung to it. “Velvet? Is that you?”

      “Ren?” A second later, she peeked out the door. “It is you!”

      She stepped out, her protruding belly leading the way, but it was the tousled head of blond hair under her arm that caught Ren’s attention. Sunni. Her hands were tied behind her back with one of the tiebacks from the curtains in his room.

      She lifted her head to see him. A new bruise had joined the existing one on her cheek.

      He swallowed. “Sunni, are you okay?”

      “Sunni? Why do you care about her?” Velvet’s bellowing rang through the house.

      “Because she’s a guest here. If you hurt her, a lot of people will be upset.”

      “Like I care.” Velvet glared at the woman in her grasp. “And you shouldn’t either. The only one you should care about is me.” She smiled and cupped her hand under her belly. “Okay, maybe there are two of us you should care about.”

      He exhaled. “I see that.” As much as he wanted to ask if she was sure the child was his, he couldn’t afford to upset her and cause her to harm Sunni more. “That’s really something. Why didn’t you tell me the news sooner?”

      Velvet’s frown returned. “Because you broke up with me.”

      “And then you disappeared.”

      She sighed and rolled her eyes, giving Ren a chance to inch closer. “I was really mad at you. I went home to see my father.”

      Ren nodded. “Wilhem Schuss.”

      “You know?” She seemed surprised by that.

      “I figured it out. Sort of.” He shook his head. “Except there’s a lot that doesn’t make sense.”

      “It’s not that hard,” Velvet said with a tone that implied he was being dim. “I went home to my father’s, and when he figured out I was pregnant and that you were no longer in the picture, he decided to fix things.” She shrugged. “I told him who you were, but I wouldn’t tell him where you lived, so he took matters into his own hands and set you up.”

      “Pretty extreme, don’t you think? Having Madeline go through that whole charade of pretending your father had divorced her? Then making Lizbeth play along like she’d been taken?” The whole family was clearly insane. “All for what? To get that watch with the tracker into my hands?”

      “Wasn’t that sly?” Velvet laughed. “Daddy said you’d fall for that.”

      “It still seems like a lot of effort.”

      “Well, it wasn’t just about getting to you. It was about getting insurance.”

      Ren shook his head. “Insurance for what?”

      “For you. To do the right thing. He’s got video that makes it look like you kidnapped Lizbeth, so if you don’t marry me and take care of the baby, you’re in big trouble. That’s the kind of thing the Vampire Council would take pretty seriously, don’t you think?”

      A cold chill went through Ren. This whole thing had been a setup to blackmail him into marrying Velvet? And all because Wilhem wanted to please his daughter and keep her close.

      Now Ren would never be free of either of them. His gaze went to her stomach. He would be tied by blood to the Schuss crime family for the rest of his life.

      Worse, his child would be raised in that family. Taught to be a criminal from birth. Ren felt sick. About a lot of things.

      She smiled impishly. “Daddy’s big on black-and-white solutions. Anyway, once he found you, he told me he was bringing you back for me, but I got mad at him. I wanted to see you first so I could tell you about the baby myself. I made him give me the tracker info. And here I am.”

      Ren’s anger reached a new level. “Does that really make you happy? Knowing that I’m with you because your father is holding something over my head? Wouldn’t you rather we were together because I love you? Because I wanted to be with you and our child?”

      Her smile faltered. “But you broke up with me.”

      “Before I knew anything about the baby. Sunni told me you went into town, so I went to look for you, to figure out a way to make this right.”

      “We can still do that.”

      “Let Sunni go. Then we’ll talk.”

      “No,” she snapped. “We talk first.”

      He shook his head. “Fine, but you need to know that this scheme of your father’s? This has destroyed any chance of me ever loving you, Valentina.” He snorted. “You didn’t even tell me your real name.”

      She frowned and jerked her arm so hard that Sunni’s head bounced. “Velvet Vanders is my business name. It’s also very cool. Besides, if I used my real one, everyone would know who my father was. Do you know what that’s like? Never feeling like you’re accomplishing anything on your own? Always wondering if you got something in life because of your family name?”

      Sunni let out a mocking grunt. “Cry me a river.”

      Velvet glanced at her. “You shut up, mortal. You’re lucky I haven’t eaten you yet.”

      “Sunni’s right,” Ren said, barely controlling his rage. “Your moral outrage is laughable. You might have me now, but it’s not because of anything you did. Or how I feel about you. It’s all because of your father. Once again.”

      Velvet’s lower lip trembled. She dropped Sunni to cover her face with her hands and began to sob. “Stupid pregnancy hormones.”

      Sunni fell to her hands and knees, instantly crawling away from Velvet.

      Ren rushed forward, putting himself between Sunni and Velvet. He faced Velvet but spoke to Sunni. “You okay?”

      “I will be,” she answered. She sounded weak and tired.

      He glanced over his shoulder. She sat near the wall, her head down, her fingers gingerly feeling the bruise on her cheek.

      Velvet was still crying, but the sobs took on new volume. “You love her, don’t you? No wonder you left me.” She wailed for a moment, then took a deep breath and pointed at Ren. “Was she before me? Did you cheat on her with me?” She glared at Sunni. “Some boyfriend. Look at me. I’m pregnant, and he doesn’t even want to claim it.”

      “You’re not even remotely a nice person,” Sunni said. “I can see why he left you.”

      Velvet lunged, but Ren caught her and hauled her back, holding Velvet by the upper arms, her back to his front.

      He shook her once to get her attention. “Stop it. Now.”

      The front door opened, and faint footsteps filled the foyer. The scent of wolf drifted up.

      “Sheriff?” Ren called out. “Upstairs.”

      Sunni seemed to exhale in relief. She picked her head up to look at Ren. Then at Velvet. Her gaze narrowed as she seemed to focus harder. A second later, her eyes widened, and she shook her head. “That baby isn’t yours.”
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      “What?” Ren asked. “How do you know?”

      Sunni slowly got to her feet, one arm around her body. She hurt all over from the battle she’d had with Velvet in his bedroom earlier, her attempt to escape Velvet’s clutches gone wrong, but a little pain wasn’t about to distract her from the truth that was right before her eyes. Even if some of that pain was just from breathing.

      She shook her head again, still staring at the darkness surrounding the both of them. “Your shadows aren’t melding. They’re not …” She splayed her fingers on both hands and interlaced them. “You know.”

      “I don’t,” Ren said. “But I’ll take your word for it. Although a little explanation might be good.”

      Sheriff Merrow and Deputy Lafitte crested the top of the stairs.

      Sunni had never been happier to see men in uniform. She did her best to explain to Ren what made her believe the child wasn’t his. “At the family dinner with all of you, when Julian and Desdemona stood next to each other, their shadows joined to become one. At first, I thought it was because they were so in love, but thinking back, Sebastian and Tessa’s shadows didn’t do that. Neither did Hugh and Delaney’s. Just like yours and Velvet’s have remained completely separate.”

      Ren’s gaze narrowed.

      Sheriff Merrow and his deputy stopped a few feet away from Ren, listening.

      She continued. “Julian and Desdemona’s shadows didn’t join because they were in love. The shadows merged because the baby brought them together. The baby that was half of each of them.”

      She gestured at Velvet. “But you already know that baby isn’t Ren’s, don’t you?” She took a step toward the woman. “That’s why you rushed here as soon as you found out what your father was up to, in order to get Ren on board with marrying you before your father had to force him.”

      Sunni shrugged, which made her wince. “You know, just in case Ren’s anger at being manipulated made him want a blood test or something more concrete than just a little blackmail.”

      “Liar,” Velvet snarled. “I’ll take a blood test. I’ll prove you wrong.”

      Ren glanced at Sunni. She nodded back. He answered Velvet. “Fine. We’ll get one done immediately.”

      “Good,” Velvet snapped. “Then you’ll see.”

      Sheriff Merrow had his vampire-proof cuffs in hand. “Birdie told me she’s Wilhem’s daughter. Explains … some.”

      “I know,” Ren said. “But I’m happy to come down to the station and give you the whole picture.”

      “It can wait until morning.” Sheriff Merrow cuffed Velvet, who seemed to deflate under the restraints. “I’ll take care of this one.” He tipped his chin at Sunni. “You take care of that one.”

      Hank took Velvet by the elbow. “Good thing we still have a cell left.”

      He and Deputy Lafitte escorted her down the steps and to the waiting patrol car.

      Ren took Sunni’s hand. “Once again, it seems you’ve saved my life.”

      She smiled limply. “It’s not over yet.”

      “I know. If Wilhem decides to use that footage of me rescuing Lizbeth, it’s going to be their word against mine. The Vampire Council might not see things my way. But that’s my problem to deal with. Right now, all that matters is you. Are you okay?”

      She squeezed his hand. “I’ve been better.”

      “She hit you, didn’t she?”

      Sunni nodded. “When she first came into the house. Then we had a little run-in upstairs in your room. I shoved her into the bathroom and tried to get away, but she was faster. Made it to the door before I could get out.”

      “A little run-in?”

      “Mostly her running into me. Mercy, she’s strong.” There was no point in lying. Sunni hurt too much. “She might have cracked one of my ribs. Or maybe two.” Then Sunni lifted her hair and turned her head. “Plus I think she scratched my neck.”

      Ren sucked in a breath. “That’s … a lot of blood. Mostly dried now, but that should be looked at. So should your ribs. And your cheek. We need to get you to a doctor.”

      “I really just want to go to bed.” Despite the pain, she was utterly exhausted. Tired in a way that felt bone-deep.

      He frowned. “You can sleep in the back seat while I drive. That’s the best offer I can make you.”

      Sunni exhaled. She was too worn out to argue. “Fine.”

      She cringed at the pain as he carefully scooped her into his arms and started carrying her downstairs. “I’m surprised Velvet didn’t have any marks on her. Didn’t your magic work against her?”

      Sunni rested her head against his shoulder. “I didn’t use my magic to fight back physically. I was afraid I’d hurt the baby.”

      He shook his head, then kissed the top of hers. “You’re too good, Sunday.”

      She closed her eyes and smiled as the rhythm of his descending the stairs lulled her close to sleep. “Why is there a pumpkin charm on your dresser?”

      “You weren’t supposed to see that.”

      “I told you not to buy me one. You promised.”

      “I didn’t buy it. So that promise remains unbroken.”

      She mustered enough energy to pick up her head. “You stole it?”

      He laughed. “No. Sebastian gave it to me.”

      Sunni wanted more of an explanation than that, but shadows, welcome ones, wrapped her in their warm embrace and floated her off to sleep.

      She woke up in the ER of a hospital, lying on an exam table. Ren sat in a chair beside her. A curtain was pulled across the opening of the room, giving them a pretense of privacy.

      “Hey.” He smiled at her. “There you are. How are you feeling?”

      She put her hand on her ribcage and took a breath. She still hurt, but the pain was nothing like it had been earlier. “Surprisingly, a little better.”

      He leaned in, lowering his voice. “I think your shadows were trying to heal you in the car.”

      She stared at him, not sure she was really awake yet. “What?”

      He nodded. “I put you on the back seat so you could sleep, and every time I looked at you through the rearview mirror, there were shadows around you. I mean, if I could see them, they had to be there, right?”

      She touched her cheek, opening and closing her mouth. The area felt tight and sore but not painful. “Do I still have a bruise on my face?”

      “Not much of one.”

      “Okay. That’s interesting.” She sat up a little. The pain she’d expected from her ribs was negligible. “Maybe we should go.”

      He started to say something when the curtain was pulled back and a young man in a white coat entered. “Hello there. You must be Ms. Sunday Wells? I’m Dr. Shawn Deegan. What seems to be bothering you?”

      Sunni hated lying. But she didn’t want to be here any longer than she had to be.

      “Whoa,” Dr. Deegan said. “Looks like you’ve got some blood on your neck there.”

      He leaned in to move her hair out of the way. “I don’t see any lacerations, though.”

      “Yeah, about that,” Sunni started, realizing she really didn’t know what to tell him. “Um … I just heal fast, I guess.”

      “She had an altercation with my ex-girlfriend,” Ren supplied. “But as you can see, Sunni is a pretty special individual.”

      “I see that.” Dr. Deegan let her hair fall back into place and straightened, looking at her more closely. Then he glanced at Ren. Then back at Sunni. His gaze flashed blue for a brief moment. “It’s amazing how fast special people like us heal, isn’t it?”

      Sunni nodded, unable to look away from the doctor’s knowing smile. “It really is.”

      “Tell you what. I’m going to send in a few things so you can clean yourself up, then you’re free to go. Unless there’s anything else you think I should know about?”

      Sunni shook her head.

      “You have a good day, Ms. Wells. Stay away from those ex-girlfriends.”

      “I plan to,” Sunni answered.

      Dr. Deegan left, pulling the curtain shut behind him again.

      She looked at Ren. “Was he … you know?”

      “Wolf,” Ren whispered with a nod.

      A nurse returned shortly with a basin of warm water and some large sterile gauze pads. She set them on the table beside Sunni and gave her a smile. “Just holler if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks,” Sunni said.

      Ren came around and raised the table, moving it so that it was parallel to the exam bed. He opened one of the gauze pads, dampened it, then moved Sunni’s hair out of the way and started cleaning her neck.

      “I can do that,” she said.

      “Without looking? I don’t think so. Besides, you don’t want to scare Lucas when we go upstairs to the maternity ward to see him, do you?”

      “Lucas?” Then Sunni smiled. “Desdemona had the baby?”

      Ren nodded. “She did.”

      Sunni turned her head to give him better access. “I’m still in my nightgown.”

      “Looks like a sundress. Especially with the cardigan over it. Plus people wear pajamas out in public all the time now.”

      “I don’t.” But Sunni was still smiling. Babies were … everything. But her smile faded again thinking about a different baby. “What are you going to do about Velvet and her father?”

      Ren tore open a second gauze pad, dipped it in the water and went back to work. “You mean about the footage he has?”

      “Yes.”

      “A lot of that depends on Velvet. I don’t think she deliberately set out to trap me into marrying her. That seems to be all her father’s doing. She might not be the most stable person I’ve ever dated, but I feel for her a bit. Growing up with Wilhem Schuss as her father couldn’t have been easy. I’m hoping she’ll want to put this behind her. Meaning she’ll help me out with a little plan I have.”

      “What plan?”

      He dipped the gauze in the water again, which was now pink. “Don’t worry about that just yet.” He used more gauze to dry Sunni’s skin. “Let’s go see Lucas. Then we can talk about Velvet later.”

      Sunni nodded. As much as she wanted Ren to be able to put this nightmare behind him, she also really didn’t want to talk about Velvet anymore right now.

      Not when there was a baby to visit.
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      They found Desdemona in a private suite on the maternity floor. The room was so large and luxurious, it looked more like a five-star hotel than a hospital room. Wood floors, brocade drapes, even a crystal chandelier.

      Ren wished the gift shop had been open so he could have gotten flowers or a giant stuffed bear or something. But he’d make up for that later. As he and Sunni walked in, he smiled at all of the family there.

      Hugh and Delaney, Sebastian and Tessa, Elenora and Alice, and of course, new father Julian, who looked far worse than Desdemona, who somehow managed to appear radiant and slightly worn out at the same time.

      Cradled in her arms was the most perfect being Ren had ever seen. For the briefest of moments, his heart ached that Velvet’s child wasn’t his, even with all the baggage that would have come along with it.

      Sunni exhaled a blissful sigh. “He’s just beautiful. And so much hair.”

      Desdemona laughed, her smile sleepy. “He has his daddy’s hair.”

      Ren shook Julian’s hand. “Congratulations, Dad.”

      “Thanks.” Julian smiled and looked like he might cry. Or had been.

      After Ren had had a few moments with the new parents, Elenora approached Ren. “Might we have a word?”

      “Sure.”

      Together, they stepped out into the hall.

      He knew what she wanted to talk about. “It’s taken care of.”

      Her gaze remained stony, a sure sign she needed more than just reassurance. She wanted information. “What happened?”

      He took a beat, gathering his thoughts. Regardless of how he phrased things, his aunt wasn’t going to like what he had to tell her. “My ex-girlfriend showed up at your house. And apparently, she’s Wilhem Schuss’s daughter. His biological daughter, not the adopted one I thought I’d rescued. Anyway, after finding out she was pregnant and believing the baby was mine, he arranged the fake kidnapping in order to get dirt on me and force me into marrying his daughter.”

      Elenora’s eyes widened, and her mouth thinned to a narrow line of pure disapproval. “Unacceptable.”

      “I agree. Fortunately, Sunni was able to see that our shadows weren’t compatible and that the baby isn’t mine. There’s going to be a blood test, but as of right now, Velvet is—”

      “Velvet?” Elenora spoke the name as if something slimy had just crawled across her tongue.

      “Her real name is Valentina, but she didn’t want anyone to know she was Schuss’s daughter, so she changed it. Currently, she’s in the Basement detention center, so things are under control. The only remaining issue is that Schuss has video of me that makes it appear like I’m kidnapping his adopted daughter, Lizbeth. She was a willing partner to the ruse, though. She’s physically six, but she was turned at that age thirty years ago.”

      Elenora’s lip curled. “Vampires who were turned as children are almost always problematic. It’s too much for the mind to endure when the body doesn’t mature along with it. All that power combined with a lack of control …” She looked away and sighed. “Something has to be done about that video. Schuss will own you otherwise.”

      He nodded. “I agree.”

      “Get that blood test immediately. You need to be sure that child isn’t yours.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      Her eyes narrowed again. “I want the results as soon as they’re available.”

      She seemed more than a little invested in this, but he understood. All of this had happened in her town, where her family lived.

      Elenora had a great deal to protect.

      “It wasn’t my intention to bring this mess to your door. I’m very sorry for that.”

      Her expression softened, and for a brief moment, he forgot what a terrifying presence she could be, only to see the warm heart that she hid deep inside. “I love you as my own, Lorenzo. If I’ve given you the impression that I’m mad at you for what’s happened, I’m not. My anger is for Wilhem only.”

      She patted his cheek. “It was kind of you to stop by and pay your respects. But you should take Sunni back to the house and let that poor girl rest. I don’t need to know what happened this evening to see she looks about ready to collapse.”

      He nodded. “You’re right. I will. Thank you. I love you too.” He kissed her cheek, then swooped back into the room.

      Sunni had found a seat on the couch by Delaney. Her eyes were half-lidded, and she was swaying slightly.

      He crouched down in front of her. “Let’s get you home, sweetheart.”

      She nodded. “Lucas is the best. He has no shadows. Desi said I can hold him later. And Julian and Hugh and Sebastian said …” She yawned and seemed to lose her train of thought.

      “That’s awesome. Why don’t you tell me all about it in the car?”

      “Mm-kay.”

      Next to her, Delaney smiled and patted Sunni’s shoulder. “See you tomorrow, Sunni.”

      “Bye,” Sunni whispered.

      Ren got her to her feet, put an arm around her waist, and maneuvered her to the car.

      She mumbled something about preschool, but nothing else made any sense.

      He was pretty sure she was asleep before he’d finished helping her into her seat. He buckled her in, kissed her temple, then closed her door.

      He smiled all the way home as she snored ever so softly.

      Once at the house, he carried her into her room and laid her on the bed. He took off her shoes, tucked her in, then found her phone and made sure it was plugged into its charger on the nightstand. He turned off the lights and closed her door.

      Sunni had saved his life twice now. Once from Wilhem’s men. Once from Wilhem’s daughter.

      Ren had never owed so great a debt to anyone in his life. There had to be a way to pay her back. He just didn’t know what it was yet.

      He jogged upstairs to his room, feeling the tug of exhaustion himself. He shed his clothes and climbed into a hot shower, eager to rinse off the remains of the long night.

      He felt for Velvet. Valentina. Whatever she wanted to be called. He hoped she knew who the father of her child was. Although that poor guy was in for it. Not to mention the kid who was going to grow up as the grandson of a criminal.

      Maybe, when he talked to Velvet tomorrow, he could find a way to help her while also helping himself.

      Nothing ventured, nothing gained. But his aunt was right. If Ren didn’t get out from under Wilhem’s thumb and that incriminating video, he’d end up doing Wilhem’s dirty work for the rest of his life.

      Not an acceptable outcome.

      He cranked off the shower, dried off, then, still wrapped in just a towel, made his way to the bed. He dropped the towel and climbed in between the sheets, his mind racing with ideas.

      All the way up until he fell asleep.

      Morning for Ren came at 9 a.m., and while he would have liked more sleep, he had a lot to do so he was okay with waking up early.

      He dressed, grabbed his keys and wallet, then went downstairs, straight to the kitchen.

      Frauke was working on a batch of scones. She glanced at him when he came in.

      He stopped on the other side of the counter. “I’m sorry about the craziness here last night. That had to be frightening for you.”

      Her brows lifted. “I wasn’t frightened. I’ve worked for your aunt long enough to know things happen. But I don’t like to be woken up from my sleep.”

      He smiled as he popped a bag of blood into the warmer, then got himself a cup of coffee. “I don’t blame you. You work hard.”

      “Ja.” The corners of her mouth turned up slightly. “You want breakfast?”

      He shook his head. “No, thank you. I have too much to take care of this morning. But maybe there will be a few scones left over when I get back?”

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      “Thank you.” He drank the blood he’d warmed, cleaned up after himself, then went straight to the sheriff’s department.

      Birdie was at the front desk and gave him a big smile when he came in. “Good morning.”

      “Morning. Thanks for your help yesterday.”

      “You’re welcome. How are you doing?”

      “I’m good.”

      “And Sunni?”

      “She’s good too.” He smiled and meant it. “Is Sheriff Merrow in?”

      She nodded and picked up the phone. “I’ll let him know you’re here.”

      “Thanks.”

      She told the sheriff that Ren had arrived.

      Hank opened his office door. “Come on in. You want some coffee?”

      “Sure,” Ren said.

      Hank looked at Birdie. “Would you get us some coffee?”

      She sat up straighter. “From the Hallowed Bean? You know they have that new iced coconut frappe. Although their iced mocha frappe is really good too.”

      Hank frowned. “From our coffee maker. The one the department has already paid for.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You are the most disappointing of all my nephews.”

      Ren tried not to laugh as he went into the sheriff’s office.

      Hank shut the door and went back to his chair. He leaned his elbows on the desk, hands folded together. “If she wasn’t such a valuable resource …”

      Ren nodded. “Aunts are special creatures.”

      “Indeed.” Hank sighed. “Tell me what I missed last night.”

      Ren gave him the whole story, from Velvet’s arrival to Wilhem’s part in all of it, finishing up with the need to negate the damaging video. Birdie popped in during the middle of the explanation, leaving two mugs of black coffee on the desk for them.

      Finished, Ren picked up his mug and took a sip. It was surprisingly good coffee.

      “You have a thought on how you want to handle this?”

      Ren nodded. “I do. But I need to get that blood test done first.”

      “There’s a lab we use in town. Birdie can get you the info. They’ll have it done in an hour. Velvet’s was done last night, so all they need is yours to compare it to.”

      Ren’s brows shot up. “You work fast. You have some kind of pull at that place?”

      “The lab has a vampire technician, so overnight work is no big deal.”

      “Perfect. Once that’s done, I’d like to go talk to her. See if I can get her on my side so that she’ll play ball.”

      Hank drank about half his mug in one swallow. “You think she will?”

      Ren shook his head. “I have no idea. She’s not the most predictable of women. How are Wilhem’s men?”

      “Unhappy.” Hank smirked. “We fed them last night. Just enough to keep them functioning but not enough to take the need away.”

      “So they’re still cranky.”

      Hank nodded. “You want company when you go down there?”

      “I might.”

      Hank took a card from the holder on his desk and slid it across to Ren. “Call me.”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      Hank leaned back in his chair. “You’re welcome. How’s Sunday doing this morning?”

      Ren shook his head. “Good. Better than last night, I’m sure. I haven’t seen her yet today.” Although she’d definitely been on his mind.

      Hank pointed at the card in Ren’s hand. “I’ll be around.”

      Ren got up. “Thanks.”

      He stopped at the front desk to get the lab information from Birdie.

      Birdie sipped her drink, a tall, whipped-cream-topped milky coffee over ice in a clear cup with a straw and the Hallowed Bean logo on the side. He smiled. She’d gotten what she’d wanted after all.

      She set the drink down to look through a stack of cards in her desk drawer. “You must be relieved not to be that child’s father. Not that it’s official yet, but I understand Sunni saw enough to think otherwise.”

      “She did,” Ren answered. “And I am, yes. That would have been very complicated.”

      Birdie handed him a card for the lab, smiling. “And dating Alice’s niece isn’t?”

      He laughed. “That’s a different kind of complication. I’m not sure Alice is ever going to approve of me.”

      “As long as you make Sunni happy, I’m sure her aunt will come around.” Birdie leaned closer. “Although Alice is going to be a tough nut to crack.”

      “Any suggestions?”

      Birdie snorted. “Date someone else.”
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      Sunni stood in the middle of her aunt’s practice, doing what Alice had called speed work. As fast as Sunni was able, she was creating the shadows Alice requested. So far, all of them had been weapons.

      “Dagger,” Alice commanded.

      Sunni produced the requested blade. It looked a little blurry, even to her.

      “Sharper.”

      Sunni focused on refining the blade to her aunt’s approval.

      “Sword.”

      Sunni lengthened the dagger and broadened the hilt.

      “Good,” Alice said. “Rest now.”

      Sunni exhaled and let the sword vanish. She was still a little tired from yesterday’s events, although thankfully, her body seemed completely healed. Her mind couldn’t help but wander to Ren and the talk he was going to have with Velvet today.

      Sunni hoped that went well.

      Her mind also drifted to the offer Julian and his brothers had made her at the hospital yesterday. A job as a preschool teacher, right here in Nocturne Falls, at the brand-new preschool he and his brothers wanted to open for the children of the town’s supernaturals.

      The salary he’d mentioned, four times what she was making now, was hard not to think about. It would change her life.

      “Sunni? Sunday?”

      “Yes?” She snapped out of her reverie. “Sorry.”

      “I know this is hard work,” Alice said. “But with these skills, you would have been able to free yourself more quickly.”

      “Right.” Sunni nodded. She understood. She wasn’t sure if she would have actually used them against Velvet though. Sunni hadn’t wanted to harm the baby, even at her own expense.

      Alice walked to the end of the room where the fireplace was. A large straw bale sat on the hearth. She moved it in front of the fire and tacked a sheet of paper to the front, then moved out of the way so Sunni could see what it was.

      A bull’s-eye in red and blue on a white background.

      “Now it’s time to practice putting those weapons to use.”

      Sunni had done plenty of target shooting in her time but never done much with knives. She was game to try, though. “You really think a dagger made of shadows is going to penetrate that?”

      “It will. If you put enough power behind it.”

      Sunni called up a shadow dagger, giving it as much power as she could. She could feel the hilt in her hand. She tested the weight of it, griping it firmly.

      “Is the blade heavier than the hilt?” Alice asked.

      Sunni considered that. “No. The hilt’s heavier.”

      “Then hold it by the blade to throw. Pinch the blade in your fingers with the blunt side against your palm.”

      “Oh.” Sunni did as Alice suggested, changing her grip.

      “Weight on your dominant leg, non-dominant leg slightly in front,” Alice continued. “Bend at the elbow. Then shift forward as you throw straight and follow through.”

      Sunni got herself into position, then let the shadow dagger fly. For all her effort, it just disintegrated against the target near the bottom of the blue circle.

      “More power,” Alice said. “A good throw but keep your focus the whole way through. Visualize it hitting the target. Again.”

      It took Sunni two more tries before one of her daggers found a home in the bale of hay. Slightly off the target but in the hay nonetheless.

      Alice nodded. “Better. Keep practicing. I want you to hit the target three times before you quit.”

      Sunni went back to throwing. A few more daggers, and she found that keeping the blade solid enough to penetrate the hay became easier.

      Her seventh dagger pierced the target three inches from the center.

      “Better.” Alice nodded, looking pleased.

      Feeling bold, Sunni formed a new blade and took aim. “Why don’t you like Ren?”

      Alice didn’t answer until Sunni had thrown. The blade slipped through the paper but farther away from the center this time. “Because he is a distraction.”

      “I don’t think he is. Look, I’m doing fine.”

      “You have the potential to become one of the most powerful umbrates I’ve ever encountered. Perhaps the best of your kind. Becoming involved with a man will only slow your progress.”

      Sunni straightened, seeing her aunt with new understanding. “Is that why you’re so powerful? Because you married your craft?”

      Alice seemed a little taken back. She took a few breaths before answering. “In part, I suppose it is.”

      “But don’t you miss it? The companionship, I mean. I love spending time with Ren. He’s fun and sweet and very kind to me.” And a good kisser. Sunni let the dagger in her hand vanish. “Being in control of my powers is great, but mastering them isn’t more important to me than being happy. Although I really don’t see why I can’t have both great skills and a happy life. And if Ren’s the person who makes me happy, then why shouldn’t I be with him?”

      Alice frowned.

      Sunni tipped her head to the side. “Are you happy, Aunt Alice? Because, to be honest, you don’t seem that happy.”

      Alice went slightly red in the face. “I am fine, Sunday. Practice your skills. That’s what you’re here for.”

      Sunni reformed the dagger in her hand. She’d overstepped a line, she knew that, but she wasn’t really sorry. Her aunt should be happy. Everyone should be.

      Sunni had no idea what was keeping Alice from that part of life, but she wished fervently that her aunt would find a way to get past it.

      She let the dagger fly. The blade pierced the center of the target. Sunni threw her hands into the air. “Yes!”

      “Well done. Take a break.” Without waiting for a response from Sunni, Alice strode out of the room.

      Sunni didn’t see her aunt as she left to go back to her room. She stood there for a long minute, thinking. She hadn’t meant to upset Alice. She didn’t even think she’d said anything that upsetting.

      Didn’t matter. She needed to apologize.

      She went to the door she thought was her aunt’s bedroom and knocked on it. “Aunt Alice?”

      No answer.

      Sunni waited a few more minutes. Alice wasn’t coming to the door. If she was even still in her rooms. “I don’t know if you can hear me or not, but I’m sorry that I upset you. I truly am. I hope you can forgive me.”

      She hung outside the door for a few more seconds, wondering if her aunt would respond. She didn’t.

      Sunni walked away, feeling bad things had taken such an awkward turn. She went to the kitchen to see about something to eat. Her breakfast of a granola bar and coffee hadn’t lasted very long, and using her magic only increased her appetite.

      The kitchen was empty. She looked through the fridge and found some cold cuts, so she made herself a sandwich, sitting at the counter to eat.

      About halfway through her meal, Elenora walked in, dressed in a pair of sleek periwinkle blue silk lounging pajamas with a coordinating robe and mules, both trimmed in ostrich feathers dyed to match.

      Sunni straightened. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning, Sunni. How are you today? Recovered?”

      Sunni nodded and wiped at her mouth in case there were crumbs stuck to her face. “I’m really good. And all recovered, thank you for asking.”

      “I was looking for Frauke. Have you seen her?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Perhaps she’s gone out shopping.” Elenora turned to go.

      “Ma’am?”

      Elenora paused. “Yes?”

      “I think I made Alice mad at me.”

      “Oh?”

      Sunni stared at her plate. “I asked her why she didn’t like Ren. She said he was a distraction from working on my magic, but then I told her I didn’t see why I couldn’t be happy and work on my skills and that she ought to do the same thing too. Be happy, I mean.”

      “Ah.” Elenora walked over and took a seat near Sunni.

      “Was I wrong?” Sunni asked. “Is there a reason I don’t know about as to why she can’t have the same kind of happiness? I also asked her if she was so powerful because she was married to her craft.”

      Elenora’s gaze seemed faraway for a moment, even as a compassionate smile bent her mouth. “I fear I must take some of the blame for Alice’s strident adherence to her work. She bears the heavy burden of her past as well.”

      Sunni shook her head. “I don’t know much about her past.”

      Elenora seemed to choose her words carefully. “Through timing and serendipity, I was able to save your aunt’s life many, many years ago. She and her sister witches were about to be put to death.”

      Sunni gasped. “What?”

      Elenora nodded. “The Salem witch trials were dreadful, unspeakable things.”

      Sunni’s eyes widened. “They were also a really long time ago. Are you saying my Aunt Alice is that old?”

      Instantly, Sunni realized that meant Elenora was that old as well. Which she’d already known, but putting a historical pinpoint in it made it seem so real.

      “She is,” Elenora said. “And that night, after I’d freed her from the holding cell, she drew unto herself the power of all of the witches who’d already perished. She took her sisters’ power into herself, to preserve them and carry them on with her.”

      “Wow,” Sunni whispered. “And now she feels like she owes it to them to be the best she can be. Or something like that, right?”

      “Yes,” Elenora answered. “And I believe she also feels she owes it to me because I saved her life. I’ve told her numerous times that everything she’s done for me and my family, the amulets, of course, and the bespelling of the town’s waters that make this place possible, those things were more than enough payment. It’s part of why I’ve never asked her to use her magic to protect this house. That and I never thought it necessary.”

      Elenora smiled again. “But Alice comes from a different time. She grew up with a much stricter sense of morality and ethics. You can’t expect her to be anything but who she is.”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      Elenora’s smile broadened. “Having said all of that, I agree with you. She deserves happiness in her life. And companionship, if she wants it. We all deserve that, don’t we?”

      Sunni nodded. “I think so.”

      “You like Ren?”

      “I sure do.”

      Elenora patted Sunni’s hand. “He’s a good man. And you’re very good for him. I hope you two can find a way to make things work.” She stood. “Now, I believe it’s high time Alice and I had a chat.”

      Sunni cringed. “Please don’t tell her I said anything. She’s already cross with me.”

      Elenora shook her head. “I don’t believe that’s true. You leave things up to me, all right? In fact, give me a couple hours with her. I’m sure you could use a break.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Sunni picked up the remaining half of her sandwich. Maybe she’d take a walk in the garden. Or read for a little bit. Or nap.

      Or write up her letter of resignation and send it to Parkhurst so that she could accept Julian’s offer.

      Right after she texted Ren.
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      Ren sat in his car, staring at the results in front of him. He’d never seen a paternity test before, but there was nothing vague about the first line of the last paragraph. The alleged father is excluded as the biological father of the tested child.

      There it was in black and white. Velvet’s baby wasn’t his.

      His heart had raced as he’d looked at the paperwork. Now he felt a strange pang of longing.

      Did he really want children that much? Was that part of what drove him to do the work he did?

      He’d never thought about it that way before. But there would be time to explore that later. Right now, he needed to deal with Velvet and her father.

      He folded the paper and tucked it above his visor, then took his phone out of the console pocket and texted his aunt, like he’d promised. Test results confirm I am not the father.

      Barely two seconds passed before she responded. Are you going to talk to her now?

      Yes.

      I would like to be there.

      Ren couldn’t really tell her no. Okay. I’m bringing the sheriff too. As a witness.

      Excellent idea. See you shortly.

      He hadn’t counted on Elenora being a part of his talk with Velvet, but he didn’t think it would hurt. So long as Elenora wasn’t combative.

      He was about to dial the sheriff when he got a new text.

      Sunni. How are things going?

      Really good. Test confirms I’m not the father. About to talk to Velvet and get this wrapped up. He hoped.

      Awesome! Sunni added a smiley face and a thumbs-up.

      He grinned. Her enthusiasm was infectious. Let’s grab pizza in town tonight. And dessert at Delaney’s again. Yes?

      YES. She followed that up with a heart.

      It’s a date. He nodded. “And I heart you too.” Tonight, over pizza, he was going to tell her that he was moving to Texas. His way of showing her that he was serious about her. And about them.

      Smiling, he dialed the sheriff’s number next, pulling it from the business card.

      “Merrow speaking.”

      “Sheriff, it’s Ren. I’m at the lab and about to head over to talk to Velvet. I hate to take you away from your work, but it would be good to have an official witness there. Just to assure things are aboveboard. Also, my aunt is going to be there. Her request.”

      “Understood and agreed about the witness. Especially if there’s two of you against one. From the lab, there’s a shortcut on Vincent Avenue, which is two blocks away. You’ll see a door in the alley marked Employees Only. Those stairs will take you down. You’ll need a keycard to access that door.”

      “I have one. See you shortly.”

      The sheriff grunted a response, then hung up.

      Ren looked at the map on his GPS, got his bearings, then headed for Vincent Avenue. He found the doorway, swiped his keycard, and went through. The stairs didn’t look like they led to much of anything, but once he hit the bottom landing and went through another door, the space opened up onto the wide, bright expanse of the Basement.

      He followed the signs to the Detention Center.

      The sheriff was already there, but then he’d basically been right above it.

      Merrow gave him a nod. “I assume the paternity test came out in your favor?”

      Ren patted his shirt pocket, where he’d tucked the results. “It did.”

      “Gentlemen.” Elenora strode down the hall in a coral suit with pearl buttons. Her jewelry was more pearls, with the addition of diamonds. Her ivory heels clicked on the hard floor, tracking her path toward them.

      She looked every inch the grand dame that she was. “Sheriff. Ren.”

      “Auntie.” He looked at Merrow. “Is there a private room we can speak to Velvet in? I really don’t want to do this in front of Wilhem’s men. Their presence could influence her.”

      “And probably would,” Merrow said. He tipped his head toward one of the doors across the hall. “There’s an interview room. Why don’t you two go in there and I’ll bring her through.”

      “All right.” Ren walked with his aunt, getting ahead of her to open the door.

      The room was about twelve by twelve with a rectangular table in the center and two chairs on either side. The table had a steel bar secured to its top on one side, and one wall of the room was mirrored glass from about halfway up.

      “Looks like a real police interrogation room,” he said.

      “It is,” Elenora replied. “The more popular Nocturne Falls becomes, the more attention we attract. And not always from the most upstanding sorts. This was part of the Detention Center expansion.”

      Interesting, Ren thought. They must have had a need to do all of this.

      Merrow opened the door and came in with Velvet, in cuffs. She looked tired and disgruntled from having been woken up during daylight hours. He sat her in one of the chairs, then used a second set of cuffs to clip hers to the bar on the table.

      That done, he went to stand by the door.

      Ren sat across from Velvet. His aunt stood by the wall as if this was his show to run. He appreciated that. He peered at Velvet. “How are you doing?”

      She glared at him. “How do you think I’m doing? I’ve been locked up in a cell. Now I’m awake during the middle of the freaking day and I’m hungry.”

      He could tell. Her eyes were aglow with need, her fangs extended. When the hunger got to be too much, neither of those things were easy to control. “I’ll get you some blood soon, I promise. But first we need to talk.”

      “About what?”

      He pulled the paternity test from his pocket. “To begin with, I’m not the father of your child.” He unfolded it and showed it to her so that she could read it for herself.

      “You really think I’m going to believe that?”

      “Velvet, it’s true. I wouldn’t make up a thing like this. I know it’s not what you want to hear, but the results don’t lie.”

      Her chin crumpled, and a tear leaked down her cheek. She turned away, hiding it.

      “Hey,” he said softly. “It’s going to be okay. As long as you cooperate, I’m not going to press any charges. Neither will my aunt, whose house you broke into. We really want the best possible outcome for you and your baby in this.”

      Velvet sniffed and looked at him again. “You do?”

      “Absolutely.”

      She considered that. “What kind of cooperation do you want from me?”

      “I’d like you to video chat with your father and get him to agree to never use the video he has against me.” Even better if he’d destroy it, but Ren didn’t trust Wilhem to actually do that. “We’ll get a recording of his promise and then that’s it. You’ll be free to go directly home. You and your father’s men will be escorted to the airport to assure that happens.”

      She sniffed again, this time with a little imperial attitude. “I only fly first class.”

      “You’ll be on my private jet,” Elenora said.

      Velvet glanced at her.

      “Does that mean you’ll make the call?” Ren asked.

      Velvet sighed. “Fine.”

      Merrow pulled Velvet’s phone from his pocket and placed it on the table in front of her, then went over and punched a couple of buttons on a panel by the door. In opposite corners of the room, red lights went on below the mounted cameras. “Recording has begun.”

      Velvet called her father, holding the phone out in front of her.

      “Hello, my darling. Are things going according to plan? Where are you? I’ve not heard from Kazimir in some time.”

      Velvet shook her head and looked like she was going to cry again. “They’re locked up. And so was I.”

      Not the most optimum start to the conversation in Ren’s mind.

      “What?” Wilhem screeched. “What happened?”

      “Tell him the truth,” Ren said quietly.

      Velvet wrinkled her nose as if holding back a sob. “Ren’s not the father. They made us both do a blood test. It’s not his, Daddy.”

      “I will make him marry you anyway, princess.”

      “He doesn’t want me. He’s got a girlfriend.”

      Ren glared daggers at Velvet.

      “Who cares?” Wilhem said. “If you want him, he’s yours.”

      She glanced at him, then back at her father. “No. I don’t want him. Not anymore. What I want is for you to …” A sob shuddered through her, and she stared at Ren, her frown turning into a snarl. “I want you to destroy him and his girlfriend, too.”

      “With pleasure, princess.”

      Ren leapt up from his chair, but Elenora was faster. She grabbed the phone and turned it around so that Wilhem could see her. “You’ll do nothing of the kind. Do you understand me?”

      Wilhem laughed. And then the screen went black.

      Elenora threw the phone against the wall with such power and speed that it shattered into a hundred pieces. “Put her back in a cell. I will deal with this in my own way.”

      As Merrow approached the table, Elenora planted her hands on the surface and leaned toward Velvet, eyes gleaming, fangs on display. “You are a stupid little girl who just wasted her one chance to go free.”

      Then Elenora straightened and smoothed her face into a cool mask of indifference.

      Merrow hustled Velvet out and across the hall.

      “What are you going to do?” Ren asked.

      Elenora tugged her suit jacket into place. “I’m going to call in a favor.” She looked at him. “It won’t be without cost.”

      He nodded. “Whatever it is, I’ll pay it.”

      She offered him a brief, consolatory smile, then walked out.

      He stood there a minute, not all that surprised that things with Velvet hadn’t gone as planned. Then he went back out to the hall. Elenora was gone, but Merrow stood there.

      The sheriff looked at him. “You have my number if you need me.”

      “Thanks.” With nothing left to do, Ren left the Basement and went back to the estate.

      Elenora wasn’t anywhere in sight, but he figured she’d find him when she needed him. He went up to his room, turned on the television in the sitting room, and drifted into his thoughts. What kind of price was he going to owe?

      It was twilight when his phone chimed with an incoming message.

      Elenora. Please meet me in the sitting room.

      Without hesitation, he went downstairs to meet her.

      She stood by the window, looking out. Still in the same coral suit. She turned as he came in. “My favor has been granted. Wilhem will be dealt with. His daughter and his men are being turned over to the Vampire Council with a complete explanation of the attempted scheme and blackmailing. They’re en route to my jet for transportation as we speak.”

      He inhaled. Elenora was nothing short of amazing. “Can I ask how you accomplished all of that?”

      She smiled and said one word. “Allard.”

      Ren understood instantly. She’d called her sire, one of the most reclusive and powerful vampires in the world. She would owe him, now. Which was why Ren owed her. “I can’t thank you enough.”

      She walked to the couch and sat down, gesturing for him to do the same. “You can, and you will.”

      He nodded and took the closest chair. “Absolutely. What do you want from me?”

      “The next five years of your life.”

      “Meaning?”

      “You will move here. I’m tired of you being so far away. But I also want to keep an eye on you. I’m not asking you to end your work. It’s far too valuable for you to stop. I’m simply requiring you to make Nocturne Falls your headquarters.”

      That meant Texas was off the table. But he couldn’t tell his aunt no. Not after what she’d done for him. His heart sank at the thought of being away from Sunni. “Of course. Anything you want, Auntie.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. Will I see you for dinner?”

      “Sunni and I had plans to get pizza in town, but I can cancel if—”

      “No, don’t cancel. Go.”

      He nodded and got up. “Thanks.”

      At least now he could break the news to her gently. He hoped it didn’t hurt Sunni as much as it was hurting him now.
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      Sunni’s afternoon had been very productive. Ren’s, it seemed, hadn’t been, at least not in the way he’d hoped, obviously. Of course, that was based on what Sunni could see.

      Not only were the shadows around him dark and mopey and the light dim, but it was easy to see the disappointment in his face. Things clearly hadn’t gone as planned with Velvet. She felt so bad for him, and as much as she wanted to ask him about it, she also wanted to let him tell her in his own way and in his own time.

      As they walked down the streets of Nocturne Falls, she held his hand and smiled at him, hoping her news would cheer him up.

      The pizza place was called Salvatore’s. Ren held the door for her. It smelled like garlic, herbs, and woodsmoke, and her stomach rumbled in appreciation. They got a table for two near the back.

      A server quickly came over and took their drink orders, giving them time to look at the menu.

      “What are you in the mood for?” Ren asked.

      “Anything. I love pizza. With extra cheese.”

      He nodded. “Classic pepperoni? With extra cheese?”

      “Sounds good.” She put her menu down.

      He set his down too, signaling to the server that they were ready. Ren ordered the pizza, the server took the menus, then they were alone again.

      Sunni couldn’t stand it any longer. “You’re not yourself. Something must have happened today. Are you okay?”

      He nodded, staring at a spot on the table somewhere between them. He sighed. “I was hoping to tell you this evening that I was planning on moving to Texas.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Really?”

      “Yes. I wanted you to know that I’m serious about making us work. But …” He shook his head, his gaze downcast.

      She grabbed his hand across the table. “I don’t want you to move to Texas.”

      He looked at her. “You don’t?”

      She grinned, unable to contain her happiness for another second. “Nope. Cuz I’m not going to be there.”

      Confusion bent his brows. “You’re not? Where are you going to be?”

      “Well, I resigned from Parkhurst Preschool today.”

      His mouth came open. “You did?”

      Excitement bubbled up inside of her. “I’m going to be working at the new supernaturals-only preschool right here in town. The Sunny Day Preschool.” She almost laughed with happiness. “Is that the best thing?”

      His mouth rounded slightly. The shadows around him picked up energy. “You’re going to be here. In Nocturne Falls.”

      She nodded, grinning. “I know you won’t be, but your family is, so I figured you’d have more reason to visit and—”

      He leaned across the table, taking her face in his hands, and kissed her with the kind of enthusiasm that made her think his day maybe hadn’t been as bad as she’d thought.

      He broke the kiss, shaking his head. “You’re going to be here.”

      She nodded again, just to confirm. “Julian, Sebastian, and Hugh offered me the job at the hospital yesterday. When you were in the hall talking to your aunt.”

      “That’s fantastic.” He rubbed his hands over his face and laughed. “I’m going to be here too.”

      This time, her mouth came open. “You are? When did that happen?”

      “Today. This afternoon. Things went sideways with Velvet, but my aunt called in a big favor that fixed it all. Because of that, I owed her. And she wanted payment in the terms of me moving to Nocturne Falls for the next five years.” He grinned at Sunni. “Or maybe forever.”

      She liked the sound of that very much. “Oh, Ren. That’s the best news ever. In case you didn’t already know, I’m crazy about you.”

      He reached out and took her hand. “The feeling is mutual. Never thought I’d fall for a cheerleader.”

      She laughed, her heart full. “Never thought I’d fall for a criminal.”

      He lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss to her knuckles in what felt to her like a promise of many more to come. “I guess some things were just meant to be.”
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