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Chapter 1
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“I don’t know, Sean.” I ran my hand down my face as I examined the requests for permitting in front of me. “It sounds like a disaster waiting to happen.” 

Sean, the vampire founder of Castle’s Bluff, gave me a patient smile as he leaned against the door frame of my office. He’d been talking about making my quiet little Georgia town a premier destination for paranormals for over a year, but I’d managed to put him off. Until now, that is. 

“Trust me, Cori. It’ll work. We’ll start small. Just one little spa.” 

I raised my brows at him. I’d known him for years, and he’d turn an Irish handfasting into a royal wedding. He just didn’t have it in him to take baby steps no matter what he was doing. “You say that, but I know you. You don’t do anything small. It’ll end up being this huge, extravagant resort that nobody will be able to resist. How will we explain it to the humans in town? And how will we keep it paranormals-only? And who will staff it?” 

He grinned, and his chocolate eyes lit up. “Not to point out the obvious, but building something irresistible is the end goal of any business. I’ll take care of the staffing which will, of course, include locals. And we won’t keep it paranormals-only.” 

“That’s a horrible idea!” I exclaimed. “Might I remind you that humans are a food source for vampires? What, you’re going to advertise a total spa service, lunch included?” 

He sighed. “Just give it a chance. You know I care as much about the humans in this town as you do, and I wouldn’t do anything to put them at risk. I’ll make sure that the resort is stocked with plenty of ... food, and every client will be vetted first.” 

“Ha!” I said, jabbing a finger at him as I leaned forward in my office chair. “You said resort, not spa. I knew it.” 

Sean waved an elegant hand, and the ruby signet ring he wore flashed under the fluorescent lights of my office. “Spa, resort, what’s the difference? Both cater to high-end clients looking for privacy and relaxation.” He gave me a pointed look, one dark brow arched. “And you know as well as I do that local establishments could use the tourism money and the extra jobs. And I, of course, will be paying county taxes.” 

I pulled in a resigned breath and blew it out through my cheeks. “Aside from denying your permitting, which you know I won’t do, I don’t suppose there’s anything I can do to stop you. And the town could use the money. Will you be providing your own security, or should I look for a few more deputies?” 

He shook his head. “I have all that covered. I swear this won’t bring anything but good to Castle’s Bluff, but I’ll make you a promise. If it becomes a problem, I’ll shut it down.” 

I narrowed my eyes at him. “And anybody who doesn’t appear human will use a glamour at all times? We can’t exclude the Fae or brownies or ... whoever, or anybody. If we’re advertising it to paranormals, we can’t discriminate but we also can’t have a family of Bigfoots strolling into the Piggly Wiggly.” 

He held up his hand, three fingers together. “Scout’s honor.” 

I scoffed. “Yeah, like you would have been a Boy Scout even if they’d been around a thousand years ago.” 

His mouth curved up into a mischievous grin. “You never know. It could have been a thing, as you’re fond of saying.” 

I shook my head and returned his smile, though mine probably wasn’t quite as bright as his was. I had plenty of reservations, and unlike him, had not just gotten my way. “It most definitely would not have been a thing. Now, go dump a bunch of your endless supply of money into building your Taj Mahal, and leave me to my duties. Some of us have real jobs.” 

“As you wish, Sheriff,” he said, never dropping the devilish grin. “And remember, magic lessons in the morning. Charlotte will only be here for the week, and I want you to get as much practice in as you can.” He paused. “And I promise, Cori, promoting the town to magicals will be a good thing. After all, it’s where we started, and in all those years, we’ve never had a mishap between paranormals and humans.” 

“I know, and I hope it stays that way.” I reached for another stack of files as he turned to leave and wished I had as much confidence as he did that all would be well. The thing that worried me was that even though I knew he’d stand by his promise to shut it down, that would mean that something awful had already happened. 

I couldn’t dispute his point that we’d never had a mishap between magicals and humans because, aside from small things, he was right. Castle’s Bluff had started out as a magical town, but then the humans had found it and settled amongst us. As a witch and a shifter, I knew how dangerous paranormals could be. I also know that the stiff penalties for paranormal-on-human attacks kept magicals with otherwise bad intentions in line, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was putting the people of my town right at the mouth of the lion’s den.

“You okay?” 

I jumped when Sam, my second in command, set a grease-stained bag of food on the desk in front of me. I’d been lost in my own world. “Yeah, I suppose. I’m borrowing trouble, but I can’t seem to help myself. I’m worried about this whole magical-rebranding thing Sean’s cooking up.” 

Sam was human, but he knew all about the magical world. Though he was in his sixties, his military bearing and sharp blue eyes combined with a lifetime of physical activity made him look ten years younger. He sighed. “I’m not a fan either, but in the thirty-plus years I’ve dealt with him, I’ve never once seen him make a decision without weighing the consequences first. Plus, it’s not like we don’t already have paranormals here. Half our population is magical in one way or another.”

“You’re right,” I said, digging the double cheeseburger and fries out of my bag. “And we could definitely use the money and jobs.” 

“That we could,” he replied, taking a seat at his desk and pulling his own food out. “And in other news, Gertrude was just in. She seems to think there’s something strange going on at Gio’s.” 

Gertrude Wilson was Castle’s Bluff’s busiest busybody. If a week ever passed without her coming in to complain about one thing or another, I’d have to stop by her place to make sure she was still breathing. 

Gio’s, or Giovanni’s, was the best Italian restaurant/pizzeria in town. Gio had shown up thirty years ago or so to open the place and had put down roots. He was one of the nicest people I knew even when he had a snootful of his homemade limoncello, which happened on every day that ended in a y.

“Oh yeah?” I said, a little surprised. Gertrude usually kept her complaints to private citizens rather than businesses, though nobody was exempt. She leaned toward complaining about things that offended her sense of decency: women flying their frilly unmentionables on their clotheslines, people having parties that went after eight p.m., and neighbors who didn’t clean up after their dogs. I tended to side with her on the latter, but I could have done without the cell phone pics of the crime happening. 

“And what, pray tell, does she think is happening at Gio’s?” 

“She says she went in to pick up a pizza last night and overheard him on the phone making what sounded like a drug deal.” 

I sat up straighter in my chair, the fries in my hand forgotten for the moment. “Say what now?” 

He nodded as he leaned back and propped his feet on his desk. “Yeah. She said he was in the backroom arguing over a price, then made arrangements to meet somebody out at the lake at midnight.” 

“What was she doing eavesdropping in Gio’s back room?” I asked, then waved my hand. “Never mind. We’re talking about Gertrude. There’s no such thing as boundaries unless they’re hers. Did she say who he was talking to?” 

Sam shook his head as he opened up a bag of Doritos. “Nope. Just that she was sure it was probably a drug deal or some other illegal activity.” 

I huffed a breath out through my nose. “I can’t think of anything off the top of my head, but I’m sure there’s a good explanation. I’ll stop by and make sure he’s okay, but I refuse to ask him about it. That’s ridiculous.” 

“I agree,” he replied. “I just thought I’d pass on the info because you know how she is. I wrote it in the book.” 

Gertrude filed so many complaints that we’d long since stopped filing reports on it. Instead, we kept a notebook with her name, date, and complaint. We did follow up on them, but ninety-nine times out of a hundred, they were so trivial that it would have been a waste of time and paper to make it official.

“I’ll swing by later on my way home,” I said. “I was gonna get dinner tonight anyway. I swear, if Gio ends up being some kingpin drug lord, I’m hangin’ up my hat.” 

“You and me both, girlie,” Sam replied, taking a swig of Dr. Pepper. “You and me both.” 

“Sheriff?” Ms. Ellen’s voice crackled over my phone intercom. “There’s a fender-bender down by the donut shop that you need to deal with.”

I hit the button to respond. “Just send one of the deputies. I’m eating lunch.” 

“Sorry, but it looks like you’re gonna have to eat on the run, Cori. There’s a body in the trunk.” 

I scrubbed my hand over my face. “Of course there is,” I replied, motioning to Sam to come with me. “I’m on my way.” 
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Chapter 2
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Traffic was light, so it only took us a couple minutes to get to the scene. I pulled in behind my deputy’s car, taking in the scene in front of us. We weren’t even out of the car when a thirty-something blonde dressed to the nines tottered around my deputy and toward us as fast as her spike heels would allow. 

“I swear, I didn’t do it,” she exclaimed, her red-tipped fingers fiddling with a diamond heart pendant that rested in the hollow of her throat. Her voice was half an octave higher than I suspected was normal for her. “I don’t know what happened to him or how he got in there, but it wasn’t me. You have to believe me.” 

I held out a hand as I flipped on the blue lights and got out of the squad car. “Please stand back. What’s your name?” 

I pushed out with my magic a little to confirm what I already suspected. She was a vampire, and from the looks of her, a rich one. That wasn’t uncommon, though. Considering they lived for eons if nobody staked them or beheaded them, they had plenty of time to amass wealth the likes of which most common people in our town could only dream of. 

“Gemma Bartos.” She pulled a wallet out of a Coach purse and slipped her license out of it, then handed it to me. “And that”—she motioned toward her trunk, sadness and fear flitting across her pale face—“is my fiancé, Dominik Martinez.” 

Though they’d pulled off the road to keep from blocking traffic, it was easy to see what had happened; she’d been stopped at the light in her racy red sports car and the kid driving the old Honda beater had rear-ended her. I scanned the scene to get an initial feel. 

A hefty late-teens kid stood beside the Honda, white as a sheet with his hands stuffed deep into the pockets of his over-sized skater-style pants. The front of his car was damaged, though not enough to make it undrivable, and it was obvious he was scared stiff. I pulled in a deep breath when I approached but didn’t catch so much as a whiff of alcohol or pot. He was just scared. He was also human.

“Hey,” I said, trying to infuse a little warmth into my voice. “I’m Sheriff Sloane. What’s your name? I’m gonna need your license, registration, and insurance.” 

“Kyle,” he said, shoving the requested documents toward me with a shaking hand. “I’m so sorry. Like, really, really sorry.” His dark gaze shot toward the trunk. “I’ve never seen a dead body before.” 

My heart went out to him. “Just breathe. We’ll get this sorted out. What were you doing that you didn’t stop before you hit her?” 

His guilty gaze flitted toward his cell phone. “Nothin’. I was just spacing out. I looked toward the sidewalk for a minute, then when I looked back at the road, I was too close to stop in time.” 

“Do you mean when you looked up from reading a text, you were too close?” I asked, brow raised.

He sighed. “That might have been it, too.” 

I nodded. “I figured as much. You’re lucky you didn’t kill somebody.” I refused to let him off easy on that. I took a hard stance on texting and driving, and it was illegal in the state of Georgia. 

“Yes, ma’am,” he mumbled, his cheeks turning pink. “Trust me—lesson learned. I’ll never do it again.” 

I pulled in a deep breath and strode to the back of the fire-engine-red Camaro where Brutus, my deputy and a bear shifter, was standing guard. I was glad that someone magical had been the first on the scene because I was sure this was going to end up a mess. 

“Did you move anything?” I asked Brutus. 

He shook his head, sending a thick brown lock of hair over his brown eyes. “Nope. As soon as I saw the body, I called you. I haven’t even questioned her yet even though she’s insisted several times that she’s innocent. I figured it was more important to keep this under wraps. I tried to close the trunk, but at the angle it’s bent, it’s going to pop off if I put too much pressure on it. I wore gloves and pushed from the edges in case there are prints.” 

I nodded as he stepped aside a bit. Bear shifters were crazy strong, but the last thing we needed was humans—or even supernaturals—on the street seeing the body. “You did the right thing. Did somebody call you to the scene?” 

“No. I was coming from a coffee run at the donut shop just as it happened.” 

I nodded. “Okay, then. I’ve got it from here if you want to go.” 

“I do,” he said, shuddering. “That vamp gives me the creeps.” 

That was a common thing. Most supernaturals weren’t comfortable around vampires even though shifters weren’t a favored food source for them. Not that it hadn’t happened, but vampires typically didn’t find shifters appealing. “You’re dismissed then. Write up a report and leave it with Ms. Ellen before you go home. Thank you.” 

He gave me a brisk nod and turned to go. The Camaro’s trunk lid was bashed in and popped open just enough to see the body of a dark-haired man wearing a gray business suit. I couldn’t see well enough to determine what had killed him even with my enhanced vision and was relieved for that, at least because if I couldn’t see it, there was no way Kyle did. I figured the kid didn’t need to see any more than he had to. 

I was glad when Sam stepped up beside me, taking Brutus’s place and blocking the kid’s view. He looked at me and nodded, his brown eyes troubled as I lifted the lid a little and bent down to get a better look, shining my penlight through the crack.

Sure enough, the guy was dead. There was no sign of a stake, but the hole in his chest was proof enough of his cause of death. We’d called Colleen, our medical examiner and coroner, on the way, and I was glad when they pulled up beside the car, blocking traffic, but also mostly hiding the body. Since it was mid-morning and on a backstreet, the traffic was much less a problem than the crowd. A group of looky-loos had gathered across the street. I didn’t like it, but it was what it was. The best we could hope for was to get him out without anybody snapping pictures of him.

“Don’t you have some sort of magical mojo that would give us a little privacy?” Sam asked, glancing toward the sidewalk. I shook my head in disbelief that I hadn’t thought of it myself. I’d lived without my witchy magic for most of my life, so I still wasn’t used to depending on that skillset in times of crisis. However, since I’d been taking lessons with Charlotte, I’d learned a lot. 

“As a matter of fact, I do,” I said with a small smile. I touched the cerulean crystal at my neck and cleared my mind. Within a few seconds, the warmth of my magic flowed from me and across the space to both sidewalks. People suddenly lost interest and went about their business. It was still strange to me to be able to access my magic with so little effort.

“That was handy,” Sam said, smiling. “What did you do to them?” 

“I didn’t do anything to them. I put a distraction spell around us so that when they look in this direction, they remember they have something better to do than watch whatever we’re doing. Nothin’ to see here.” 

“Perfect,” he said, leaning closer to the body. “Staking, it looks like. Vampire, I assume?” 

Sometimes I forgot that Sam didn’t have magic and only had his five senses to tell him what was going on. He was sharp as a tack, though, and usually picked up the same things I did even when I used magic. A skill picked up from having existed in the military and law enforcement for so many years, no doubt.

“Yeah, and so’s she. The kid’s human, though.” 

I bent a little to get a closer look at the guy. It would have been better if the murder weapon were still in his chest, but hopefully, Colleen would be able to get fragments or splinters from the wound. Despite what humans tended to think, vamps didn’t turn to dust or come back to life if the stake was removed. Dead was dead as soon as the stake pierced the heart just as surely as if they were human.

“That watch is worth more than I make in a year,” Sam said, squinting into the crack. “Between that, the suit, and the bling that’s still around his neck and on his fingers, this wasn’t a robbery.”

“Or maybe she just hadn’t taken them off of him yet,” I said, chewing on my lip. 

“Hardly,” Gemma said from over my shoulder. Pink tears shimmered in the corners of her cornflower blue eyes, and she quickly dabbed at them with a red silk handkerchief. “He’d have given me all of it if I’d asked for it. I assure you, there was no reason for me to rob him. If you’re thinking I’m a gold-digger, get in line, but trust me when I say that if you’re viewing our relationship from that point of view, he was worth much more to me alive than dead.” 

Her voice was tinged with bitterness, and I had the feeling this wasn’t the first time that angle had come up. “What are you doing here, Ms. Bartos? In Castle’s Bluff, I mean?”.

She brushed a strand of hair from her face with a trembling hand. “We’re here visiting a friend. It’s a mix of business and pleasure.” 

“Would that friend be Sean Castle?” Sam asked.

She nodded. “You know him?” 

I gave her a small smile. “Everybody knows him. At least every magical person in the community. He is, after all, the town founder.” 

I’d no sooner said that than the man himself maneuvered his black BMW in front of the Camaro. He had an uncanny way of knowing pretty much everything that went on, so I’d stopped questioning his timing years ago.

“Gemma,” he said as he strode toward us. I couldn’t help but notice the lack of warmth in his tone, and I wondered if it was because of the circumstances or if he didn’t care for her.

“Sean,” she replied, nodding back.

“I heard we have an issue,” he said, meeting my gaze. “Are you in need of assistance?” 

He always reverted to formal speech when he was stressed; it was the only clue I ever had because he appeared relaxed and cool as a cucumber otherwise. 

I shook my head. “I think we’ll manage. I’d prefer to get the scene cleared while everybody’s distracted.”

“I’ll handle them,” Sean said, “but first I think we need to put the young man who was driving the other car out of his misery. He’s quite distressed.” 

“Yeah, he’s human, and he just caught a glimpse of his very first body.” Sam shook his head. “He’s probably never going to be the same.” 

Compassion crossed Sean’s face as he studied Kyle. “Do we have any reason to believe he’s involved?” 

I shook my head. “Nah. He’s just a dumb kid who was texting and driving.” 

“May I suggest we take care of that end of things first and get him going on his merry way? Then perhaps we could tow the Camaro and examine the body in a more private environment,” Sean said, his tone heavy with meaning. We needed to get the body gone.

“I have no problem with that,” I replied, “though I’m not sure if any street observers saw the body.”

“I’ll deal with that if you two want to wrap it up with the young man and make arrangements with your team,” he said, and I nodded.

“I’ll talk to Colleen and then deal with the rich girl,” Sam suggested. “You deal with the kid.” 

I nodded and hustled to my car to grab my ticket book. I’d just finished recording Kyle’s information and writing the ticket when Sean ambled up to us. 

“Are you okay, young man?” he asked.

Kyle swallowed but nodded. “Yes, sir. It’s just ...” He glanced toward the trunk of the car and swallowed again. 

Sean laid his hand on Kyle’s arm. “It’s been a rough day.” 

Kyle looked up at him, and his gaze lost focus. 

Sean’s tone was soothing and hypnotic. “It’s okay, though. Nobody was injured and it was just a fender bender. You’ll never text and drive again though, will you?” 

Kyle, a little slack-jawed, shook his head. “I’ll never text and drive again. I got lucky this time.” 

Sean smiled and took his hand off Kyle’s arm. “You did. Do you need a ride home? I don’t think your car is damaged too badly to drive, but if you’re too shaken up, we’d be glad to help.” 

“I think I’m okay,” Kyle said, his shoulders straightening. He smiled at me and his face regained color as the weight of seeing a dead body disappeared from his mind. “Thanks a lot for going easy on me. I’ll contact my insurance as soon as I get home and take care of this, and I swear, no more texting and driving!” 

“You better not.” I shot Sean a grateful look. I wasn’t a huge fan of manipulating anybody’s mind, but in this case, nothing but good would come of it. And he was skilled enough that I had no doubt the entire memory was intact other than the part about the body in the trunk.

“What about the looky-loos?” I asked Sean as the kid climbed in his car, tucking his phone into his console. 

His lips curved into a small smile as we watched Kyle pull away. “Taken care of. Nobody saw anything definitive. I just had to convince them it was a CPR dummy. No magic necessary.” 

“That’s great then,” I said. “Do you want to be there when she examines the body?” 

He shook his head. “I trust Colleen can manage better than I could. I would appreciate it if you kept me posted though. I might have more insight than you do.” 

“What about Gemma?” I asked.

His expression closed. “I understand you have to do your job, but I have to answer to Dominik’s people. They’re not going to take this lightly, and it’s not going to go well for her.” 

“Do you have to notify them immediately?” I asked, hoping against hope that he’d be able to buy me some time. It was bad enough dealing with a regular old murder. Having a hoard of arrogant, privileged vampires would put a serious twist in my knickers.

He nodded. “His family’s powerful. They were here because Dominik and I were doing some business. They were due to leave in the morning. Even if I were inclined to delay communicating his death—which I’m not—you wouldn’t have more than a day, two on the outside depending on when they can get an international flight out.” 

I clenched my jaw. I hated dealing with vampires in situations like this, especially old, powerful ones. They tended to think they could do as they pleased and that everybody else had to cater to them. That was tricky because you had to find the happy medium between respecting their power and making them respect yours. My biggest problem, though, was that they were prone to taking justice into their own hands, and often justice was synonymous with revenge and little details like establishing guilt before doling out punishment were pushed aside.

“You’ll convey that I’m not a typical small-town sheriff, I presume?” A word from him could go a long way toward soothing an uneasy encounter. 

He dipped his head. “I will. I’ll buy you as much time as I can. I don’t know how long that will be, though. They’re not fond of Gemma.” 

“Yeah,” I said, shrugging out of my blazer and pulling the back of my damp shirt away from my skin. It was hot as Satan’s housecat out, and there wasn’t much left to do there, anyway. “But this happened in my town, and the treaty stands. They don’t want to mess that up.” 

My mother had worked for almost a decade to form a treaty between all supernaturals in order to streamline the legal system and give some sort of hierarchy to the process. We now had one set of laws that applied to everybody regardless of species. If you broke the law, you answered to the established tribunal. In some cases, you were turned over to your pack, coven, or whatever group your particular species called themselves so that they could administer the sentence, and in some situations, the tribunal meted out the punishment. 

Regardless of all that, though, each species entered the treaty and had legally agreed to abide by the rules, but they weren’t universally loved. In this instance, I was the boss because I was both the leader of my regional pack and the sheriff. Vampires, however, didn’t tend to like taking orders or following rules from anybody who wasn’t a vampire higher than they were in the hierarchical chain. To that, I said, suck it up, buttercup. Laws are laws.

I was both a witch and a werewolf. Vampires are tough, but I’m no slouch, and I could come down on them like a ton of bricks both physically and politically if I brought the might of my family into it, too. My folks weren’t exactly lightweights in the supernatural community. My mother was the leader of the regional coven, and since my father was the regional pack leader, she was also beta to the wolves. That made them the top power couple in the southeastern US. I hated to bring them into it unless I absolutely had to, but I would.

“No, nobody wants to breach the treaty,” he said, though I didn’t miss the note of weariness in his tone. “But Antoine’s ... difficult.” 

I gave him a wry smile. “No more difficult than I am. He’s gonna have to play by the rules just like everybody else does. As long as the investigation is ongoing, Gemma’s under my protection.” 

His dark eyes flashed in a rare showing of irritation. “She’s also under mine. I didn’t say any harm would come to her, but I can say that they won’t have much patience for your justice. They’re old-school.” His expression softened. “Tread carefully, Cori. This is no time to charge in like a bull in a china shop. You need to use tact.” 

“Believe it or not, I am my mother’s daughter,” I replied, my tone dry. Miranda preferred to go in with a smile and a ready deal, but she wasn’t afraid to break out the hammer if needed. “If tact is what it takes, then tact is what I’ll use. I’ll work with them, but I’ll not pander to them. My town, my rules. I can soften it for them, but when push comes to shove, we have to have justice, not revenge.” 

He started to say something but shifted his gaze.

“Hey, guys. What’s up?” Colleen asked, peering toward the car as she approached. “I thought maybe I had the wrong accident scene when you said we have a body in there. I had no idea those things had trunks big enough to hold a body.” 

“It seems they do.” I smiled because that had been one of the first thoughts that had flitted through my mind while we’d been waiting. “Our biggest problem is that it’s a vampire.” 

“Nah,” she replied, brushing a graying curl from her forehead. “That’s not much of a problem. I have Tony and Belinda on shift today. They’re both shifters, so we’ll be able to keep it buttoned down. We should probably get a move on before people start congregating, though. I doubt there’s anything to be gathered here. I’ll get with you as soon as I know anything.” 

“You’re a lifesaver,” I said, giving her a small smile. 

“I know.” She popped her pixie chin in the air, her green eyes alight with sass. “That’s my magic.” 

It was, too. In all the years I’d known her, I’d never seen her feathers ruffled. She took everything in stride, and though she was only five feet tall, she could handle a crime scene like an Army general. 

As she went back to instruct her crew, I turned to Gemma. She was standing on the sidewalk, her arms wrapped around herself, and something about her made me feel sorry for her. Even though she was dressed like an heiress, I had a feeling she wasn’t as comfortable in that role as she liked people to think. She also had a sadness about her, and somehow I knew in my heart that she wasn’t my murderer. 

Crap. Why couldn’t things just be simple?
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Chapter 3
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“Hey, you!” I said, smiling when I hit the button on my steering wheel to answer my phone a few minutes later. “I didn’t think I’d hear from you until later tonight.” 

“Hey, yourself,” Alex, my boyfriend, replied. The timber of his voice pouring from my stereo speakers sent a little thrill through me. “I wrapped things up early and am on my way back tonight instead of in the morning. As a matter of fact, I’ll be home in about an hour and a half.” 

Alex worked for our pack and often had to travel to North Carolina to take care of business. 

“That’s great,” I said, though the weight of the murder was still sitting like an anvil on my shoulders. 

“Don’t sound so excited.” I could hear the smile in his voice, but it also contained a question.

“Oh, believe me, it’s not you,” I replied, flipping on my blinker to turn onto the main road out of town. “A fender bender turned into a murder today, so I’m trying to get it in hand before a family of old, powerful vampires descends on me and makes my life a living hell. Or kills somebody.” 

He laughed. “Oh, so just another Tuesday, then?” 

That was one of the things I loved most about him. He could make me smile in just about any situation. I was definitely the tighter strung of the two of us, and he was sorta the yin to my yang.

“Something like that.” I gave him the rundown.

“So where are you going now?” he asked. 

“I’m on my way to Sean’s. I have to interview the girlfriend,” I replied. “Sean talked to the judge and got her released into his custody, but I’m worried about her. His family won’t be here until tomorrow, but I have a feeling it’s not going to go well for her once they show up. She might have been better off in custody.” 

“I have faith,” he said. “You’ll figure it out and everything will work out just fine. And if she’s in Sean’s custody, he won’t let any harm come to her on his watch.” 

I pulled in a deep breath and blew it out through my cheeks. “You’re right. It’s just a matter of getting through it. I’ll know more once I talk to her.” 

“Good,” he said. “Don’t worry about the mule going blind. Just load the wagon. Do what you do best.” 

I laughed. “You sound like a redneck fortune cookie.” 

“Busted,” he replied, and I could hear the smile in his voice. “Now you know what I do as a side job. I’m so relieved I don’t have to hide it anymore.” 

I rolled my eyes even though he couldn’t see me. “Just get your butt down here. I could use a run and another set of eyes on this case.” 

He’d proven helpful more than once, and if I had a bevy of old vampires coming in to give me a hard time, well, there was strength in numbers. Plus, a good run in the woods behind my house was always good for clearing my head, and he was the only wolf I knew who could keep up.

“Your wish is my command, m’lady. I’ll see you in a bit. Want me to grab something to eat?” 

My mind drifted back to Gertrude’s latest complaint. “No, I have to go make sure Gio isn’t an international drug lord sneaking penne-shaped crack into the country.” 

“You know, I’m terrified to ask you to explain that, but it’s like this massive train wreck that I just can’t just look away from.” 

“Gertrude,” I said, putting an entire explanation into that one name. 

“Ah,” he replied. “Say no more. Tell Gio I said hi. And grab me a couple of his cannoli. Those things really are like crack.”

“Will do. I’m pulling up to Sean’s, so I’ll talk to you this evening. Drive careful.” 

I disconnected as I hung a right and headed up the long drive that led to Sean’s mansion. Unlike most of the time, the only car there was his black BMW. He liked to host parties and often had at least a few guests. Today, though, Chez Sean was quiet as a tomb. I shrugged off the too-close simile as I came to the end of the drive, hoping against hope that I’d be able to wrap this up and get on with my life without any speed bumps.
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I pulled into the brick roundabout drive and parked behind Sean’s car. The massive white antebellum house was immaculate as always, and I wondered how he managed to keep it that way. I’d just raised my hand to lift the lion’s head knocker when Sean’s stodgy old butler opened the door.

“Jeeves,” I said as I put my nose in the air and breezed past him, using the nickname I knew made him crazy. His eyes sparked red, but that was the only visual response he gave.

“Little witch,” he replied in a tone that made him sound like he’d smelled something bad. “Master is in his office, though I don’t know if he’s receiving. Wait here.” 

I smiled at the archaic use of the hierarchical term. Vampires were the only species I knew who had kept it, but then again, it was probably hard to make somebody hundreds of years old throw their version of respect out the window in the name of being politically correct. 

“Nah,” I said, slipping past him. “He’s expecting me.” 

Aside from a low growl, the only response I got was a blunted, “As you will.” 

I knew, though, that had I been anybody else, I wouldn’t have made it through like that. The man took his job seriously. As it was, though, I spent a lot of time at the mansion and was the exception to the rule most of the time. When Sean was entertaining, I typically followed the social mores that formally showed I respected him, but we were more informal when he wasn’t.

I tapped on the doorway to his office even though the pocket doors were open. Sean sat at his desk swirling a rocks glass of scotch and studying it like it held the answers to the universe, and Gemma perched in the window seat, one leg up and bent at the knee, staring out the window. She’d changed into jeans and a green sleeveless blouse, and her expression was faraway and sad.

“Cori,” Sean said, taking a sip from his glass. “Please, come in. We’ve just got here ourselves. Would you care for a drink?” 

I shook my head and moved closer to his desk. “I’m on the clock. I will take a Coke if you have one, though.” 

He inclined his head toward the mini-fridge under his bar area, and I helped myself.

“Thanks.” I popped the top and took a long swig of the cool, sweet drink. “It’s miserable out today.” 

His lips curved into a small smile. “I have to agree. We were just discussing taking a dip in the pool when we’re done here.” 

I glanced toward Gemma, who definitely did not look like a woman contemplating a relaxing swim. Her forehead was furrowed, and her eyes were pink-rimmed from crying. She swiped a finger under each and sniffed. 

“I’m sure you have questions for me,” she said, shoving a lock of blond hair behind her ear, “but I’m not sure what to tell you. I slept in this morning, then went for a drive. I’ve never been here, so I figured I’d check out the town and the lake while Dominik and Allen were conducting their business with Sean. I was on my way home when the kid hit me.” 

“What time did you leave here?” I asked, propping a hip against the arm of a burgundy leather sofa situated at a ninety-degree angle between Sean’s desk and the fireplace.

She lifted a shoulder. “Around nine, I suppose. I made some calls of my own while I waited for the shops to open.” 

“Was Dominik here when you left?” At least I could establish a time when he was last seen.

“I assumed so at the time, but I didn’t see him. When I saw the doors to the office were closed, I figured they were in a meeting.” She pressed her lips together, frustration scrawled across her face. I had to give her points for not making something up, but I wished she could have given me a solid yes or no. At least then I’d have had a tighter timeline. As it was, he could have been killed anywhere between when Sean saw him and ten minutes before we found him in the trunk. Since vampires don’t have an independent body temperature, there was no way Colleen could pin down a time of death based on that.

I pressed my lips together, thinking. “Not to be indelicate, but are you day sleepers or night?” 

Unlike what most books and movies preached, vampires were not necessarily nocturnal, and they did need to sleep just like the rest of us. Younger vampires had a harder time staying awake during the day, though. It usually took half a century or so for that the come easily.

“Night, usually,” she replied with a small smile. “When I was turned, it was one of the things I missed most about being human, so as soon as I could adapt my sleep patterns, I did. I used to love the beach and was always an early riser.” 

I turned to Sean. “Did you see Dominik this morning?” 

He shook his head. “No, we were supposed to meet at ten, but he never showed. Allen, his partner, did, but he did not.” He cast a half smile in Gemma’s direction. “I assumed he was otherwise occupied.” 

“That didn’t irritate you?” I asked. Sean was a stickler about punctuality.

He inclined his head. “You know it did. But I’ve done business with Dominik for decades. Had he been on time, I would have more been shocked. Unlike his lovely fiancé, he wasn’t a morning person. We were up until past one reminiscing and catching up, so I figured he was sleeping in.” 

“Did he mention anything that might help? A business deal that wasn’t going well? A dispute with an employee?” 

A shadow flickered across his features, and I thought for a second he was going to say something. The shadow passed, though, and he shook his head. I was dying to know what he’d been thinking, but I also knew if it was relevant, he would have shared it. Sean had his secrets, but he wouldn’t stand in the way of my investigation. It was as important to him as it was to me. Maybe more because he’d have to deal with the fallout from a VIP being murdered while a guest in his home. No, he’d shoot straight with me. 

It was possible the deal was critical, or the family was important enough that he was willing to let the little things like missing a meeting slide. As a consummate host, he always went out of his way to make sure his guests were comfortable, so that may have been why he’d relaxed his standards, too. That made as much sense as him keeping dark secrets. Maybe more, at least in this situation.

“So you didn’t see him,” I said, then turned to Gemma. “What time did he get up?” 

She sighed. “I have no idea. He came to bed at around one, like Sean said, but I was exhausted. I don’t remember him getting up.” 

If she was telling the truth, that wasn’t surprising. Some movies did get it right in that vampires are notoriously heavy sleepers. My roommate Kat was a nightmare to wake up and a bear once you did. It wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but I didn’t want her to lie to me, either. 

“Okay, then, I guess we have to wait to see what Colleen, my medical examiner, finds before we determine any next moves. You said his partner’s here. I’d like to speak to him, please.” 

Sean shook his head. “I’m afraid he’s not in. He had some business in town, and he’s not answering his phone. We haven’t even been able to reach him to tell him about Dominik. I’ll let you know as soon as he gets back, though.” 

Crap. This wasn’t starting out well at all. “That works. In the meantime, do you mind telling me what your business is with them?” 

Sean shrugged and took another drink of his scotch. “Not at all. We have some real estate investments together, and Antoine owns the firm that handles my accounting and investments. And like I said, they’re considering investing in Castle’s Bluff.” 

“So Dominik’s an accountant?”

“He’s a private stockbroker,” Sean replied. “His talents lay in spotting market trends before anybody else does. He’s made me quite a bit of money and can afford to be choosy about with whom he works. Though his firm also manages my accounting, he doesn’t deal with that directly.” 

“He gets along well with his partner?” I really wished the guy was there, but it might play better for me to be able to question him separately. 

“He does. They’ve been friends for a century and business partners for the last few decades.” Sean shook his head. “They’re considering investing in rebranding Castle’s Bluff, so now I’m afraid you might get your wish, at least for now.” 

I waved a hand. That was the least of my worries right then. “I assume he’s made himself a nice chunk of money, too?” I asked. It seemed to me that regardless of what Sean and Gemma said, there was always somebody displeased when money was involved. Maybe it wasn’t the root of all evil, but it did make people do stupid things.

“He makes money for everybody, and that includes himself,” Gemma said. “He’s a hard worker, and like Sean said, he has a knack.” 

“Surely he hasn’t made money for everybody he’s ever worked for,” I said. I wasn’t exactly a Wall Street guru, but even I knew that wasn’t how stocks worked.

“He has,” Sean said, nodding. “Or at least he has for every client who’s followed his advice. His father, Antoine, owns Martinez Investing. Dom and Allen head up the private investors' branch. Antoine prefers working with corporate and non-profit investors. His younger brother Miguel is in the business, too, but not in a leadership role. He doesn’t seem to have the same gift for spotting up-and-coming stocks that his brother and father do.”

That almost made me wonder if Dominik had a touch of psychic ability. Most vampires had at least one gift, and maybe that was his. I wasn’t the ethics police, but if he’d cost somebody else money by making so much of his own, it might help me find a killer. It was clear I wasn’t getting anything from either of these two about that, though, so I let it drop for the time being.

I finished off my Coke. “Do you have any idea when Allen will be back?” 

Sean shook his head. “He was going to take a look around town. We talked about a few ideas I have for investment, and he wanted to check them out. I can’t imagine why he’s not answering his phone, though. He doesn’t even know about Dom yet, and that’s not something you just blurt out with a sad face emoji in a text.” 

“I’m coming out in the morning for training, anyway,” I said, tossing my soda can beside his desk. “Can you make sure he’s here then?” 

“Absolutely,” Sean replied. “And if he has any information that might be helpful, I’ll call you.”

“Do you have any idea when his family will be here?” I asked. “I’m sure I don’t have long, but I’d like to be prepared when they do show up.” 

Sean leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk planner. “Antoine’s in Italy in talks about a takeover that he’s been working on for almost a year. He said he’d wrap it up as quickly as he could. They were going to call it off and come straight here, but I assured him there wasn’t anything they could do and told him I’d keep him updated. That’s the best I could do for you. Dom’s sister and younger brother will be coming as soon as they can get a flight out in the morning, but I’m not sure about his older brother.” 

“Thanks. Gemma, is there anything else you can think of that might be useful? I’m going to make some calls and follow up with Colleen, but aside from that, there’s not much else I can do today.” 

She shook her head as she picked at the red polish on her nails. “No. It just doesn’t make any sense. Somebody killed him and put him in that trunk, but it wasn’t me. And I have a hard time believing it was Allen, either. He was more of a brother to him than Dom’s own brothers were.”

I sighed. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think you did it. Don’t ask me why, but I have a knack, too. We’ll figure this out.”

I just hoped it happened before Dom’s family descended on me like, well, a pack of enraged vampires.
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I checked the time on my phone as I left Sean’s. I was hoping to catch Ms. Ellen while she was in. Even though sixty was in her rearview mirror, she had the computer skills of a millennial hacker. If there was something to turn up on Dom, Allen, or their businesses—or Gemma—she’d find it. Luckily, it was only three, so I dialed the office number as soon as I got in my vehicle.

“Hey, Ms. Ellen,” I said when she answered. “I have some names for you if you have time.” 

“Hey, yourself,” she replied, and I could hear her keyboard clacking in the background. “Your mother’s left three messages for you. She says you’re not picking up on your cell.” 

I pulled my phone away from my ear and looked at it. Sure enough, five missed calls. 

“I have no idea why she can’t text like a normal person,” I said, huffing as I started my car. “I keep my ringer off most of the time.”

“Because she’s an old bat stuck in the seventies,” she replied, and I grinned. She and my mother went way back, and their relationship wasn’t always smooth sailing. Ms. Ellen didn’t shed a tear voicing her opinion to anybody, especially if they got huffy with her like my mom tended to do. She knew my mom was a supernatural with claws, teeth, and magic at her disposal. She just didn’t give two frog farts. It was one of her most endearing traits as far as I was concerned. Plus, she made amazing cookies.

“I’ll call her,” I said, pulling around the roundabout and heading down the drive. “I need to let her know about this mess.”

“I told her if she’d stop naggin’ you to get hitched, maybe you wouldn’t avoid her like a miser does the collection plate. I could tell you some stories about her when she was young that would stop her in her tracks.” 

“Do tell, then,” I said, intrigued.

“Phht. If I did, then I wouldn’t have anything to blackmail her with, and then where would we be? She’d call non-stop and neither of us would ever get anything done.” 

“Fair enough, then,” I said, grinning. Ms. Ellen had a way to keep every duck in a row, and I was glad she refused to retire.

“Now, give me those names so I can get to work. Between talkin’ to your mother and talkin’ about her, I’ve lost a good hour of work today.” 

As soon as I said the first name, her keyboard was already clacking in the background. Never let it be said the woman wasted any daylight when she had a mission.

“Gimme an hour or so and I’ll let you know what I find,” she said, her tone already distracted.

“I don’t know if you’ll find anything or not, but I sure hope so. I don’t think this girl is guilty.” 

“Oh, there’s always somethin’ to find, sweetie. You just gotta know where to look. Now, off with ya. I’m busy. Go make sure Gio isn’t peddlin’ dope or stolen knock-off Rolexes out his back room before Gertrude comes back in here.” 

With that, the line disconnected, and I smiled. If I had to get old—and I hoped I did because the alternative sucked—I hoped I’d age like Ms. Ellen. Shoot, for that matter, I wished I could be like her now.

I pulled in a deep breath as I turned onto the main road back to town, then told my phone to call my mom. I waited while it rang, half hoping she wouldn’t answer. I loved my mother, but she’d been a real pain lately about pushing Alex and me to get married. Or at least get engaged and set a date. 

She seemed to think that as the pack leader, I had some responsibility to settle down and start a family, but as far as I was concerned, when—or if—I decided to do that was none of anybody’s business but mine. Honestly, the harder she pushed me on it, the less I wanted to do it, just to be perverse. She could have benefitted from a good psych class or two, though I wasn’t so sure she was pressuring me for the good of the pack or just because she wanted more grandkids.

When she picked up, I had mixed emotions. I loved her dearly, but she was exhausting sometimes.

“Hey, Mom, I saw you called. I’ve been dealing with an investigation.” 

“Hello, Cordelia. I’m glad you took the time to call me back. I miss you, darling. We don’t talk like we used to.” Though it would have been easy to take her words as a dig, I sensed her sincerity. A little stab of guilt shot through me.

“I miss you, too, Mom. But I’m afraid this isn’t entirely a social call.” 

“Oh, no. Now what?” she asked, weariness dripping from her tone. We’d had our share of trouble and then some over the last couple of years, and I knew she viewed each problem as a test of the treaty. So far, it was holding just fine, and I hoped that as time went on, she’d stop worrying about it every time something happened.

“We had a fender bender here that ended with a dead vampire in the trunk,” I said. As far as stories went, that wasn’t a comforting way to start one. I told her the rest of the story.

“Antoine Martinez is a pompous, pretentious fool,” she said, “but he’s no idiot. Be gracious, but don’t let him plow you over. He’s done business with your father before, and he’s not unreasonable. Just know you’ll be dealin’ with the Good Ole Boys’ Club mentality. You might have to make him respect you, but if so, then c’est la vie. I have faith, and if you have to do it, do it upfront. I’ll also get Dani on these names. See if anything pops up.” 

My cousin Dani had been raised in Castle’s Bluff just like I had, but she’d gone away for school and had never come back. Her big claim to fame was an impressive one: she’d built a criminal database for shifters and had been adding other known supernatural offenders to it as well. In the few years she’d been working on it, she’d managed to link most of the known crime families and many of the lesser ones. If Allen, Gemma, or any of the Martinezes were up to no good, there was a good chance Dani had contacts that knew about it.

“That would be amazing, Mom. Thank you.” 

“Of course. Whatever it takes to keep things peaceful and get this over with.” She paused. “And Cori? I really do miss you.” 

I smiled even though she couldn’t see me. “I miss you, too, Mom. Talk later. Love you.” 

As I disconnected, I realized she hadn’t mentioned Alex even once. I owed Ms. Ellen big time.

Since I was out that way, I decided to take the route around the lake. It wouldn’t take any longer, and I’d be killing two birds with one stone. If we didn’t cruise through a couple times a week, kids had a tendency to believe the coast was clear for partying, and that was always a bad idea. Teenagers, be they magical or human, always found ways to get in trouble when there was a beach involved.

The day was gorgeous, and I regretted being in work clothes rather than a tank top and shorts. I would have loved to stop and walk along the shore for a bit. Let the water lap over my feet and wash some of the worries of the day away, but I had a murderer to catch.

The parking area for the biggest lake access point was packed, but I didn’t see any trouble. Rather than drive through the lot and dodge pedestrians, I just cruised the perimeter. A few locals waved at me as I passed, and I waved back. 

After doing a quick swing down by a smaller lot where the kids liked to hang out—there was a rope swing and privacy, which was never a good combination—I called in our dinner. Rather than pizza, I decided I wanted real food, so I ordered chicken piccata for myself and chicken marsala for Alex. I got them both large so Chaos could have the best of all worlds. My stomach growled just thinking about dragging Gio’s garlic knots through the lemon-buttery deliciousness.

Despite the town’s name, we didn’t actually have a bluff. We were called Castle’s Bluff because Sean won the town by bluffing in a poker game. The name tickled his sense of humor. We did have a lake, though, and it was a nice one. It covered almost five thousand acres and had plenty of boat access and even tree-covered rock islands speckled throughout that made great spots to rock climb and dive. It was a big part of the town’s draw. 

I just hoped that Sean’s ideas didn’t draw in the sort that took away from its country charm. We were more of a rusty johnboat sort of place, and I liked it that way.

Gio had sounded frazzled when I’d called but had said he’d have my order ready when I got there. I was surprised to see that there were no other cars in the lot when I pulled in. I’d figured for sure the place was packed. Instead, he was inside running the place by himself.

“Gio!” I said, grinning as I stepped inside. The smells of fresh-baked bread, garlic, and tomato sauce made my mouth water. 

He looked up from what he was doing, and delight creased his round face. He picked up a rag and dabbed beads of sweat off his glistening head, then swiped the few hairs left there across the top in a poor attempt to cover his bare scalp.

“Mia Bella!” he exclaimed, wiping his hands down the front of his white chef’s uniform. He patted his generous belly. “You’re lookin’ too skinny. Let Gio fix you up. I give you a nice slice of tiramisu. And one for the little one, too.” 

Like most people did who knew her, he spoiled Chaos to distraction. I had to be careful because she liked to sleep as much as she liked to eat. Still, she seemed to hit a plateau of pleasantly plumpness and stay there, so it was hard to tell her no. Plus, she was mean when she was hungry.

“She’d love that, and so would I. Alex is craving cannoli, though. If I went home without that, I’d be in trouble.” I moved forward and leaned my elbows on the old white Formica countertop. 

“Your dinner’s almost done,” he said, shuffling toward the oven. “Just let me fix you up here, and I’ll have you on your way. How you been? How’s your mama?”

“I’ve been good, Gio. And Mom’s good, too. She sends her love.” 

I watched for any signs of strange behavior while he scurried around putting my order together, but he seemed like the same old Gio. There was no way I was going to question him like he was a criminal based on the accusations of one old lady that I knew for a fact saw an ax murderer in every lumber jack. The man was a staple in town and had been for thirty years. 

His cell phone rang right as he finished boxing our meals, and he pulled it out of his apron pocket, looked at the number, and shoved it back in his apron without even declining the call. Within a few seconds, a notification sound beeped, then did it twice again back to back. Texts, presumably.

“Wow,” I said, now a little worried. “Sounds like somebody really wants to talk to you. Everything okay?” 

His gaze slid from mine as he made a vain attempt to smile. “Sure it is. Everything’s just wonderful, Bella.” 

He stuffed the tiramisu he’d boxed into a bag and shoved it toward me. 

“How much do I owe you?” I asked. 

“Oh, of course. Look at me, a silly old man with a forgetful brain.” He rattled off a number. 

I paid him, concerned with the way he kept shifting his weight from foot to foot. His phone beeped twice more with messages as he counted back my change.

“Have a wonderful night, Bella!” he said, then spun around to rush toward the back. 

“Gio?” I called, and he spun back toward me. “My cannoli?” 

“Oh, of course, of course,” he said, stuffing four of the treats into a white paper bag and shoving them into my hands. “My treat. Enjoy!” 

With that, he hustled through the doors that led back to the kitchen and disappeared from sight.

I furrowed my brow, tempted to follow him, but all he’d really done was hurry so he could check his messages. That wasn’t a crime; I did it all the time. It could be anything. Maybe he had a date and didn’t want to take the call in front of me. Maybe it was family pestering him for money. Whatever it was, I had no reason to follow him, but I did have a bit more concern that Gertrude was onto something than I had when I’d come in. Unlike her, though, I refused to believe it was anything illicit.

Still, my wolfy sense was telling me something was up, and it was never wrong.
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I couldn’t get my brain to settle all the way home. I cursed Gertrude for being such a busybody, and finally, as I was pulling up in front of our house, sanity returned. Gio was busy. So he was in a hurry to take a call—so what? Maybe my first thought had been right, and he had a hot date. I certainly hoped he did. He was a good guy and deserved to be happy. 

Ms. Ellen called when I was almost to my house.

“Hey, Ms. Ellen. Did you have any luck?” 

“Not much yet, but I figured I’d fill you in with what I’ve got.” 

I flipped my blinker on to turn onto my street, slinging my hand sideways to catch the bag of food before it slid off the seat. 

“Awesome. Shoot.” 

“First, the Martinez businesses all check out, though the few articles that I’ve found sometimes question the returns people are getting. It seems they have a higher level of success than average. Also, the older brother doesn’t appear to have much to do with his younger siblings. I’ve found plenty of pieces written about various charity functions the younger ones attended, but he didn’t. That’s strange, right?” 

“Maybe,” I replied. “But maybe he’s a guy who doesn’t like crowds. It’s hard to tell. Did you find anything bad about him?”

Her keys clacked. “No. I wish I had. I haven’t found anything at all, really. I’m still digging, though.” 

“Okay, anything else?” I pulled up in front of the house and turned off the truck. 

So far, she hadn’t told me anything I hadn’t already known.

“No, though I’m not surprised. Vampires tend to keep a low profile in the human world, though, so I’m going to dig into the vampire and paranormal gossip rags tomorrow. I’m calling it a day for now, though.” 

“Thanks, Ms. Ellen. Have a great night.” 

We disconnected, and I grabbed the bag of food and my purse off the seat, ready to put this craptastic day behind me.

Alex wasn’t at the house yet, but Kat was up. She plunked down the stairs in a cami and shorts, her dark hair pulled up into a messy topknot. At nearly six feet tall, she could give any runway model a run for her money—if she cared about any of that. She didn’t. 

“What’s up?” she asked, yawning as she pulled a “juice box” of faux blood from the fridge. She curled her nose. “And holy cow, what’s that smell? You doin’ pizza again?” 

“No,” I said with a touch of defensiveness. “I’ll have you know I got real food. Chicken piccata.” 

Chaos jumped onto a chair, her whiskers twitching toward the bag I’d set on the table. “What am I having? I smell tiramisu.” 

I arched a brow at her. “I’m a werewolf and can’t smell anything past the garlic. How on earth do you do that?” 

Her fuzzy lips curved up and her green eyes glittered. “It’s chocolate. I can smell that through anything.” 

“Well,” I said with an admonishing glance, “you’re only eating half your slice tonight. You can have the other half tomorrow, and no bumming Alex’s cannoli.”

“I thought he wasn’t coming home ’til tomorrow,” Kat said, popping a straw into the top of her dinner. 

“He wasn’t,” I replied as tires crunched on the gravel outside. “He wrapped the job up early though, so he decided to come home tonight.” 

“That’s convenient,” she said, her full lips turning up into what could only be described as a lascivious grin. “I’m going in to work early, so you can have a nice reunion.” 

She tended bar at the Rusty Hook, our favorite dive bar, but she didn’t usually go in until late. “Rocks is having trouble keeping staff again, so he’s working the rest of us to the bone—himself included—to make up the difference. We’re makin’ bank, though, so I’m okay with it for a while. It’s not like I have a hot guy coming home to me.” She grinned and batted her thick lashes, teasing me. 

I never understood why Rocks had a hard time keeping people. He was one of the nicest guys I knew, he ran a clean place, and he didn’t let any patrons give his employees an ounce of crap. The only thing I could figure was that the shifts were grueling, and people weren’t willing to work. To be fair, it was harder for a human because paranormals tended to get rowdy. Still, there were plenty of paranormals in the area who needed jobs, too, so it didn’t make sense to me.

“That’s only because you like being single,” I said, pouring myself a glass of tea. “The minute you change your mind, you’ll have a line out the door.” 

She lifted a shoulder as she took a long pull from her straw. “Quality versus quantity. Anything big happen in the little berg today?” 

My response was cut short as Alex clomped across the front porch and tapped on the door. Even after all these months, he still refused to just come in the first time he returned. He said he wanted to give us all a chance to get decent. 

“Wait a minute while I get a robe!” Kat called, her dark eyes laughing.

I rolled my eyes. “You know he thinks you’re serious, right? I don’t know whether he thinks we run around in our underwear, or what.” 

“Just kidding!” she called as a huge grin spread across her face. “C’mon in!” 

“Very funny.” He crinkled his nose at her as he came into the kitchen. “I try to be a nice guy, and that’s what I get.” 

“Phht,” she said, rolling her eyes as hard as I just had. “You need to sell that nice guy line to somebody who’ll buy it. I know you.” 

I stretched up on my tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss. “Welcome back! Did everything go well?” 

He lifted a shoulder. “Not bad. Not nearly as bad as things went for you today.” 

“Wait,” Kat said, leaning back against the counter. “What happened here today?” 

“Oh, nothing much.” I casually examined my nails for the dramatic pause. “We just found a dead guy who happens to be the prodigal son of a powerful vampire in the trunk of a Camaro during a fender bender.” 

“Shut up!” she exclaimed, leaning forward. “Who was it? Do we know them?” 

I shook my head. “I didn’t, but you might. They’re staying at Sean’s. Dominik Martinez was the lucky guy, and his girlfriend was driving.” 

She covered her mouth with her hand. “Dominik Martinez, as in Martinez Investments?” 

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s the one. Why?” 

“I do know him. Well, I’ve met him. He’s engaged to a girl name Jenna. Or no, Gemma, right?” 

“Yeah, Gemma,” I said, “but how do you know him?”

She waved a hand. “He handles some of my investments and I’ve run into him at Sean’s a couple of times. Girl, if you’ve got his family comin’ down on you, I hope you have something to tell them. His father is not a patient man, and his siblings aren’t exactly pussy cats either.” 

I sighed. “I don’t have a single clue. Not yet, anyway. I’m waiting to hear back from Colleen. Maybe the killer left a confession note in his suit pocket.” 

“You didn’t learn anything in the interview?” Alex asked, grabbing a beer from the fridge and sitting down beside me at the table.

“Not much,” I replied. “Just that Dominik and his partner were supposed to meet with Sean this morning, but he didn’t show up. Gemma knows he came to bed sometime around one but has no idea when he got up and left.” 

Alex grimaced as he opened his to-go box and sliced off a piece of chicken for Chaos. “That’s not much to go on. Did they drive down or were any of Sean’s cars missing?” 

I gave myself a mental forehead slap. “I’m not sure. I didn’t think to ask that, but it’s a good question. Let’s find out.” 

I pulled out my phone and fired off a text to Sean. “The Camaro was registered to Sean, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t drive down in another vehicle and she just borrowed it because Dominik was out in theirs.” 

Kat pinched her lips together. “I feel bad for her. Those people already dislike her. Now they’re gonna come down on her like a ton of bricks, and there’s not jack she can do about it.” 

I tilted my head and swallowed a bite of buttery chicken. “Why do they dislike her? She seemed nice enough to me. I mean, considering we found her fiancé dead in her trunk.” 

Kat sighed. “Because she’s like me. She has no maker and no history.” 

“What do you mean, she has no maker?” Alex asked, shoveling a forkful of garlic mashed potatoes into his mouth. “She was born?” 

She shook her head. “No, I don’t mean that. That’s incredibly rare, though it’s funny you should mention it because that’s exactly the type of family she was marrying into.” 

“Wait a minute.” I waved my fork. “You’re telling me the Martinezes are actually a blood-related family?” 

She smiled. “Well, technically, all vampire families are blood-related, but not in the human way.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Ha-ha. You know what I mean.” 

Her dark eyes glittered with amusement. “Yeah, but you made it easy. But to answer your question, yes. Dominik and his brothers and sister are genetic siblings. Bianca and Antoine are their parents in the human sense.” 

“And from what you said, Gemma is at the opposite end of that spectrum,” Alex said, sliding a garlic knot through the marsala sauce on his plate. 

Kat nodded. “She is. She has no idea who her maker is. James Sargent, a vampire sort of like Sean, found her on the streets like Sean found me. He took her in, got her on the right track and helped her gain control of herself, then gave her some startup money. After that, she was on her own. James is still there for her, of course, but only in the capacity of a friend, like Sean is to me. She doesn’t have a powerful family behind her, and she certainly doesn’t have the capital they have.” 

“Ohhh,” I said, the lemon-buttery sauce congealing on my palate. That made things so much worse.

“Now you see the problem,” Kat said, sucking the last of her supper from the box and tossing it into the trash. “Vampire ‘made’ families are instinctively tight. Multiply that by about a million when you add in the genetic bond, and you have the Martinezes. Plus, they’re one of the oldest, most well-connected families in the vampire world. No pressure, but you’re gonna need to find the real killer, pronto, if you want to save Gemma.” 

“Yeah.” I sighed as I scooped up the last bite of my butter-soaked linguini. “No pressure, then.” 
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After Kat left for work, we settled in and watched some brainless TV, letting our supper settle and giving it time to get completely dark. Though my backyard backed up to a huge wooded preserve that stretched all the way to the lake, I didn’t like to shift and run while it was still daylight out. No need to push my luck and risk running into an errant human. It wasn’t that I was dangerous, it was that they were. Some hunters around here wouldn’t think twice about shooting if they saw a wolf.

“You ready to go?” Alex asked, standing and stretching as the last shadows faded into the darkness.

“More than ready.” 

I flicked off the TV, my heartrate picking up a little with excitement. Running wasn’t just fun for me; it was an excellent outlet for stress and a way to clear my head. It’s hard to describe what it’s like to be a wolf. I don’t stop being human, but that part of who I am shifts to the backseat and my wolf senses take over. I can still think and use logic, but my primal side is dominant. My senses are heightened, and my mind isn’t muddled by human worries.

We headed toward the backdoor, shucking clothes as we went. Modesty isn’t really a concept that shifters embrace. I mean, we’re not going to stride down Main Street naked as jay birds, but we’re not gonna sweat it shifting among friends. Besides, there’s a certain ‘keep your eyes to yourself’ etiquette that we all learn early. 

With a quick grin at Alex, I knelt in the cool grass and cleared my mind, letting the scent of the forest and the sounds of the night wash over me as I welcomed the shift. A moment later, I shook and flexed my paws, digging my claws into the soft earth. Alex, in his wolf form, bumped me with his shoulder and nuzzled me with his nose, his green eyes glittering. We trotted to the back gate and I unlatched it with my paw, then pushed through it. With another quick glance at Alex, I took off through the brush, exhilaration coursing through me as the breeze blew the stress of the day off.

Alex and I raced through the forest just enjoying the freedom for a while. We jumped over logs and ran through a couple small streams. He nipped me on the hip, and I pivoted to chase him down, but a strange smell stopped me in my tracks. I put my nose in the air to see where it was coming from, my senses on high alert. When Alex realized I wasn’t chasing him, he loped back around to stand beside me, his gaze questioning. 

Following my cue, he put his nose in the air, too. I thought I’d lost the scent when the wind shifted. Alex’s gaze sharpened, and I knew that he smelled it too. I turned north and followed it, then caught it on the trail we’d just crossed. It was a bear shifter, but it didn’t smell quite right It had human scents mixed in, which didn’t make any sense. Was there a human with the bear? 

Alex tilted his head at me, but I lifted a shoulder. We followed the trail, picking up the earthy bear scent here and a strange citrusy human scent there. Not citrus, exactly, but similar. Most of the time, they just blended together.

We followed it all the way back to the largest of the two streams we’d jumped, then lost it. He took one side of the stream, and I took the other, but after a half mile or so, we admitted defeat. I wasn’t sure where we’d lost it, but we had. 

I shook it off, and we ran to the lake, taking a few minutes to appreciate the moon reflecting off the calm waters. I leaned into Alex, and he rested his head on mine. There were a few boats in the distance, their lights shining like low-hanging stars. The sound of the water lapping against the shore and the cool breeze ruffling my fur washed away the remaining tendrils of stress. There would be plenty of time for murders and mysterious bears, but for just those few moments, I was taking time for myself. 

After a few minutes, I sighed and turned away from the lake. We took our time going home, stopping here and there to chase a rabbit or wrestle. When we were within a half mile of home, I bumped shoulders with him and picked up the pace. It was a game we played almost every time we ran. The last bit was a race, and even though he was bigger than me and had a longer stride, I was compact and agile. I beat him just as often as he beat me.

This time, he beat me back, but barely. Panting, he nudged the gate latch, pulled it open, and shimmied through the opening with me right behind him. After we shifted back and got dressed, we raided the fridge. Chaos, who’d taken a nap while we were gone, hopped up on a dining room chair while I stacked ham, lettuce, tomato, and banana peppers onto thick slices of Italian bread. 

“Did you have fun?” she asked as I slathered on the mayo before cutting them into finger sandwiches. “You seem more chill than you did when you left.”

I licked a little blob of mayo off my finger and cut the sandwiches in quarters. “We did. We ran across a strange scent, though. A bear, but it was mingled with human. And a weird citrus smell. I’ve never smelled anything like it.” 

“Me, either.” Alex pulled a beer from the fridge and took a seat at the table. “It was weird, like some sort of hybrid scent.” 

She hopped up on a chair and tilted her head at me. “You mean like shifters smell different than feral wolves?”

“Yeah, sort of,” I replied, pouring myself a glass of wine and sliding the plate of finger sandwiches and a pile of napkins onto the table in front of us. “Except this wasn’t just a shifter smell. I mean, the bear was, but I’m not sure how the human smell fits in.”

“Maybe you should talk to Sully,” Chaos said, reaching for the jar of baby dill pickles Alex had snagged from the fridge. “As head of the bear shifters, he might be able to fill you in, and if not, he needs to know there’s a new guy in town.” 

“That’s just it,” I replied. “Whoever it is should have checked in with me. I don’t have time to chase rogue shifters when I’ve already got a dead vampire on my hands.” 

Alex paused with his sandwich halfway to his mouth.

“What?” I asked.

“What if they’re related?” 

“The bear and the murder?” I asked, trying to fit it together in my mind. I couldn’t though, one way or the other. I didn’t have enough pieces of the puzzle. 

He lifted a shoulder and washed a bite of sandwich down with a swig of beer. “You never know. Two weird things in this town aren’t enough of an anomaly to make it an absolute, but it wouldn’t hurt to follow up.” 

“Oh, I’m gonna follow up,” I said. “You know how I am about check-ins. If somebody doesn’t have the courtesy or the nerve to stop in and let me know they’re in town, I wanna know why.” 

I had a hard and fast check-in rule in Castle’s Bluff. All shifters had to check in with either me or the leader of their respective local pack. No exceptions. We’d had too many incidents, and it was my responsibility to keep everybody safe. 

“And figure out why they smell like floor cleaner,” he said, rolling his eyes. “That’s just weird.” 

Lucky for me, weird was my specialty.
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I woke up the next morning feeling a little more confident. Sean had messaged back after I’d gone to sleep to say that Dominik had driven down separately from Gemma. She’d flown, and Jeeves had picked her up at the airport earlier in the day. Dominik drove a late-model Porsche convertible—because of course he did—and Sean gave me the license plate information. The car wasn’t at the estate.

“What’s got your brow all furrowed already this morning?” Alex asked, his hair still damp from the shower. “Don’t tell me there’s another dead body.”

I shook my head. “No, but we do have a car to find. A canary-yellow Porsche, to be exact. Dominik drove down separately from Gemma and Sean says his car’s not there.” 

He sat down beside me on the bed. “That does lead to some interesting questions. A bright yellow Porsche will stand out like a sore thumb around here, so it shouldn’t be hard to find, assuming he wasn’t at some backwoods rendezvous.” 

I glanced over at him. “What makes you think that might be the case?”

He lifted a shoulder. “Nothing in particular. It just seems that it’s never as easy as it could be. Hopefully, this time is different.” 

I called Sam and filled him in. He was dealing with a string of petty thefts that had been happening across town but was wrapping that up so he could help. After that, I dialed Ms. Ellen and had her put out an APB on the Porsche, then decided to use some resources outside the standard police ones. I fired off a group text to the leaders of all the local shifter clans and asked them to spread the word. Between them and the official APB, most of the county would be covered since many of them either lived in or shifted in rural areas as well as lived and worked in town.

Within just a few minutes, each of them had responded that they’d put the word out and get back to either me or Sam if they found it.

“Smart,” Chaos said, yawning from her spot between our pillows. “Has it occurred to you that maybe Gemma used a tracking app to find Dominik and found him in a compromising situation? That would give her motive.”

I thought about that for a few moments while I dug a pair of jeans and a blouse out of my closet. “Maybe, but I didn’t get an angry vibe from her. She seemed genuinely upset and clueless. I’m giving her the benefit of the doubt for now. Let’s wait until we find the Porsche before we jump to any conclusions.” 

The smell of coffee wafted up the stairs to my room, and that’s all it took to get me to hustle through the rest of my morning routine. As I was pulling my blonde hair into a ponytail, the aroma of frying pancakes and bacon melded with the coffee, and my stomach rumbled. Chaos, of course, was nowhere to be seen, and I’d have laid even money that she was already downstairs with a plate in front of her.

“That smells amazing,” I said a few minutes later. “If we weren’t already dating, I’d ask you out for sure.”  

Alex handed me a cup of coffee and kissed me on the forehead. “If we weren’t already dating, it would be weird for me to be standing in your kitchen making you pancakes.” 

“True.” I snagged a piece of bacon from the plate beside the stove. “But I don’t know if I’d even have it in me to shoot a stranger who broke in and cooked for me.” 

He laughed. “You know, you make fun of Chaos for thinking with her stomach, but methinks you’re not so different.” 

“Methinks I don’t get pancakes unless somebody else cooks them for me,” I replied, grinning and swatting him on the backside. “Now, stop talking before you burn my breakfast.” 

“No respect,” he muttered, grinning back.

Chaos was, as anticipated, already working her way through a pancake and several slices of bacon. Since she wasn’t exactly equipped to use a knife and fork, I was glad to see Alex had put the syrup in a separate dish so she could dip. She had no problem eating them already saturated, but I was the only one who would have to clean up the sticky pawprints she’d leave over half the house.

“We’re going to Sean’s for training,” I told her as I blopped some cream into my coffee and stirred in a half teaspoon of sugar. “You coming with?” 

She nodded and swallowed. “Yeah, I think I should.” 

That didn’t surprise me; she loved Sean. He spoiled her. 

“Do you really think we should do that while you have an active investigation going?” Alex asked as he slid a plate in front of me and joined me at the table with one of his own.

“Normally, no.” I poured a healthy dose of blueberry syrup over my stack. “But I also need to talk to Allen, his business partner. Dominik’s family won’t be there until tomorrow night, though, so at least we have that going for us.” 

“Yeah,” Chaos said, reaching for another slice of bacon from the plate Alex had set on the table. “You can probably thank Sean for that. He’s not exactly intimidated by power or money and has a knack for keeping people in line.” 

That much was true, and it gave me one more reason to be grateful he was involved. Sean Castle was a valuable ally and a formidable foe. I was glad he was on our side.

“We can’t depend on that for too long, though,” Alex said. “None of the Martinez family are known for their patience or their tact. They tend to bully their way through life when they can’t get what they want any other way.” 

“Oh, goody,” I replied. “I can’t think of a better way to get through the day than by taking down a whole family of bullies.” 

I was only half kidding. I had a thing for people who tried to bulldoze me, and it didn’t generally work out well for them. I didn’t care who they thought they were. I wasn’t exactly a nobody myself and had just as much power behind me as they did. Maybe more. Money could go a long way, but it only went so far before politics took over, and my family was right at the top of that food chain, even with vampires. 

Sam texted a few minutes later.

We found the Porsche. It was down by the lake parked in the main lot. After Colleen processes the scene, I’m having it towed so she can go over it.

I paused, wishing I’d have driven through the lot rather than around the perimeter the evening before. I didn’t know we were looking for a yellow Porsche at the time, but it would be good to know if it had been there at that point. I relayed what Sam had said to Alex, then responded.

Was anything weird? Was it locked? Did you see any signs of a struggle? Was his wallet or anything in there? 

Ten seconds later, my phone rang. It was Sam.

“You know I hate texting,” he grumbled. “What’s wrong with a good old-fashioned phone call? You don’t have to find all the stupid letters and fix misspellings. My fingers are too old and too big to be doin’ all that.” 

“Good morning to you, too, sunshine,” I replied, amused. He hated most forms of tech and had turned off autocorrect after several hysterical miscorrections. I’d been a little sad because it had been a great source of amusement for me. “So fill me in. I haven’t heard from Colleen yet.” 

“I just talked to her,” he said. “She found no signs of a fight, and she said the stake went through from behind. Well, it wasn’t a stake per se. It was rectangular and made of pine.” 

“So why does she think it wasn’t a stake? That sounds like it could have been any old landscaping spike.” 

“Nope. Somehow she figured out it wasn’t pointed on the end. Says it was blunt and caused a lot of tissue damage going in and coming out. Also, no splinters like you’d expect from something like a tomato stake.” 

I thought for a minute. “If it wasn’t tapered, that would have taken some strength, especially since it went all the way through.” 

I could almost see him taking off his hat and running his hand across the spiky hairs of his flat-top. “Yeah, but it’s not like we have a shortage of strong folks around here. It probably rules out a human, but just about any large shifter or vamp could have done it, easy peasy.” 

He wasn’t wrong, and I sighed. “Anything in or around the car to suggest a struggle?” 

“Nope, the car was locked, and nothing was inside that shouldn’t have been.” 

I chewed on my lip, thinking. “So he left willingly with his murderer.” 

“Maybe not. What if he was standing by the lake and they got him from behind? I lock my car when I’m down there, and with fancy-schmancy cars like that, a lot of them automatically lock once you’re so far away from them with the keys even if you don’t do it manually.” 

“Okay,” I said, my mind racing to come up with plausible scenarios. “I assume you already have people scouring the area closest to him for blood or signs of a struggle, then.” 

“No,” he said, his tone tinged with sarcasm. “This is my first day.” 

“Wow,” I replied. “Somebody didn’t have their caffeine this morning.” 

He sighed. “Sorry. It’s just that I already had to deal with Gertrude this morning on top of all this. She says she followed Gio to the Hook last night and got pictures of him in a drug deal.” 

I rolled my eyes. “She did, did she? I’m sorry. It was my turn to deal with her and you got stuck with her again.” 

Sam and I took turns going in early, and it seemed like Gertrude had our pattern down because she never failed to show up when it was Sam’s early day. It was a source of great amusement for me and Ms. Ellen, but she’d gotten out of hand, lately.

“Did she bring you sweets?” I asked, unable to resist the urge to tease him just a bit.

“Of course she did,” he growled. “Oatmeal raisin cookies that were so hard I’d have chipped a tooth if I’d tried to eat them. Not that I would. Oatmeal raisin has two things right in its name that tell me I want no part of ’em.” 

I couldn’t help it—I did the worst thing possible and laughed. 

“Glad to provide free entertainment,” he said, though I could hear a smile in his voice.

“We need to start locking that side door and make her go through the front,” I said. “Ms. Ellen loves cutting Gertrude off at the knees. It’s really not fair that you’re hogging her.” 

It was true. Ms. Ellen was like the ruling general of the department. She made sure everything got done to her exacting standards, and she had no problem calling a spade a spade. She and Gertrude went way back, and the nosy old woman was no match for our Ms. Ellen. Gertrude huffed and puffed but rarely made it past her before giving up and leaving. That’s how she found the side door to begin with. Ms. Ellen seemed to delight in it, though, because she always seemed to be in a better mood after going a round with the old busybody.

“I’ll do that,” he said. “The woman is exhausting.” 

“Okay, then. I’m going out to Sean’s to talk to the Martinez family and Dominick’s business partner. I’ll keep you posted, and if you learn anything else, holler.” 

I disconnected and relayed the info to Alex and Chaos. “So we’re still pretty much at square one.” 

“Not really.” Chaos rubbed the last bite of her pancake around the syrup bowl to get the last little bit of sweetness. “What was he doing at the lake that early? Vampires aren’t exactly known for their love of sunrises.” 

Alex stood and refilled his coffee cup. “True, and the fact that he was stabbed in the back opens up the possibility that he was lured there.” 

“Maybe,” I said. “That would explain why he up and left so early without telling anybody where he was going.” 

‘So, lover? Business deal?” 

“Or maybe he was just going to check out his potential investment,” Chaos said. “You did mention that they’re here to do business and that Sean’s trying to reach into their pockets for financial backing to rebrand the town. Maybe he decided to go check things out for himself before he met with Sean.” 

“That’s a possibility, too,” I said, adding more syrup to my pancakes. “Still, that means that either his murderer knew he would be there or got awful lucky.” 

“Or followed him there,” she pointed out.

Alex took a big bite of pancake, then washed it down with his coffee. “You’re both putting the cart before the horse. You’re assuming he was killed there, and we don’t have any facts to support that.” 

“True,” I said, then pulled my phone back out of my pocket and dialed Colleen.

“Hey,” I said when she answered. “Did Dominik have his keys in his pocket? And his wallet?” 

“He did,” she replied. “And I haven’t found anything else odd. It’s like somebody just walked up behind him, stabbed him without a fight, then stuffed him in the trunk. I can’t say whether that trunk was Gemma’s or not, but I assume they didn’t leave him there. There’s no evidence on his body at all other than a few carpet fibers that match pretty much any trunk with black carpeting. I just got back to the evidence building with the car. I’ll let you know if I find anything weird there.” 

“Thanks,” I said, then started to hang up.

“Cori,” she called. “Are you still there?” 

“Yeah, what’s up?” 

“There’s a pink hair scrunchy on the floor. That blonde at the scene was his fiancé, right?” 

“She sure was,” I replied. “And a natural blonde, from the looks of her.” 

Her voice rose in pitch a little like it always did when she was onto something. “I’ll go over the rest of the car and see if I find anything. I don’t have gloves on yet, so I’m not touching the scrunchy. Hopefully, there are hairs in it that I can get some DNA from, but it won’t do us any good unless whoever it belongs to is already in the system. Unless, of course, you get me a sample to compare it with.” 

“I’ll do my best. And good find, Colleen. I’m glad as always I have you.” 

I hung up and told them what she’d said while I finished my breakfast. 

“Sound like we have some questions for Gemma and the family,” Alex said as we cleared the table. 

“Sounds like,” I agreed. I figured they’d go over like a lead balloon, but at least I had some strings to start picking at. That was much better than the nothing I’d had a half hour ago.
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Once we cleaned up from breakfast, I called Sean to make sure Charlotte, Gemma, and Allen were there. No need to make a trip for nothing. He said they were, so I told him we were on our way.

I wasn’t even out of the drive before my phone rang. It was my mother. I groaned but pushed the answer button on my steering wheel.

“Hey, Mom. You’re on speaker with Alex and Chaos.” 

“Good morning, darling,” she replied. “Dani just got back to me with some interesting information. Gemma’s clean, though she doesn’t have the most sterling of backgrounds. It seems she had a rocky start before James Sargent took her in fifty years ago. She’s been clean since then, though. The Martinezes have a few skeletons, though.” 

“Do tell,” I said, flipping my blinker on to turn onto the road that led to Sean’s estate. “I do love a good family skeleton.” 

She laughed. “Don’t you, though? And these are some particularly noisy ones. It seems the younger brother, Miguel, isn’t pleased that Dominik was set to take over the family business once Antoine completes some takeover. There was quite the scene at a kitschy vampires-only nightclub in Paris six months or so ago. Little brother and big brother came to blows, and bystanders said it started over business. Their sister was there and put a lid on it as quickly as she could, but not before people overheard the gist of the fight.” 

“Do you think that would be enough to kill him for, though?” Alex asked. “Vampire families are close.” 

“Under normal circumstances, I’d agree. But it seems Miguel—that’s the younger brother—doesn’t play well with the rest of the family. Daddy cut him off for a while a few years back. I’m not sure why, but my guess is that it had something to do with the vulgar amount of money he was spending on gambling and rabble-rousing. Dani managed to get a peek at his allowance account, and the numbers were staggering, even for a family richer than Midas.” 

“Was that before or after Antoine cut him off?” I asked. 

“Before. Since then, he’s been on a short leash. His allowance comes in the form of one deposit a month now. It’s still ridiculously high by my standards, but it’s nothing compared to what he was spending. Before, it seemed like he treated his father like his personal ATM. There would be several deposits a month, each one approximately equal to the single one he’s getting now.” 

“What about work? Surely he plays some part in the family business,” Alex said.

“He does, but it’s not nearly equal to the role Dominik played. He doesn’t seem to have his brother’s knack for finding lucrative investments. As a matter of fact, he’s lost quite a bit of money for his investors over the years. He’s gotten lucky, too, but from what we found, his role has been reduced to dealing with less risky accounts. Basket funds, bonds, and whatnot. Dominik and Allen handle all the high-rolling risk-takers. Which, of course, means that they make more money for the firm, and thus more from commissions.” 

“Wait, so Miguel draws an allowance on top of what he’s paid by the firm?” I asked. “I want in on that gig.” 

Mom laughed. “As soon as we become that rich, we might consider it. On second thought, nah. It’s good for your character to make your own way.” 

“Thanks,” I said, my tone dry. “But when I win the lotto, don’t come around with your hand out.” 

“Why, sweetie, are you saying you wouldn’t buy your dear old mom a mansion and keep her in high style?” 

I rolled my eyes. “You already have a mansion, and you have enough designer shoes that I’d make more selling them than I would winning the lotto.” 

“That’s true, dear. And someday, all those Jimmy Choo boots will be yours.” 

I wasn’t a big shoe girl, but my mom did have incredible taste in boots. “I want that in writing. Otherwise, Destiny and Mila will make me share.” 

“They’ll make you share, anyway,” Chaos said. “Writing or no.” 

She wasn’t wrong, so I ended the conversation before Mom could mention anything about a wedding or grandchildren while she had us both on the line.

Leave it to Chaos to make it awkward even after I dodged the bullet, though. 

“Way to dodge the question about when y’all are gonna hitched and start poppin’ out babies,” she said, licking her paw.

I scowled at her. “That’s not what I was doing.” 

“That was so what you were doing,” she replied, rolling her eyes at me. “I’m not throwin’ shade. I was being genuine. I think the two of you are exactly where you need to be. It’s none of her business.”  

“Thanks, foxy.” Alex shot her a one-sided grin. “We agree.” 

“Besides,” she said, reverting back to classic Chaos, “the way things are now, you bring me cool stuff every time you come visit. You go movin’ in for good, my gravy train stops.” 

He shook his head. “You do realize I basically live here, right? I consider this my base when I’m not doing something for the pack.” 

“You still have your apartment up there, though,” she pointed out. “So technically, you visit.” 

“Wow,” I muttered, squirming with discomfort as I made the turn onto Sean’s driveway. The apartment was something that had been on my mind more and more lately, but I hadn’t wanted to be the one to bring it up. “Boundaries, Chaos.” 

“No, she’s right,” he said, glancing over at me. “I haven’t really thought about it. I keep the apartment just to have a place to sleep and shower while I’m up there. You don’t think I’m keeping it as a safety net, do you?” 

I lifted a shoulder. “I mean, we haven’t really talked about it. I couldn’t find a way to ask about it that didn’t sound clingy because I don’t want to force a conversation I’m not even sure I’m ready to have.” 

He gave me a soft smile. “The apartment is utility only. I consider here my home. It’s where I do all my graphic design stuff, right?” 

That was true enough. In addition to acting as a pack liaison, he was also a talented graphic designer with a thriving business. He did all that work from Castle’s Bluff.

My heart warmed a little, and I smiled as the sun glinted off the diamond chips in the promise ring he’d given me a few months before. “Yeah, I suppose you do.” 

“There, then,” he said with a decisive nod. “We’re living together. One totally-not-forced conversation about our status over. Anything else?” 

I shook my head as I pulled in behind Sean’s BMW. “Nope. I’m all good now. Not that I wasn’t before.” 

“Good. Then I won’t feel bad beating you in our lessons today then,” he said, waggling his brows at me. 

“Hit me with your best shot there, buddy,” I said, eager for the challenge as I shut off the truck and opened my door. “It’s on. I’m not only going to out-magic you, I’m gonna solve a murder while I’m here, too.” 

“Ambitious, but if anybody can do it, you can.” He winked, then pushed the door open and climbed out of the truck, Chaos hot on his heels.
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Chapter 10 
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The temp had already spiked to at least eighty, and it was humid even by Georgia standards. In the few yards it took me to get to the front door of the mansion, my shirt was already clinging to my back.

The lion’s-head knocker had barely hit the brass before the door swung open. Jeeves looked down his nose at me, and I wondered idly if he ever slept. I didn’t think I’d ever been to the manor without seeing him at his post. Rather than bait him, I let Alex take the lead. That was a challenge for me because getting under his skin made me happy, but it occurred to me that maybe he’d seen Dominik leave. The problem was that he was loyal to the death to Sean, and I doubted he would ever share information about the house or its guests without express permission. I would, however, ask Sean about it.

We followed him into the parlor rather than Sean’s office. Sean was there along with Gemma and a dark-haired man and woman, but the partner was nowhere to be seen. 

Sean smiled from where he was leaning against the brick fireplace. “Cori, Alex, Chaos. Glad you could make it.” 

He made the introductions, and they went as I’d anticipated. The dark-haired people were Miguel and Valentina, Dominik’s brother and sister. 

“Drake, Dom’s older brother, couldn’t be here,” Sean said. “He has business in Spain that he couldn’t get away from. It’s a merger he’s been working on for almost a year, and it would be foolish for him to walk away from it when there’s nothing he could do here anyway.” 

I shot a glance at Gemma, who was sitting by herself in a chair by the window. Judging from her posture, she wasn’t as comfortable in the group as a typical almost-sister-in-law would be. Kat had nailed it.

“Gemma, it’s good to see you again,” I said, then turned to the siblings. “First, I’m sorry for your loss. We just found Dominik’s car about an hour ago. We do know how he was killed, but we don’t yet know for sure where it happened or how he ended up in Gemma’s trunk.” 

Gemma’s lips curved into the smallest of smiles. “He loved that car, so please take care of it. He hand-washed it every day, it seemed like.”

Before I could respond, Miguel gave a derisive snort, and Valentina’s lip curled. “Typical small-town police. I think it’s obvious how he ended up in Gemma’s trunk. The little gold digger put him there after she killed him. Really, I don’t know why we’re going through this farce of an investigation. Vampire law is quite clear about murder.” 

I bristled at the blatant disrespect. “You’re right,” I replied, pinning them with my gaze. Miguel, unsurprisingly, looked away, but Valentina didn’t.  “Vampire law is clear about murder, and as soon as I find the murderer, I’ll turn that person over according to our treaty. Let me disabuse you of the notion that you’re dealing with some backwoods bumpkin that you can just plow over, though. I’m not that girl.” I let my eyes flash wolfy green for just a moment. “I’m not only the sheriff, I’m the regional werewolf pack leader and daughter to Miranda Sloane, the woman who drafted the treaty that you’re bound to follow. I’ll do my job, Ms. Martinez, and you’ll let me do it.” 

I held her red gaze until her eyes returned to their natural brown and she looked away, even though it took a few tension-ridden moments for her to do it. I hadn’t wanted to come in hot, but once she started her crap, I figured it was better to cut it down before it grew into anything bigger.

“Let’s all take a deep breath,” Sean said. “Cordelia is right. She’s quite competent, and I’m sure we all want the same thing—to find out who killed Dominik. I’ve yet to see her fail, and she’s faced cases every bit as challenging as this.” 

Alex had stiffened beside me, and I could still feel his tension. I relaxed my shoulders and smiled. I’d made my point. Now I could do what I could to bring them around. “I promise you, I will find who killed your brother and be sure that person is brought to justice. But I need you to be patient with me. I don’t believe Gemma did it, and it would be nice if you would withhold judgment, too.” 

I cast a glance at Gemma who gave me a watery but grateful smile. Assuming she was innocent and really had loved Dominik, I couldn’t even imagine how horrible it must have been to have nobody but hostile jerks like these people around. 

“Now that we’ve got that over with, I have some questions,” I said, weighing the siblings’ body language. Valentina barely managed to disguise the mutiny in her gaze, but her brother looked properly chastened. Now that he wasn’t being rude, I noticed that his face looked tired, too.

“I have a question for you, first.” Valentina’s expression was still rebellious, and I raised a brow, daring her to disrespect me again. “Please,” she added.

I inclined my head. “Ask away.” 

“Why do you think Gemma didn’t do it?” She tilted her head, awaiting my answer, and I couldn’t help but notice Gemma’s expression shifted, too, She wanted to know as much as they did.

“Because she has nothing to gain. As you’ve pointed out in a less-than-nice way, she’s not rich. If you’re speaking strictly from a financial standpoint, she had the world to gain by marrying him, but everything to lose by killing him. I assume that now she gets nothing?” 

Miguel lifted a shoulder. “I wouldn’t say nothing. I’m sure he provided for her in his will. He was the type of person to stay on top of his affairs. I’ll be shocked if she doesn’t stand to gain a nice stipend.” 

Gemma whipped her head around. “I never asked him for a dime! I loved him, and now my world is devastated, and not because of the money. I have plenty of my own to get by, even though it’s nothing but a weekend in Europe to you. Still, I’m not penniless, but I have lost the one person in this world I loved and who loved me back.” 

There wasn’t an ounce of deception on her face as she flung herself back in her chair, her gaze averted and her eyes welling with tears.

I cleared my throat and decided to steer the conversation away from her to give her a chance to compose herself.

“What exactly do you do at the firm?” I asked Valentina.

She scoffed. “I don’t do anything at the firm. I run my own high-end beauty-supply corporation.” 

Miguel huffed out an amused breath. “And by corporation, she means she runs a pricey boutique that makes her just enough to cover her entertainment expenses. If it weren’t for Dom financing her, she’d be forced to shoe shop at box stores.” 

If looks could kill, he would have been dead where he sat. “It’s only a couple years old. It’ll take off. I’m opening a second store, then a third. Give me five years, and I’ll be famous.” 

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I had a feeling that was going to be an urge I’d have to smother on a regular basis as long as I had to deal with her, though it didn’t surprise me that her goal was fame.

Miguel shot her a disbelieving look. “I’ll believe it when I see it. It’s taken you this long to break even.” 

As badly as I hated to admit it, that wasn’t uncommon with new businesses; it often took two or three years to start seeing a profit, and sometimes longer. I’d run her financials, though, just to see how much she was bringing in, but that by itself wasn’t enough to give me pause.

Jeeves entered at that point with a tray holding two Cokes. He offered them to Alex and me, and I nodded my thanks before he turned and left the room. 

“Please, sit,” Sean said, motioning toward an empty couch. 

“I’m fine,” I replied, twisting the top off my Coke. “I don’t have many more questions, but I do have an appointment with Charlotte in just a few minutes, and I don’t want to hold any of you up longer than I have to.” 

“I’m sorry,” Miguel said, “but does this Charlotte person have something to do with our brother’s murder investigation? Is she a suspect?” 

Sean stepped forward. “No, she’s not a suspect or even a person of interest. She has no relation to the case, but she’s still critical. She ensures that both Cordelia and Alexander have the magical skills required to effectively do their jobs. She spars with them to keep them sharp and passes on the knowledge that she’s accumulated over many centuries.” 

“So they’re taking a training day?” Valentina crinkled her nose like she smelled something bad.

“No, they’re taking advantage of Charlotte’s limited time here to advance their skills,” he replied, his words sharp. 

“So, yes, they’re taking a training day. Our brother’s murder is being handled by a witch in training.” This came from Miguel.

Sean’s dark gaze turned predatory. “Your brother’s murder is being handled by one of the most capable people I know, and if you have a problem with that, then you have a problem with me, as I’m the one who insists she advance her training.” 

“I assure you,” I said, letting just a little chill seep into my voice again, “my entire team is on it. My forensic scientist is going over his car, and my second in command is investigating the scene and trying to hunt down witnesses. There’s nothing more that can be done right now.” 

At that moment, a tall blonde vampire strode into the room. Though he was dressed casually in jeans and a polo, his entire appearance screamed money. The clothes were designer and his haircut probably cost more than mine did. His smile had just the right mix of somber and pleasant, and I had a feeling he knew how to read a room.

“You must be Cori Sloane,” he said, sticking his hand out. I took it and was a little surprised to find it was calloused. He didn’t strike me as a guy who did much manual labor, though I supposed they could have been from sailboat ropes or surfing or some other form of rich-guy leisure sport.

“I am,” I said, “and this is my colleague, Alex Dixon.” 

Alex shook his hand, an appraising expression on his face. “You must be Allen Harris, Dominik’s business partner.” 

“I am. I’m sorry I wasn’t here yesterday, Sheriff. I had some business to take care of, and I wanted to do a little snooping to see where my proposed investment money would be going. You’ve got quite a town here. It has lots of room for development.” 

I shrugged. “Thank you, though I like it just the way it is. Sean and I don’t quite see eye to eye on that, but I trust him and am willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“Generous, considering it’s his town,” Valentina snarked, and I resisted the urge to cross the room and punch her in her smug, condescending face. I’d about had it with her.

“He founded the town,” I replied, leveling her with a look that would have shriveled a vine, “but he’s not the only one vested in it. It’s my job to make sure the residents in it remain safe both physically and financially. We live here because we like small towns, but like I said, I trust Sean’s judgment.” 

I brushed her off and turned back to Allen. Since we didn’t know Dominik’s exact time of death, he was a suspect. He’d also been in town, so that was an extra mark against him.

“Would you mind telling me where all you went, and are there any witnesses to back you up?” I asked in a semi-friendly tone. A person on the defensive was much less likely to be cooperative. “I’m not pointing any fingers. I just need to eliminate you from the suspect pool.” 

“Ah,” Miguel said, dark brow raised as he swirled his drink, “so you do have suspects.” 

“I have a few theories,” I replied, noncommittal. “I don’t have a solid suspect yet since we’re so early in the investigation.” 

Allen strolled to the side bar and made himself a martini—vodka, not gin, dirty. For some reason, it suited him. 

“To answer your earlier question,” he said, working the shaker like a pro, “I went to the lake, then visited the site where Sean’s building the spa. I also drove through town looking at the small businesses. I evaluated the condition of storefronts, what types of stores you have, and how much parking is available. These are all important if we’re going to target a high-end demographic.” 

“And what did you find?” I couldn’t help but be curious about what a complete stranger thought of our town, even though most of me preferred not to give a tinker’s damn. I loved it just the way it was.

“I found that it has a lot of charm and also plenty of room for expansion without damaging the small-town vibe. I think most of what’s on Main Street is great, and the handful of shops that are less-than-great still appeal to certain people. Plenty of parking, and I think the lake has huge potential, again without disrupting the status quo. Or at least, not much. The docks need some repairing and upgrading, and I think a retail shop that sells essentials like sunscreens, hats, and water toys would be great. The bait shop could do with a remodel, though I wouldn’t do much to it other than shore up the structure. I have several good ideas that would both benefit locals and bring in vacationers.” 

I hated to admit it, but those were all good ideas.

“And did anybody see you while you were out and about?” I asked. “Did you interact with anybody?” 

“I did,” he said with a single nod after he took a sip of his martini. “I can give you a list of names and approximate times.” 

Alex spoke up for the first time. “What time were you at the lake, and did you see Dominik’s car there? My deputies just found it there a few minutes ago.” 

Allen sighed, and I couldn’t tell if it was genuine or affected. “I was there around ten. It was the first place I went after I met with Sean because it’s the closest to here. I didn’t see Dom’s car, but then again, the lot was full, and I wasn’t looking for it.”

That seemed a little far-fetched to me because it’s not like Dominik’s car was a gray ’93 Taurus. I’d think a bright-yellow Porsche would stand out, especially if your best friend had one. Still, it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility considering the number of pickups and large vehicles that could hide a small car from view, so I’d let it slide for now. I turned to the rest of the family.

“I have to ask the obvious question. Do any of you know anybody who might have wanted to kill Dominik? Maybe a client displeased with his return or”—I cringed a little because I knew this wasn’t going to go over well—“maybe a pissed-off husband or boyfriend?”

“Dominik and I were happy!” Gemma exclaimed. “There was no reason for another man to be jealous.” 

I decided to leave out the part about the scrunchy for now. I didn’t know how it fit in yet, and if it turned out Dominik was having an affair, I wanted to get a direct reaction to that rather than a blanket denial now if I took a shot in the dark and asked if he was screwing around. After all, it could turn out to be hers.

“Just cuz he was buyin’ a farm doesn’t mean he didn’t take a peek at the neighbor’s cows sometimes,” Chaos said, jumping up onto the hearth by where Sean was standing and wrapping her tail around her legs once she sat. “I assume the man had eyeballs. Some guys don’t take kindly to other men lookin’, and he had the two things other men hate: looks and money.” 

All eyes turned to her, surprised.

“What?” she said, blinking her emerald eyes once. “Y’all’ve never seen a talkin’ fox?” 

Sean gave her a wry grin. “Never let it be said you lack flair.” 

“Heaven forbid,” she said with a foxy smile. “Now, back to the question.” 

“It’s a solid question,” Alex replied, backing me up. “Maybe he had a female client he’d been spending time with—in a professional capacity, of course.” 

Miguel grinned, “She’s not wrong, and everybody here knows it. Dom wasn’t beneath wining and dining a person to get them to sign on the dotted line. Look at Stephanie Taylor for example. Young, pretty, and married to a decrepit old fool. We all know why she transferred her investment account from Berkley and Berkley. She was hoping to get a better return on more than her money if you know what I mean. Shoot, maybe she killed Dom for jilting her.” 

Gemma’s face clouded over. “That was just business.” 

“Sure it was, at least to Dom,” Miguel said, a lazy smile on his face, “but you gotta admit she wasn’t pleased when he shot her down, and her husband wasn’t too pleased that she was interested to begin with.” 

“Who’s Stephanie Young?” I asked. Miguel hadn’t made the greatest first impression with me, but it was possible he was onto something. Or maybe somebody at Berkley and Berkley didn’t like having their clients poached.

“So what about them? How did they feel about losing a client to Dominik?” Alex asked. Sometimes it was scary how much we thought alike.

Miguel huffed a derisive breath out through his nose. “Trust me, Berkley and Berkley isn’t going to miss the few mil they lost there.” 

“Yeah, but sometimes it’s not about the money,” Alex replied, taking a sip of his Coke. “How did Dominik get along with them? Are they vampires? How competitive are your companies? Or your top dogs?” 

Valentina glared at him. “No dogs in our business, I assure you.” 

I rolled my eyes. The woman was just looking for reasons to be snarky and offended. I was over her.

It seemed Allen felt the same, but the look he shot her was more exasperated. He was used to dealing with her, but that didn’t mean he liked doing it. “We’ve had some bumps over the years. Yes, they’re vampires, so competition can get fierce. I’m not sure they were too upset with this one, though. Like Miguel said, a few million is a drop in the bucket to them, and to be honest, Stephanie’s a pain to deal with. She’s a micromanager but has no clue what she’s doing. She’ll read about some cockamamie get-rich-quick investment and want to divert her funds into it. She’s a ton of work. I feel bad saying this, but with Dom gone, I hope she goes back to them.” 

“Tell me more about her personally, then. What’s she like?” I asked. It wouldn’t be the first time a jilted woman had killed a guy.

“Stephanie Young is sorta like Gemma, except she’s a werewolf,” Valentina said, contempt still scrawled on her face. I was beginning to wonder if she had another expression. “Young, pretty, a nobody until she just happened to net herself a rich man. He’s older than God, though. Gemma did her one better there, at least.”

Chaos tilted her head. “Meow, kitty. Jealousy is never a good look.” 

Valentina narrowed her eyes at Chaos, but Miguel laughed. “I like you, little fox. You say what everybody else thinks.” He turned to his sister. “She’s right, Valentina. Green is not a good color on you. You’ve been mean to Gemma from the beginning. You haven’t even taken the time to get to know her.” 

Valentina started to say something, but Chaos cut her off. “Well then. It seems this conversation has devolved to the point that it’s a waste of our time. I believe we’ll see our way out to find Charlotte if it’s all the same to you, Sean?” 

Sean arched a brow, and his gaze roamed the room. Valentina looked like her head was going to explode, though she was putting in a Herculean effort to keep her mouth shut. Miguel and Allen, on the other hand, had identical looks of delight etched on their faces. No doubt, that wasn’t helping keep Valentina from spontaneously combusting.

“I think that might be for the best, little one,” Sean said. “As always, it’s been a pleasure seeing you. Watch out for Cordelia, please.” 

“I always do,” she replied, hopping off the hearth. “It was good to see you, too.” 

She strolled from the room, tail swishing, and we followed. It took everything I had not to glance back over my shoulder to make sure Valentina didn’t decide to attack. Somehow, I didn’t have any problem picturing her coming at us from behind, and that made me wonder what, exactly, her relationship with her brother had been like.
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Chapter 11
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Charlotte was lounging by the pool reading a book when we went out looking for her.

“There are my two favorite shifter witches!” She unfolded her long legs and stood, smoothing the red sarong she was wearing as she pulled off her glamour-girl shades. Her generous lips curved into a warm smile as she pulled me into a hug, then pushed me back so she could give me a once-over. “You look much more relaxed than I was afraid you would after dealing with that particular den of badgers.”

I scoffed. “They’ll have to throw more than cattiness and rich-girl attitude at me if they want to run me off. I didn’t even have to get my hands dirty; Chaos took them down nicely all on her own.” 

Charlotte laughed, delighted, and turned to Chaos. “I swear, of all the weapons Cori has at her disposal, you’re the most dangerous.” 

Chaos preened. “It’s because I’m cute. People never see me coming.” 

“I suppose you’re right. They only underestimate you once, though, so always make sure your first punch is your best one.” She gave Alex air kisses on each cheek, then motioned for us to follow her. “Speaking of, let’s get to it, shall we?” 

We followed her to a large area farther back in the yard, if you could call a sprawling five-acre, manicured area a yard. Sean had equipped it with all sorts of training essentials, and it seemed like it was different every time. 

“So what are we doing today?” I asked, touching the cerulean amulet at my throat. It had found its way to me through some odd twists of fate, but it helped me focus and separate my witch magic from my werewolf abilities. Before I’d found it, I’d accepted that I hadn’t inherited Mom’s magic like Destiny had because what little bit of magic I’d been able to access had been spotty. Mom had been attacked and bitten by a werewolf when she’d been pregnant with me, so nobody knew exactly what to expect. For the most part, I’d been happy just to be a werewolf. That was awesome in and of itself, but Sean had seen my real potential. 

Here’s the real twist, though. Alex, whose mom was a witch and dad was a werewolf, was in a similar boat, but the twin to my amulet had found its way to him much earlier. Nobody really knew where they’d come from or why we’d ended up with the pair and then ended up together, but we did know they were safe. Charlotte had tested them seven ways to Sunday and they’d passed with flying colors.

Sometimes magic was just that: magic. There was no inherent explanation other than “just because that’s how it is.” 

“Today we’re experimenting a little,” she said, her head tilted in thought. “Up to now, we’ve treated your gifts as two separate things. You’ve been either werewolves or witches. What happens when you try to do both at once?” 

I glanced at Alex, trying to gauge what he was thinking. 

He shrugged. “I guess I’ve never really thought about trying to do magic as a wolf.” 

“What about your amulets? How do they work when you have them on as wolves?” Charlotte asked.

“I’ve never left my on,” I admitted. “I always take it off.” 

“Same here.” Alex reached up to touch his amulet. “The chain isn’t long enough to span my neck when I’m a wolf.” 

Charlotte puckered her lips and thought for a minute. “Let’s try it and see what happens.” 

The amulet was valuable to me, not just because of what it did for my magic, but because Kat had given it to me. I didn’t want to break the chain. My hesitation must have been obvious because she smiled.

“I’m pretty sure I’m skilled enough to repair a broken chain. Give it a shot.” 

I glanced around to see if we were alone. Like I said earlier, it wasn’t a modesty thing, but shifting was private. I didn’t want to serve as entertainment for a family of bored vampires.

“C’mon,” Alex said, taking my hand and pulling me toward the shed where we stored training equipment. I followed, feeling a little more confident with each step. I wasn’t sure if it would work, but I was willing to give it a shot. After all, how cool would it be to be able to move logs into Alex’s way when we were racing? And of course, it wouldn’t be so horrible in a real fight, either. 

“Why not?” I said, picking up the pace. Alex slipped around the side of the building that wasn’t visible to the house, leaving me the privacy of the shed. I slipped inside and pulled in a deep breath after I took off my clothes and tossed them into a pile on a broken pool chair. Now or never. The worst-case scenario was that I broke the necklace. Pushing that from my mind, I relaxed and left the shift take me. 

Once I did, I opened my eyes and shook, then glanced into the floor for any sign of my broken chain. When I did, I felt an odd weight around my neck. I looked around the space for a mirror or some other reflective surface but was out of luck. Curious, I squeezed through the open door to find Alex was already out there waiting for me. 

My gaze shifted, and I was surprised to see a sturdy leather cuff encircling his neck. Unlike a traditional collar, it came to a V in the front, and the amulet was embedded in the bottom V, sparkling a brilliant blue as it caught the morning sun. From the way his gaze was fixed on a spot under my chin, I had to assume he was seeing something similar.

We trotted over to Charlotte, who smiled as she shoved several long, curly tendrils of her auburn hair out of her face. “Well, lookie there. I didn’t see that comin’, but I can’t say I’m surprised.” She shook her head, admiring the cuffs. “I sure would like to know who made those amulets and why.” 

We, of course, couldn’t reply, but I did agree with her. Kat’s friend hadn’t said anything other than that she’d been holding the amulet until the right person came along. At the time, Kat hadn’t thought to ask her any more questions than that, and now that we wanted answers, we hadn’t had any success tracking her down. As far as Alex’s amulet, he’d gained it in an equally odd way. A friend had given it to him out of the blue, simply saying it felt right.

“That’s so cool!” Chaos said, strolling over to get a closer look. I raised my chin so she could see it better. After all, it wasn’t like I was going to get a chance to see it myself, at least this time.

“Okay,” Charlotte said after another moment. “Let’s get this party started. Cori, you go first.” 

I looked up at her, unsure what she wanted me to do.

“Start with something small that doesn’t involve much fine motor skill,” she said, motioning toward the other side of the field. “Move that middle rock over there.” 

Her voice was amplified through my werewolf senses, almost having a color of its own. I was struggling to process what she was asking me to do. In my werewolf form, the physical world took the front seat. 

“The rock,” Charlotte said, laying her hand on my furry shoulder. That grounded me some, and I reached for my magic. I struggled to maintain my focus ... the rock. Just move the rock. It took a few moments because somebody was barbecuing somewhere, and the smell drew my attention away. Then the wind shifted, and the scent disappeared. 

For a few heartbeats, I didn’t think I was going to be able to do it. It was like my magic was behind a barrier, but then the rock wobbled. That was all it took. My attention became laser-focused, and I knew I could do whatever I wanted. I chose a point several feet from where the stone currently was and just did it. As soon as it landed, I sat back on my haunches and howled in delight. 

Alex trotted over to me bumped me with his shoulder, then nuzzled me.

“Well done, Cori!” Charlotte said, her warm voice like smooth honey. “Now your turn, Romeo.” 

Alex shook, then turned toward the rocks. I waited for his magic to course through the air, but nothing happened. He put his head down, paced in a circle, then resumed his stance, staring at the rock. It wobbled a little, but nothing else happened. After a few moments, the smell of frustration, thick and musky, reached my nostrils. I moved closer and put my shoulder against his, encouraging him. The rock wobbled again, then stilled, and he huffed.

“It’s okay,” Charlotte said. “You moved it, so we know you can. It’s like any muscle you don’t use. You just have to practice and strengthen it.” 

He growled, then paced some more, and I could tell he was psyching himself up. He whipped back toward the rocks, and the one that he’d been focusing on rose into the air and shot across the yard way beyond where mine had landed. It crashed to the ground, and I cringed; Valentina and Miguel had been watching us from the pool area, and if not for vampire speed, they’d have been bowling pins.

The visual made me snicker, but they weren’t quite as pleased. 

That was okay, though. Making those particular vampires happy wasn’t high on my priority list but giving Alex a confidence boost was. The only thing I was sorry about was that it hadn’t knocked them into the pool. That would have made my day.
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“That was ... interesting,” Alex said once we were back in the truck, and I knew he was still a little salty about not catching on like I had. We’d practiced for another hour or so. By the time we’d wrapped it up, he’d managed to move some smaller stones with a little more accuracy, but he still hadn’t managed the bigger ones.

“It was cool, was what it was,” Chaos said a little chirpier that I’d have liked. Beating him fair and square was one thing, but I didn’t feel like it was right to tease him when he was struggling. One, it was mean, and two, he might just catch on and start smoking me at it, and my teasing would come back and bite me on the butt.

I gave him a small, sideways grin as I buckled my seatbelt. “You gotta admit, it was sorta cool. I can’t believe we never thought to try that before.” 

The scowl slipped off his face and his forehead smoothed. “All right. It was kinda cool. But I’ll beat you next time!” 

“Sure, you will, sweetie,” I said, smirking at him. “You just keep tellin’ yourself that.” 

The scowl returned a little but didn’t last for long. He wasn’t one to pout, which was one of the things I loved most about him. 

“So, what did you think of Dom’s family?” he asked.

I chewed my lip as he turned off Sean’s drive and onto the main road. “I think they’re all snobs.” 

He laughed. “Well, yeah, but we knew that going in. What did you think of them individually?” 

I thought for a minute. “I think Valentina is insecure and spoiled, and Miguel has confidence in spades, probably more than he has a right to. I want to like Allen, but I didn’t interact with him enough to get a solid read on him.” 

Alex mulled that over, then nodded. “I agree, mostly. I think we need to consider that Miguel is arrogant rather than confident. He might be burying some insecurities there, and maybe even some jealousy. Allen was certainly more amenable. I think we might have Sean to thank for that. The younger ones might not respect just how powerful Sean really is, but the adults in the room did.” 

“I wonder why he wants them to invest instead of just financing it himself.” It didn’t make any sense to me. Sean was protective of the town, and even though he was gung-ho to do it despite my misgivings, I also knew he’d pull the plug if things went sideways and it turned out that it wasn’t good for the town. If he used investors, it only seemed logical that he wouldn’t have that level of control. I said as much.

He glanced sideways at me. “You know Sean, though, and he promised you. He wouldn’t make a promise he couldn’t keep. I won’t even pretend to know anything about that level of investing, but I’m sure he has his reasons.” 

“I suppose you’re right. I’m probably stressing too much about the whole thing, but I hate change. Things are fine just the way they are.” I turned to look out the window. A couple deer were grazing on a hillside, and I smiled. That’s the sort of thing I didn’t want to go away because too many people flooded in. I turned my thoughts back to the case. “I want to check on that Stephanie Young, too, and see what color hair she has so we’ll have a place to start if there’s a hair on the scrunchy. I’m wondering if maybe Dominik wasn’t quite as head over heels with Gemma as she seemed to think he was.” 

“I agree. I think you should follow up more on Miguel, too. I don’t know whether I just didn’t like him or if there’s something off, but he set my radar off. I think he at least knows more than he’s saying.” 

I started to ask Chaos what she thought. Usually when she baited somebody it was for a reason. Well, that wasn’t true, but she’d taken a particular interest in Valentina, and I wanted to know why. Unfortunately, she was passed out cold in the backseat. 

My phone rang as we were pulling into the station, and when I checked, it was Sam. Since we’d just parked beside his truck, I answered just to say, “I’m in the lot. I’ll be there in two minutes.” 

“You better be,” he growled, and then hung up on me.

I glanced at Alex, brows raised in surprise. “I’m almost afraid to see what has him that grouchy.” 

“Yeah, well you better hurry,” he said, cringing. “And you better stay outside of arm’s length. You didn’t even have him on speaker and I heard him.” 

“I hate to wake her up,” I said, glancing back at Chaos. She was cranky when her nap was cut short.

“Don’t, then,” he replied. “I don’t need to go in. As a matter of fact, I need to call a client and discuss his project, anyway. I’ll take her back to the house. You do what you gotta do, and call me when you’re ready for a ride. I’ll cook my lasagna.” 

“Ooh, I love it when you talk dirty to me,” I said, grinning. His lasagna was the best I’d ever had, and the garlic bread he made to go with it was off the chain. I wasn’t sure what he did, but it was both soft and crispy, buttery, garlicky, and even a little salty. I didn’t care that we’d just had Italian the night before. My mouth watered as I leaned over to kiss him goodbye.

“A guy’s gotta stay on his toes,” he said, smiling against my mouth. “Now, go solve murders and stuff. I have a website to design.” 

I turned and waved to him as he pulled off, wishing I could go with him, help cook lasagna, and pretend I didn’t have a murder to solve. Or even better, that I really didn’t have a murder to solve. Dealing with dramatic people made me tired, and I had a feeling I was gonna be exhausted by the end of this case.
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The sun beat down on me as I walked across the lot, and the heat radiated up from the asphalt. On days like this, I wished I was a server or bartender or retail clerk so that I could wear shorts to work. Though I could have gotten away with it, I had enough problems getting people like Gertrude to see past my age and gender sometimes. My jeans and blazer ensemble was a uniform of sorts that marked me as a professional. 

When I’d first taken the job, I’d continued to wear my actual uniform, but nobody had taken me seriously. They’d still called me deputy and never failed to ask to “talk to the sheriff.” The final straw had been when I’d gone to break up a werebear dispute. Three guys had been drinking, and there I came with my little sheriff’s uniform and a blonde ponytail. I’d only been in my mid-twenties at the time, and even though I’d grown up with several brothers and had been training to be pack leader all my life, I didn’t exactly look the part. 

Anyway, they’d decided they liked “cute deputies,” and I’d had to disabuse them of their notion. Hard. Dad and my brothers had ingrained in me that if your power was ever challenged, there was no room for mercy. You nipped it in the bud right then and there, so I had. Those guys still gave me a wide berth whenever I saw them around, which was okay with me. Apparently, word had spread, and I hadn’t gotten any more guff from anyone. 

I pulled on the metal side door and sighed when it didn’t open. He’d taken my advice and locked it. Good for him, but not so much for me. I walked around the building to the front of the courthouse, my clothes sticking to me. I’d barely pushed through the door before I regretted coming in at all. 

Gertrude stood in front of the desk, her fists on her ample hips. Her knee stockings had slipped down so that they puddled around her ankles and from the burgundy shade of her face, I had to assume the conversation wasn’t going well for her. Ms. Ellen, for her part, looked cool as a cucumber as always.

“Gert, I’m gonna say this one more time, and then I’m gonna open the trap door underneath you and shoot you to the city dump,” she said over her cat-eye glasses. “I’m not letting you back to harass Sam, who’s in the middle of an important case, with your nutso claims. Gio is not a drug dealer, and if you really think he is, then maybe you’re the one who’s been sneakin’ some of Maggie Mae Chidester’s special gummy bears. Go home.” 

I tried to back out the door before she saw me, but the rush of hot air must have alerted her to my presence. She spun, and when she saw me, she puffed up like a blowfish and rushed me like she was a geriatric linebacker and I was the one holding the ball. I held out my hand.

“Slow down, Ms. Gertrude. I don’t have much time, but if it’s critical, I can give you a couple minutes.” 

Her lip curled. “Well, isn’t that just nice of you to carve out a couple minutes for me when I’m a concerned citizen here to report a legitimate crime?” She thrust a pharmacy-style photo envelope at me. “Gio’s dealin’ drugs. I took these myself last night down by the lake.” 

I sighed and took the pictures from her. They were fuzzy, but I did recognize Gio. He was standing with another guy, though I couldn’t tell who it was since his leather jacket-clad back was to the camera. I flipped through them, but they didn’t get any clearer. Though it did look like Gio was handing him something in three of them—she must have just snapped photos continuously—they were too grainy for me to be able to tell what it was.

“Ms. Gertrude, I can’t tell heads or tails from these pictures. Did you take them with your phone?” It seemed logical to me. She probably had a flip phone, which would explain the photo quality, though I wasn’t sure you could even access photos from one so old.

“Absolutely not!” she said, outraged. “My Frank was a family photographer back in the sixties. I used his old camera, then had them developed at the CVS.” 

Well, that explained that, then. I handed them back to her, trying hard not to laugh at the visual of Gert in pink hair rollers and a tutu snapping pictures out her car window under the cover of darkness. “I’ll talk to him, Ms. Gertrude, but let’s be real. How long have you known Giovanni? Have you ever known him to be a criminal?” 

She snapped her mouth shut and snatched the pictures from my hand. “I’ve known him for thirty years just like everybody has. And nobody knows where he came from. Betty’s been learnin’ the internets, and she said there ain’t no proof of him bein’ alive anywhere before he moved here.” 

Betty was another of her cronies, and I would have bet good money that if she was learning how to use the internet, it was for the sole purpose of finding cute cat memes, quilting patterns, and recipes. I closed my eyes and resisted the urge to ask the universe for patience because that was a teachable moment waiting to happen. If I did, the old termagant in front of me would no doubt pack her bags and move into my guest room until I learned. 

“Ms. Gertrude,” I said, trying to use my most rational tone, “I’ll check into it, but I’m sure it’s just like last week when you thought your neighbor was harboring a spy, but it was just an exchange student. Or the week before when you knew for a fact the Piggly Wiggly manager was laundering money using the change machine.”

She slumped in defeat, which shocked me. I’d never seen that look on her. “But this time, I’m right,” she insisted, crossing her arms over her ample chest. 

I gave her my kindest look even though the woman was the bane of my existence sometimes. “I’ll check into it. Until then, go on home and let me handle it.” 

She got some of the wind back in her sails, but not all of it. Just enough to narrow her eyes at me. “I’m old, not senile. I recognize when somebody’s being patronizing. Fine. Go ahead if you’re okay with having a drug dealer selling our kids pizza. He’s probably sprinkling pot on the pies to make people hungrier so they’ll buy more.” 

I resisted the urge to smile.

Ms. Ellen, on the other hand, did not. Her lips curved into an evil smile, and I knew something good was coming. “And how, pray tell, do you know so much about pot, Gert?” 

Gertrude’s mouth flapped open and shut a few times, but not a sound came out. The enraged flicker in her eyes, however, expressed what she was thinking in no uncertain terms. If she had her way, Ms. Ellen would burst into flames where she sat. Since she couldn’t make that happen, she settled for the death glare. “Maybe the mayor should hear about this.” 

That wasn’t the worst idea she’d had, but for much different reasons than she thought. I was irritated at him right now for turning down a funding request for no good reason other than that he was mad I’d given his granddaughter a speeding ticket for doing sixty in a thirty. I debated the two acts of pettiness and decided mine trumped his.

“You should absolutely do that,” I said, a small spark of spiteful glee shooting through me. “Show him all your pictures and see what he thinks.” I pulled my phone out and looked at the time. “As a matter of fact, it’s almost eleven, and it’s Saturday. Give him another fifteen minutes, and he’ll be at Sully’s having lunch with his golf buddies.” 

“I’m not bluffin’, Sheriff,” she said, her beady little eyes narrowed behind her horn-rimmed glasses. “I’ll do it.” 

“Oh, I don’t blame you. I’m obviously being a derelict, and you should tell him.” So what if I earned a few bad Karma points. In the scheme of things, I was probably still ahead.

With a high-pitched hmph, Gertrude shoved through the door and out of my life, at least for the moment.

“You’re a horrible person,” Sam said from behind me, but he was grinning.

I grinned back, proud of myself. “You’re not the first person to tell me that.” 

“No,” Ms. Ellen said, correcting me without even looking up from her typing. “The mayor is a horrible person. Cori was just hand-deliverin’ some Karma.” 

Huh. I hadn’t looked at it that way. Maybe I wasn’t down points after all. “I like the way you think, Ms. Ellen.” 

“Of course you do, sweetie,” she replied, finally looking up and winking. “Mind like a steel trap, here. You’re the hero of the hour, though, so go bask in the glow of your victory. I’m proud of you.” 

“Thanks,” I was feeling pleased as punch as I brushed past Sam and headed toward our office. I only wished I could be a fly on the wall. “If you need me, I’ll be basking. Can you see if you can find anything on the cosmetics store that Valentina Martinez owns? I don’t know if it fits in anywhere, but it’s always good to have all the pieces.” 

“Sure thing,” she said, then shooed me away. “But I can’t do it with you standin’ there. It makes me nervous.”  

I smiled as I turned toward my office. Nothing rattled her, but she did like her own space. I thought about Gertrude blindsiding the mayor. Yeah, it was childish, but sometimes it was good to remind him that with great power comes great responsibility ... and that I didn’t have to be responsible with it if he didn’t.

Once in my office, I leaned back in my chair and kicked my feet up on my desk. That’s how I thought best. Sam joined me, and I ran through what I’d learned. 

“So, my first inclination is to put Valentina at the top of my list, but I don’t know if that’s my gut telling me something, or if I just don’t like her,” I said when I was done.

He rolled his toothpick in his mouth for a minute, thinking. “I’d agree with you if it was Gemma that was dead, but I don’t see any motive for her to kill Dominik. What does she do at the firm?” 

I scoffed. “She doesn’t do anything there. She runs a high-end beauty supply corporation.” I put the whole thing in air quotes because I had a headache from rolling my eyes so many times that morning and decided to give my sockets a break. “And by that, I mean she has one store. To be fair, though, she’s only been in it for two years. She says she’s expanding, so I suppose with her family’s money to back her, she’s got a better-than-average shot at success.” 

Sam furrowed his brow. “And is her family willing to give her those funds?” 

I kicked myself for not asking because that would be a motive for murder assuming Dominik was the one standing in her way of obtaining the funds. Then it occurred to me that we were dealing with immortal vampires. 

“Killing Dominik for money wouldn’t work, though, because Daddy’s still alive and not going anywhere unless, of course, he gets staked, too.”

“Is that how it’s set up, though?” he asked. “Is it possible that her father was willing to give her the money, but Dominik was the one refusing?” 

I shrugged. “Maybe so. It’s worth checking into.” 

“I think it’s worth checking into the romantic angle, too. Did you ask about the ponytail thingy?” he asked.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I didn’t want to take a shot in the dark until we find out more.” 

Ms. Ellen buzzed the intercom, and I answered it.

“I just found a couple interesting tidbits that might help you. First, Valentina Martinez’s company is called Glamour and Glitz. She sells mostly overpriced makeup and accessories. Its financials check out, but she’s nowhere near solvent yet. From what I can see, she’s still operating in the red, at least according to her financials.” 

That was interesting considering she said she was making a profit. Financials, of course, were easy to fudge, especially if the store was bringing in a lot of its income in cash rather than credit or debit.

“Did you find anything else on her, or on any of them, for that matter?” Sam asked.

Her voice crackled back across the system. “Yeah, I found out that they’re all big spenders. I’m getting ready to do a deep dive into the paranormal celebrity rags to find the real dirt. I’ll keep you posted, but I also have to get payroll and reimbursements finished, so I need to take a few hours to do that.” 

“That’s fine,” I said. “Thanks for finding what you have.” 

Sometimes I thought it would be a good idea to hire somebody to help her, but I was moderately afraid she’d kill them and hide the body somewhere it would never be found. She had a system and zero tolerance for anybody pawing through her stuff.

Sam had some other small cases to deal with, so for the next hour, he took care of those while I dug for dirt on the Martinezes. After finding nothing in any of Dani’s criminal databases or in the human ones, I turned to my browser and searched each name. That was a dud, too. All I found were a handful of articles about Dominik and Allen in finance magazines and a couple focused on red-carpet events. It seemed Valentina was the only one in the family who attended those, which didn’t surprise me considering her reference to becoming famous. 

Stephanie Young, on the other hand, was much more searchable. She traveled in the money circles, showing up with several celebrities at high-dollar functions. There was almost always an older man in the pictures that I assumed was her husband. He wasn’t decrepit like Valentina had made him seem, but he was late middle-age. Sixty, maybe. That gave me pause because it was rare for a human that old to survive the change. He seemed to have done well for himself, though.

I finally gave up with a huff and called Dani to see if she’d found anything. Although I had access to her database, she had eyes and ears everywhere. I got her voicemail and left a message. It was probably a waste of time because if she’d found anything, she would have called. It made me feel like I was doing something, though.

When my stomach rumbled for the umpteenth time, I pushed back from my desk and rubbed my eyes. 

“I’m starving,” I said, arching my back and rolling my head on my shoulders to stretch out the kinks. 

Sam glanced at me over the top of his readers and gave me a half smile. “I wondered how much longer you were going to be able to hold up. I could hear your stomach growling from over here. Didn’t you eat breakfast before you came?”

“I did, but we had a magic lesson with Charlotte. Plus, it took a ton of energy dealing with entitled vampires. Wanna go to Sully’s and grab something to eat? I could go for a Philly right now.” 

He nodded and took off his glasses, then squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, I’m hungry, too, and I’m getting a headache. All I had was a power bar this morning. I assume you didn’t find anything that might help with the case?” 

I shook my head as I turned off my computer and pushed to my feet. At this rate, I was never going to solve this murder.
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We’d barely made it out the backdoor when my phone rang, and I was glad to see it was Colleen.

“Hey, woman,” I said, shifting my backpack purse onto my shoulder. “Please tell me you found a stake with a full set of fingerprints along with a signed confession stuffed under that backseat.”

She laughed. “I wish I could. I didn’t find much in the car, but the scrunchy did have red hairs wrapped in it. I also found splinters of old pressure-treated pine in his shirt and the wound.” 

I glanced at Sam, who was listening. “So we’re looking for something manageable in length, square, and made out of pressure-treated pine?” 

“Looks that way,” she said. “two-by-two, to be exact.” 

I couldn’t think of anything off the top of my head that fit that description, but at least we had a starting point. “Can you get DNA from the hair?”

She paused for a moment. “Maybe, but it won’t do us any good if she’s not in a system somewhere. Otherwise, I’ll need another sample to compare it to.” 

There was only one redhead in the pictures I’d seen so far. Stephanie Young. Now just to find out when the last time she “Okay, then thanks. You’re the bomb as always.”

“I know,” she said, and I could hear the grin in her voice. “If I find anything else, I’ll let you know, but I’ve gone over most everything with a fine-toothed comb. Oh, wait—I almost forgot the most important parts. He was definitely stabbed from behind, and from the angle of the wound, you’re looking at a lefty that’s about five-ten.”  

“All right. Have a good one then,” I said, then disconnected.

“A tall lefty and a two-by-two piece of pressure-treated pine, huh?” Sam said, rubbing his whiskers. 

I slipped on my Ray-Bans and shot him a satisfied look. “Yep, which means it could have come from anybody’s porch, shop, chicken coop, or pretty much anything else that needs bracing. I don’t know about tall, though. Five ten might be tall for a woman, but it’s only average for a man. Let’s eat. I can’t think on an empty stomach.” 

“Did you happen to notice if any of the three stooges this morning was a lefty?” he asked as we crossed the street.

I tried to think back. “Allen shook his martini with his right hand, and he’d held his glass with it, too, so he’s likely out. Both Valentina and Miguel were holding theirs in their left.” 

Sam sighed. “Well, at least that eliminates one of them, at least from being the one who drove the stake home. No sayin’ the partner wasn’t there, but he wasn’t the one who ran him through.” 

“No, it doesn’t seem that way. I didn’t get that vibe from him anyway,” I said.

Sam shot me a glance, humor dancing in his eyes. “And what sort of vibe does a murderer put off, pray tell?” 

I gave him a little shove on the shoulder. “You know what I mean, deputy. I’m the sheriff, so I have a special vibe detector. If you’d taken this position instead of turning it down so it wouldn’t cut into your fishing time, you’d be the lucky owner.” 

He grinned. “Hard pass. The only vibe detector I need is one that tells me when the ice is melting in the cooler and the fish aren’t biting. If you got one of those in that backpack, I’ll take it.” 

“Smartass,” I said, shaking my head. “Like you care if the fish are biting or not. You and I both know you only go out so you can find a shady spot to float and nap.” 

His hand went to his heart. “You wound me with your accusations. Just the other day, I caught a trout.” 

“Where?” I asked. “Mo’s after you brought the boat back?” Mo’s was a small seafood shack that served quick but fresh to-go foods like fish sandwiches, catfish bites, and hushpuppies. “It doesn’t count as catching it yourself if money changed hands and no scales or guts were involved.” 

He winked at me. “It counts if I say it counts. And besides, I really did catch one the old-fashioned way. Me and Jimmy Nichols went out and spent the whole morning fishin’.” 

“Wonders never cease, then,” I replied, winking back. For the millionth time, I thanked the fates for sending him to me because not only was he a great cop, he was also a great combination of friend and second-father figure.

Even though Sully’s was right across the street from the courthouse, I was sweating by the time we stepped into the cool interior. The humidity was a killer, literally. I reminded myself to do a couple wellness checks when I got back to the office. We had a few elderly folks who didn’t have family nearby to watch out for them and that lived farther out. I liked to keep tabs on them, especially when the weather went too far one direction or another. 

Sam glanced at me. “If you’re thinkin’ about Sally Jenkins, Emmitt Casto, or Lee Akins, I just called ’em yesterday. All fine and dandy, though Emmitt says his arthritis is gettin’ worse. His daughter’s comin’ down next week to spend a few weeks with him.” 

It was uncanny the way he sometimes knew what I was thinking, but then again, he’d known me since I was a kid, and he’d trained me as a cop. We both cared about our people and believed that our jobs were about more than just taking down bad guys. 

“What about Esther?” I asked, sliding up on the barstool I’d claimed as mine years ago. 

“Saw her at the grocery store a couple days ago. She’s got her grandkids for the summer.” He nodded to Sully, who was standing in his usual spot behind the bar polishing glasses.

“If it ain’t Castle’s Bluff’s finest,” he said, his broad face splitting into a grin. He was a bear shifter and looked almost as big as his animal form even when he was human. “Y’all on the clock, or is it beer-thirty?” 

After the morning I’d had, I wished it was beer-thirty, but no such luck. “Still on the clock, I’m afraid. Gimme the biggest glass of tea you have, please.” Sam held up two fingers indicating he’d take the same. 

“And a Philly, add mushrooms, side of fries,” I added.

Sully nodded, then glanced at Sam. “You’re regular?” 

Sam nodded. He almost always had the same thing: a regular bacon cheeseburger with fries.

I slid my backpack onto the stool beside me and looked around. Other than a couple in a back booth and one guy sitting alone at a high-top playing on his phone, the place was empty.

“Slow day?” I asked, but he shook his head.

Sully finished writing our order and stuck it on the turny thing for the cook. “No, as a matter of fact, we’ve been packed most of the morning. Sean brought his people in for drinks, and there were a few parties of folks headin’ to the lake. Reckon it’s good weather for it.” 

My ears perked at the mention of Sean. “Who’d he bring in?” 

“That vampire family and some big blonde fella.” He crinkled his nose. “The younger woman was a pain. My wine’s Italian rather than Spanish, and that didn’t suit her at all. Of course, they’re all vamps, so they didn’t eat, but I did overhear ’em talkin’ about the size and looks of this place, and about the town.” He slid my tea in front of me, his brow creased in concern. “What’s goin’ on, Cori?” 

I waved a hand. “Nothing to worry about, Sully, I promise. It’s all part of Sean’s idea to rebrand the town as a paranormal vacation destination.” I sighed. “And no, I’m not on board with it, but he’s asked me to trust him.” 

Sully went back to polishing glasses. “It might be a good thing,” he said after a few minutes. “We’ve been in a slump for the last couple years. Kids agin’ out and movin’ away. Might be good to get some extra folks comin’ around. People on vacation spend money.” 

That was true enough, but I still had my reservations. “They commit crimes and tend to have very little respect for the town, though. They’re only here to visit, blow off some steam, and have a good time before they go back to the grind.” 

Sam cast me a sideways glance. “You already got it in your head that it’s gonna be a bad thing. It’s happenin’, so you may as well wrap your head around that and start focusin’ on the good things that might come from it. Shoot, maybe we ought to find out when Sean’s openin’ his spa or resort or whatever it is and start plannin’ a festival or somethin’. Work hand in hand with him and put some extra money in folks’ pockets.” 

“Yeah,” I said, trying to warm to the idea. “From the way he’s plowin’ ahead on that, it probably won’t be more than a few months before it’s ready. Maybe right in time for a fall festival.” 

“See?” he said, smiling. “That’s the spirit. Plus, everybody loves a good festival. Maybe for Halloween, even.” 

That did sound fun. Shifters loved Halloween because it gave us a lot more freedom. People tended to suspend belief during the holiday, so if one of us did happen to be out howling at the moon, humans wrote it off to costumes or just the spine tinglies of the season. 

“Yeah, maybe a competition for the stores to see who decorates the best, and we could do a trick-or-treat zone for the kids.” I was warming to the idea whether the spa was finished or not. It would be good for the town. We did one in the spring every year, and it was always a huge hit. A fall one would be awesome.

“I’ll pop in on the next auxiliary meeting,” I said. “See if they’ll be interested. I bet the Junior Leaguers will be all over it once I present it to the auxiliary.” 

Though neither group would admit it, they had a serious case of one-upmanship when it came to events. No way one would miss out when the other was participating. It was often a mother-versus-daughter thing, which made it even more fun. Well, for those of us who liked to watch other people’s dysfunctions. Personally, it made me feel normal most of the time, so as long as I wasn’t breaking up hair-pulling sessions, I was fine with the competition.

“Pumpkin pie competitions,” Sam said, waggling his brows. 

“No, berry pie competitions,” Sully replied, his tone reverent. 

The guys looked at each other with the gleam that only the thought of a homemade pie can bring to your eye. “Both,” they said.

“You two, I swear you’d follow a truck over a cliff it was filled with sweets,” I said with a wry smile, shaking my head.

Sam huffed a disbelieving breath out his nose. “Hi Pot, Kettle here. Like you wouldn’t. You ain’t never met a pie you wouldn’t eat.” 

“Not true,” I said. “I don’t like shoofly pie. Or chess pie, either, unless it has strawberries or blueberries on it.” 

Sully gasped in shocked outrage. “Hold up now, lass, do you kiss your mama with that mouth? How do you not love shoofly pie? That’s molasses!” 

I lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. It’s weird. I’d rather have butterscotch or Mississippi Mud. Or blackberry.”

Sully, being the bear he was, licked his lips, and his eyes glazed over at the mention of blackberry pie. 

“What about pecan and peach?” Sam asked, brow raised.

I scoffed. “What kind of question is that? Of course, pecan and peach. I don’t even think you’re allowed to live in Georgia if you don’t like pecan pie or peach pie. It’s a pass/fail question for citizenship.” 

“Aye, lass,” Sully said, and I smiled when the Scottish brogue came out. His was an odd accent because it was a blend of Southern and Scottish. He still let the occasional aye fly, and he called me lass on a regular basis. Nobody could ever guess where he was from when he put it to the test.

With all the talk of dessert, I almost forgot I had something important to ask. “Not to pull away from such delightful thoughts, but I have a business question for you. Alex and I were out running last night and ran across a strange scent. Bear, but there were some odd smells in there, too. Human and something citrusy. Anybody new checked in with you lately?” 

He pressed his lips together and thought for a second. “No. I know Scotty McFarland has some family comin’ in next week, but those are the only visitors I know about. Where did you smell it?” 

“In the preserve behind my place. Maybe a half mile east of the lake.” 

He shook his head. “Nope, but now that you’ve mentioned it, I’ll make a few calls. See if somebody just got here and just hasn’t checked in yet.” 

“I’d appreciate that.” 

The cook dinged the bell as he slid our plates into the pass-through window between the kitchen and the bar area. 

Now that they’d talked about dessert, I was probably going to have to order a slice of his death-by-chocolate cake. It was amazing, but I’d be good and order three slices to take home with me later. 

With thoughts of dessert on my brain, I dug into my Philly with gusto. After all, a girl needed her fuel.
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“Dock spindles,” I exclaimed, pausing with my last bite of sandwich halfway to my mouth.

“Pardon?” Sam looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

“Dock spindles,” I repeated, then stuffed my last bite in my mouth and swallowed it with only a couple chomps between in and down. “They’re made of pressure-treated two-by-twos. You know, the spindles on the walkway that run vertical to the handrail. I helped rebuild a portion last summer when we did the park cleanup day, but we only replaced the worst ones because we ran out of money.” 

Understanding crossed his features. “So you think he was killed at the lake.” 

I shrugged. “I’m not sure, but since we found his car there, and there’s a chance that’s where the murder weapon came from, it makes sense.” 

“C’mon,” he said, draining his tea glass. “If somebody killed him there but didn’t put the spindle in the trunk with him, there’s a good chance they left it there. It’s not like it would look out of place.”  

My heart raced as the puzzle piece tumbled into place in my brain. It felt right. 

We paid the bill, and I grabbed my to-go bag of cake on our way out the door. Since I didn’t have a vehicle and we didn’t want to go inside for keys to a cruiser, we just jumped in his truck.

“It will be huge if we can find the murder weapon,” he said as we buckled up.

My excitement faded a little as I realized that, though we’d know what killed him, we still had no idea who killed him. I said as much.

He started the truck and pointed it toward the exit. “One piece at a time. We haven’t even found it yet, so let’s do that before we go gnashing our teeth about not knowing the murderer. We’ll get there.” 

“You’re right,” I said, running my hand over my face. “It’s just that I want to have something to tell the Martinezes when they get here this evening. There’s a lot of tension there, and I’d rather not have a war with a vampire family.” 

He nodded and stuck a fresh toothpick in his mouth. “That would be preferred. Whether they’re powerful and connected or not, this is the first time we’ve really tested the treaty. It’ll be interesting to see how the parents respond. It’s a solid test to see if it’ll hold.” 

“It is, but I’d rather not have to push it to find out anyway, no matter how powerful they are. Though I suppose if we have to do it, I’m sorta glad it’s a family with some oomph. It’ll make a nice example, and that’s a fact.” 

We were almost there when my phone rang again. It was Ms. Ellen.

“You’re on speaker with me and Sam, Ms. Ellen,” I said when I picked up.

“Whatever happened to saying hello first?” she grumbled. “You kids today skip the niceties.” 

I smiled and started over. “Hello, Ms. Ellen. You’re on speaker with me and Sam.” 

“Too late now,” she replied. “You only get one shot to do it right, and you missed it. Anyway, I didn’t call to teach you manners. I found something, and you’re probably not going to like it. Or maybe you will, I don’t know.” 

She sounded a little flustered, which was unlike her. “You doin’ okay, Ms. Ellen?” 

“Yes,” she said with a sigh. “My brother just called. He and his wife are coming for a visit.” 

“That’s great!” Sam said, but I shook my head and mouthed no, not great. He grimaced. It was too late to take it back though. 

“It’s not great at all,” she snapped. “His wife is a judgmental busybody, and he’s a lazy lay-about. Last time they were here, I was prayin’ in equal parts for death and for the strength not to kill ’em both. Only thing that stopped me was they’re both large people and I don’t have the back to drag ’em to the backyard.”

“Not to condone your murderous tendencies,” I said, grinning, “but why didn’t you just lure them to the backyard with food?” 

“Oh, sure.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “Now you offer solutions. Thanks for the backup plan. Anyway, back to why I called. Those people you’re dealin’ with are a bunch of self-servin’ rattlesnakes. From what I’ve read, you should consider them all suspects. Well, except for the fiancé. She seems to be the only decent one in the bunch. The victim himself was a player, as you kids say. I’ve found pictures of him with at least three women at different events, and I’ll eat my pantyhose if the dancefloor’s the only place he’s two-steppin’ with at least one of them.” 

“And what about the others?” I asked as Sam pulled onto the road that drove around the lake.

“The sister—Valentina—isn’t the big success she says she is. I have a friend who managed to sneak a peek at her financials, and she’s had a couple big cash infusions in amounts that match transfers from Dominik’s side of the business.” 

“Okay, but if he was giving her money, why would she want to kill the golden goose?” Sam asked, flipping his visor down to block the sun.

“I don’t know,” Ms. Ellen said, “but I don’t like her. In every single picture, she’s wearing this smug smirk. I hate smirks. Unless I’m the one wearin’ them.” 

“Yeah, that seems to be the only expression she has.” I shook my head when Sam had to slow down to let a mama duck and her babies cross the road. “Good thing she’s a vampire because if a regular person kept their nose so high in the air, they’d drown when it rained. We can’t put her in jail just because we don’t like her, though.” 

“I know. If that were the case, we’d need a much bigger jail.” Dry humor tinted her tone.

“For sure,” Sam said. “What about the brother?” 

“He’s about like my brother,” she said. “He goes to a lot of parties, but there’s not a single article about what a great businessman he is. He also has some gambling problems, or he did before Daddy cut him off. Almost got himself killed in Vegas by a pack of well-connected werewolves who run some casinos over there.” 

I’d known about the gambling problems, but I’d wanted to see if she found them on her own. 

“And from the fight he had with his brother a while back, it looks like his knickers are all twisted about Dominik taking over that branch of the firm, too.” 

“This would all make more sense if they were human,” I said, “but it’s not like their dad’s gonna die anytime soon, so it doesn’t really matter who stands to inherit.” 

“No,” Sam replied, “it does. Believe me, a man gets to a certain point where he just wants to do somethin’ different, whether it’s retiring or changing careers altogether, and that might be where Martinez Senior is. Maybe he’s just done with finance and wants his kids to take over. Sure, he had Dominik in the top slot, but if he wants out bad enough, he might be willing to hand it over to Miguel.” 

“Or to Allen,” I said, my gaze shooting to Sam. “That sounds like motive to me. Allen’s been working with Dominik for decades, and if Antoine thinks he can manage the private sector on his own, he might be willing to consider it.” 

“I don’t know,” Sam said, creasing his forehead. “I can see Antoine Martinez walking away from it, but not unless he either sells it or passes it to a family member.” 

“Yeah, I guess that does make sense,” I said. “Plus, Allen’s right-handed, and we’re looking for a leftie.” 

“I’m not done yet,” Ms. Ellen said. “I found a couple celebrity rags that reported some dust-ups between Dominik and what I’m assuming are jealous spouses. None recently, though.” 

I thought for a second. “Unless he actually stole somebody and married them, that’s not the sort of thing that usually happens with a slow burn. If they were pissed enough to kill him, they would have done it then.” 

Ms. Ellen hummed. “I agree, but vampires are a strange lot. If it hadn’t happened here, I’d probably give it more thought, but that’s a lot of work to commit a crime of passion.” 

“Did you see any redheads in any of those pictures? Women?” Sam asked.

The sound of a keyboard clacking rattled over the line. “As a matter of fact, yes. And she’s one of the two I’d bet he was playin’ tangletoes with.” 

I bit back a laugh, and Sam choked. 

“Do you happen to have a name for her?” I asked since Sam was still red to the tips of his ears and unable to talk. 

“I do. A vampire named Alicia Chambers, and that girl looks like a whole boatload of trouble. I did a little check, and she and Dominik have been seen together—discreetly—several times over the last few months. I had to dig deep to find those pics.” 

“What about that Stephanie Young?” Sam asked.

“Non-starter,” Ms. Ellen replied. “She’s just a bobble-headed piece of fluff that was lookin’ to trade up. Not his style at all, and I can’t see her havin’ the backbone or the smarts to kill him. Or the motivation, either. She’s got a stringer full of boy-toys waiting in line. I suppose it’s possible even if I don’t think it’s probable.” 

“Okay, Ms. Ellen. Thanks a ton. As always, you’re a jewel.” I made a mental note to bring her some cannoli. That was the one dessert she didn’t make but had a weakness for. 

“Of course I am.” One thing about her was that she didn’t lack confidence.

I laughed. “’Bye, then.” 

“At least you haven’t lost all your phone etiquette,” she said with a sniff. “Goodbye.”

“And don’t kill your brother!” I called before she could hang up. “I don’t wanna do the paperwork.” 

Sam tossed me an amused glance. “Did she really say playin’ tangletoes?”

“She did,” I said, arching a brow and smiling. “You should be lucky she kept it that clean. I’ve overheard some of her conversations with her poker group.” 

He held up a hand as he turned into the lake parking lot. “I don’t wanna know. Some things are sacred, and I’d like to keep it that way. Let’s just go find a murder weapon.” 

And a note saying who left it would be nice, too.
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There were several cars parked in the lot, but since it was the middle of the day on a school day, it wasn’t as busy as it had been the day before. Sam pulled around closer to the dock and we climbed out. 

“Two spots over is where we found his car,” Sam said, motioning to our right as he unhooked his seatbelt. “Maybe you can see or smell something we missed.” 

I hopped out and headed over to the spot he indicated. I didn’t see anything, but I did pick up a faint scent of blood. I squatted down and examined the asphalt but didn’t see anything. Standing, I took several steps toward the lake side of the lot, then stopped. The smell was stronger here, though it was still super faint. I walked a few more steps but lost it, so I backtracked and stopped where the scent was strongest, then squatted down again. 

I found a few small dark spots at the very edge of the lot just a few yards from the dock, so I pulled my travel evidence collection kit from my backpack. With the temperatures lately, it would be dried, so I used a cotton swab and wet it with distilled water before I rolled it in one of the spots. 

“Whatcha got there?” Sam asked, squatting down beside me and squinting at the pink-tipped swab. “Blood?” 

“Looks like.” The thing was, it was far enough away from where his car had been that it could have been from somebody cutting their foot on a rock or Coke tab just as easily as it could have been from Dominik. Still, it was a lead worth chasing. 

We collected a few more swabs, then put them in a collection bag and returned to our search. 

An old pile of discarded spindles we’d removed and replaced several months ago lay against the side of the bait shop, and I bent down to examine them. I couldn’t smell any blood, but there was a long discolored spot on top of one that looked like maybe there’d been a spindle stacked on top of it.

“Over here, Cori.” Sam stood off in a semi-grassy area right at the edge of the water and almost under the dock.

I picked my way down to him, careful not to slide in the mud, then looked where he was pointing. Sure enough, an old spindle with both ends broken lay in the mud, one end bloody. I shot some pictures with my cell since all Sam would carry was a flip phone. I’d been nagging him to move into the twenty-first century and get a smartphone without any luck.

After I’d gotten a few pics from every angle, Sam pulled on gloves and picked it up from the muck, careful to hold it only by the end that didn’t have blood on it. Since the wood was rough from weather damage, I doubted there were fingerprints on it, but Colleen was a whiz when it came to evidence collection. I didn’t want to take any chances, considering we had pretty much nothing else to go on.

We took several minutes to search the scene for footprints or any other clues as to who we were looking for but came up with nada. I huffed in frustration. “Let’s get this to Colleen.” 

As soon as we were in the truck, I called to let her know what we’d found, hoping she’d found something else in the car. No such luck, though. As soon as I hung up, my phone chimed with a text notification. It was my friend Monica, a healing witch who owned a little shop called Mystic Treasures.

Hey girl. Still alive? I’m about to send out a search party

I smiled. It was true that I hadn’t talked to her in a week or so, and I felt a little bad. Even though she only looked thirty, she was a witch gifted with a long life. There was no real way to know how old she was, and she wasn’t telling. She did tend to mother me, though, so I suspected she had at least a couple decades on me. I tapped out a response.

Still Alive, just been busy. How are you?

It only took her a few seconds to reply.

Fine but ready for a night out. Wanna hit the Hook tonight? 8:30?




A night out did sound good, but I needed to see where we were at with the investigation, and I needed to talk to Alex. I hated to ditch him if he was only going to be down for the weekend.

I said as much.

Sam glanced over at me as he turned into the parking lot of the Castle’s Bluff County Coroner’s Office. Of course, it was a little stand-alone building that was only used part-time, but we still had one. “News? Or just plannin’ a hot date?” 

“Pht. Hot date.” I rolled my eyes. “Do I strike you as a hot-date kinda girl?” 

He lifted a shoulder. “Hey, a hot date doesn’t have to mean fancy dresses and expensive food. It could just as easily be a picnic at the lake or a night in. Different strokes for different folks.” 

“Either way, no hot date. It was Monica. She wants to go to the Hook tonight, but I don’t feel right going while we’ve got a murder investigation running.” 

He shot me a displeased look. “You can’t live and breathe this job, Cori. You work too much as it is, and you’re gonna burn out by thirty if you keep going at that pace.” 

“I know.” I sighed. “It’s just hard to let it go.” 

“Do it anyway,” he said, his tone brooking no argument. “I worry about you. So do your folks.” 

Sam had been friends with my parents since before I was born, and he still kept in touch with my dad. Whenever he was down, he and Sam always went out on the boat.

“I know. I’ll do better,” I replied, though I didn’t know how I’d accomplish it. Putting work out of my brain when there was something important going on just wasn’t in me.

I hopped out and ran the evidence in to Colleen while Sam waited. She promised to get back to me as soon as possible. I jumped back in the truck, and Sam continued on our way.

Rather than turning into the courthouse, he paused at the stop sign. “Did you check Allen Harris’s alibi yet?” 

“Yeah, as soon as he got emailed it to me. They all checked out, though they all had some questions about why he was asking questions.” 

People were suspicious. Nobody liked change, and the supernatural store owners were the most concerned. They knew what Allen was, and it had worried them when he was asking questions about their stores. He’d apparently even asked a few of them about their revenue, and though I got why he did it, it was rude. 

I’d explained what was going on, and many of them had the same reservations I did. The only thing I could do was reassure them that everything would be fine and if something went sideways, Sean had promised to shut it down. Like me, that wasn’t exactly comforting to them. I wasn’t one to blow smoke at people, but I did try to keep my opinion to myself because despite my reservations, I did trust Sean.

“You need to stop worryin’ about that, too.” For a non-paranormal, Sam sure was perceptive.

“I’m trying. I know in my mind we need it, so I’m doing my best to build enthusiasm for it.” That much was true.

“You don’t even have to be enthusiastic about it,” he said. “Just recognize that it’s happening whether you like it or not. You can’t change it, so there’s no need to worry about it. People need to feel at least that from you even if you aren’t jumping for joy over it.” 

“You’re right,” I replied with a small smile. I honestly hadn’t thought of it that way, but it did sort of take a load off. “That’s a great way to think about it.” 

“Of course it is.” He shot me a smug look. “I’m wise and brilliant.” 

I laughed. “Let’s not get carried away, but I’ll give you this one.” 

“I’ll take it.” 

He was right, plus I had bigger worries than a fancy spa, or resort, or whatever Sean ended up building. Everything would work out exactly the way it was supposed to.
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Since there wasn’t anything left to do at the office, we both decided to split off early. I still wanted to do some digging into the Martinez crowd, but I could do that at home in yoga pants. I had a feeling Sam had a hot date of his own that involved a six-pack and his boat, which I was glad about. 

Though he would never admit to getting old, I knew he got tired more quickly than he used to. I was relieved when he didn’t want the sheriff’s job when it opened up, and not because I’d wanted it. I hadn’t. No, I was happy because he needed to start enjoying life. It was past his time to put in the hours I did, though he’d never admit that and would get mad if he knew I thought that way.

To save Alex a trip into town, Sam drove me home. We were almost to my driveway when my phone rang.

I glanced at Sam as I accepted the call. 

“Hey, Colleen. You’re on speaker with me and Sam. Please tell me you have something good.” 

“Tentatively good,” she replied. “I haven’t had time to do much with what you brought, but I can tell you that there are two different blood types in the sample you brought me, and they both have vampire antigens. One matches the one on the dock spindle. It’s A-positive, which is the same type as Dominik. The other is O-negative. That’s all I have, but at least now you know he did at least a little damage to whoever killed him.” 

That was the only difference that science had discovered so far between vampire blood and human blood. The vampire antigen, or Ant-V, was what kept them from aging and allowed for the rapid healing. They suspected it had other functions, too, but they weren’t sure what they were. Nothing yet explained the supernatural gifts they had such as their incredible strength, but then again, science hadn’t found a difference between witch blood and human blood yet.

I sighed. “That will help a ton if I can match it, but if it was a supernatural that killed him. They’ve probably healed by now. Still, it’s more than what we had an hour ago. Thank you.” 

We disconnected, and I glanced at Sam. 

He lifted a shoulder and smiled. “It may not be much, but at least we know that’s where he was killed and that it was another vampire that killed him. Unless, of course, somebody else was staked there, and I’m saying that’s too far out there to be considered an option.”

“Agreed.” Just thinking about dealing with another murder on top of Dominik’s raised my blood pressure to near-stroke levels. “I’m gonna text Dani and see if she’s taken that much of a deep-dive into building her database. It’s a longshot, but considering how thorough she is, I won’t be shocked.” 

It only took me a few seconds to get a response, which wasn’t the one I wanted. Even she only had access to so much. The odds of getting a blood sample without a warrant were nil. I wasn’t dealing with amateurs, and the last thing I wanted them to do was lawyer up.

“That eliminates Stephanie Young,” Sam said, flipping on his blinker to turn into my drive. “She’s a werewolf.” 

I shrugged. “She wasn’t a good fit, anyway. Ms. Ellen said she wasn’t his type. I’ll bet against a lot of people, but she wouldn’t have said that if she didn’t have a solid opinion based on what she’d found.” 

“So that only leaves Alicia Chambers that could have been in the car.” 

“Don’t put the cart before the horse,” he said. “There are a lot of redheads in the world. Just because that’s the only two we’ve connected to him, that doesn’t mean there aren’t a million other options.” 

“True.” I chewed on my lip, trying to figure a way to use what we had, then grinned. “I could always just punch Valentina in the nose. That would get us a blood sample.” 

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, and that would go over like a fart in church no matter how satisfying it would be. Besides, she doesn’t have a motive. I have a gut feeling that scrunchy plays into it somehow, but so far, I have no idea how.” 

As bad as I hated to admit it, I did, too. “Well, then we’ll just have to keep digging and hope something turns up.” 

I hated to pin my entire case on luck, but it looked like that was all I could do. I crossed my fingers and threw a wish to the universe that I had a royal straight coming my way.
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Alex had made lasagna as promised, and I was on my second slice when my phone chimed. This time it was Rissa, the fourth in our little girl group. 

Monica said we’re going out tonight. What time?

I pulled in a breath and huffed it out through my cheeks. Now that I was home and full, I didn’t want to go anywhere. 

“What’s with the epic sigh?” Alex asked, carrying a dessert bowl of fruit into the living room where we were eating. He settled in beside me.

“Monica texted today to see if I wanted to go to the Hook for a couple hours tonight. I put her off because if you’re only going to be here for the weekend, I’d rather spend time with you. But Rissa just texted, and apparently, Monica’s told her it’s already a sure thing.” 

I reached into the bowl and plucked out a grape. There was nothing more satisfying after spending a day sweating than the salty, crispy deliciousness of deep-fried potatoes.

“You should go,” he said, leaning over and kissing me on the forehead. “I have a ton of work to do, anyway. This guy offered a huge bonus if I can get his website up and running this week, so I’ll work on that. As far as I know, I’m here until at least Thursday. Your folks are taking some time off to go to Greece, so they told me to take a few days. The next thing on my schedule is a pack meeting on Friday morning.” 

“I don’t feel like getting off the couch.” 

Tempest jumped up and squeezed between me and Alex. “Now you sound like me. Go. You haven’t been out with them in like a month.” 

I groaned at the idea of getting off the couch. “That would mean changing clothes and putting on makeup. And actually leaving the house.” 

She raised a fuzzy brow at me. “Which is exactly why you need to go. You’ve been all work and no play forever. It’s time to go do something fun, and you know you’ll enjoy yourself once you get there.” 

As usual, she wasn’t wrong, so I told Monica we’d meet up at seven. The bar wouldn’t be too busy at that hour, and I could stay for a couple hours and still be home in plenty of time to get some sleep before I had to face Antoine and Bianca Martinez the next day.

Kat stumbled down the stairs yawning right as I was heading up to get ready.

“You look like you’re heading to the gallows,” she said, wiping the sleep out of her eyes. “What’s up?” 

“What’s up is that we’re going out with Monica and Rissa tonight,” I replied with a matter-of-fact smile. “If I have to go, so do you.”

She grinned. “You don’t have to drag me. I’m always down to go out. What time?” 

“We’re meeting them at seven.” 

Kat pulled her phone from her pocket. “That’s only an hour. Let me grab something to eat, and I’ll still be ready before you are.” 

And she’d look ten times better, too. I had no idea how she did it, but she could get dressed, have a full face of perfectly applied makeup, and great hair in the time it took me to choose a shirt. I suppose vampire speed helped, but really, how quickly could you apply eyeliner without risking jabbing your eyeball out?

I didn’t go to a whole lot of effort to get ready. Jeans, tee-shirt, and a touch of makeup. It wasn’t like I was looking for a date. 

As anticipated, by the time I made it back downstairs, she was on the couch flipping through channels decked out in designer jeans, a sequined, shoulderless shirt, and cute boots. 

“It’s about time, slowpoke,” she said with a smug grin. 

Alex gave a slow whistle. “She may have taken longer, but it was worth it. You ladies behave yourself tonight.” 

Kat grinned at him, her dark eyes sparkling nearly as much as her shirt. “Now where’s the fun in that?” 

“True,” he said, bending down to give me a peck on the lips. “Call if you need bail money.” 

Yet another thing I loved about him. I’d dated a couple of guys who weren’t secure enough to be okay with my girl’s nights. One had even shown up at the bar under the pretense that he’d forgotten I was going to be there. Needless to say, that was the last time I saw him.

Kat drove, so we got there in record time. The girl drove everywhere like hellhounds were chasing her, and all I could do was sit there holding the oh-crap handle on the door above my head and pray we got there in one piece. Asking her to slow down was an exercise in futility, so I just clenched my teeth and tried not to let her see my anxiety. It was a source of amusement for her, and I refused to feed her insanity.

“Ready to do this?” she asked as we practically slid into a parking spot sideways. 

“Ready to do what? Kiss the ground and thank the universe we made it here in one piece?” I scowled at her because I suspected she did it on purpose just to see me sweat. I wasn’t scared of much, but her driving was on the shortlist.

She arched a brow at me. “You definitely need some downtime. You’re wound tighter than a fiddle and you’re cranky.” 

“I know.” I rubbed my forehead. “This murder investigation is going nowhere fast, and the Martinezes are going to be here tomorrow.” 

Kat bumped me with her elbow. “Relax. You’re going to solve it. You always do. Something will pop into that giant analytical brain of yours when you least expect it, and it’ll be a done deal. Now, let’s go have some fun for a bit and give your subconscious some time to chew on it.” 

She had a lot more faith in me than I did, but then again, that was her thing. For her, the world had a sense of chaotic order, and she believed things always worked out the way they were supposed to. I, on the other hand, believed you had to make things happen. 

Monica and Rissa were already there and had our favorite table reserved. Chaos had been right. Now that I was there, I was glad I’d come.

“I can’t believe we’re finally out,” Rissa said. “I’ve been working my tail off. It’s past time to relax a little.” 

“Same,” Monica said, pushing off her stool to give us both a hug. “The store’s been a madhouse lately, though I’m not complaining. Last quarter was a nightmare.” 

I’d heard the same from many other business folks, which made me think of Sean’s venture. It was like Monica read my mind because she brought it up.

She grabbed a pool stick from the rack and chalked it. “I need official verification. There was a hot guy named Allen something in my shop yesterday who said he was a potential investor checking out the town. Do you know anything about that?” 

I grabbed my own stick. “I do, and he’s legit. Sean’s working with him on the whole rebranding thing. I’m not sure what his role is, but I’m dealing with them right now because of the murder.” 

“Murder? What murder?” Rissa paused racking the balls and pinned me with her gaze over the table.

Considering gossip tended to spread in Castle’s Bluff faster than the chickenpox, I was surprised she hadn’t heard about it. “A guy was killed at the docks the other day. Dominik Martinez, Allen Harris’s business partner.” 

“Ooh,” Rissa said, her hazel eyes glittering with interest as she pulled the triangle off the balls. “Do you think the Allen guy did it?” 

I lifted a shoulder as I bent over the table to break. “I honestly don’t know. I’m working on it, but so far, I’m not having a whole lot of luck.” 

I’d no sooner smacked the cue ball when a snarky voice sounded from behind me.

“Nice to see the hotshot sheriff Sean’s been bragging about shooting pool when my brother’s killer is on the loose.” 

I pulled in a deep breath and counted to five before I turned around. I refused to give her the satisfaction of getting mad.

When I turned and saw her, I forgot my comeback for a second. She looked completely different than she had earlier. Her dark hair was covered by a blue-striped platinum wig cut so that it was short in the back and came to a sharp point at her jawbones, and her over-the-top blue-and-purple glitter eyeshadow was so dramatic that it was more something you’d see on one of the model reality shows rather than something you’d wear to a dive bar. Her crimson lips stood in stark contrast to her white skin, and her dark eyes glittered with derision. 

I tilted my head, trying to decide how to play it. Screw it. I was over her attitude, and she was due a lesson in respect. I matched her contemptuous expression. “Well if it isn’t the woman whose brother was murdered less than twenty-four hours ago out at a dive bar rather than home mourning where most normal people would be.” 

Her mouth twisted into a feral growl and she lunged at me. She had another thing coming if she thought I was going down that easy, though. Before I got the chance to teach her some respect, Kat and Rissa blurred toward her and had her by each arm. 

“This isn’t the time or place,” Kat said, shooting me a warning look. 

Valentina sneered at me, though. “You’re lucky your vampire friends were here.” 

Kat laughed. “Oh, we’re not saving her from you. We’re protecting her from herself. If she kicked your ass and tore you apart right now, it would cause complications in the investigation. If you want to continue this after she solves your brother’s murder, you’ll be on your own. Trust me—it won’t turn out well for you, and we’ll be cheering from the sidelines.” 

I curled my lips into a lazy smile and ambled toward her, getting face-to-face with her. “I get that you’re grieving, and I’m giving you a one-time pass for that. The next time you want to come at me, though, think long and hard because my friends won’t be around to save you. Forget being the sheriff. I didn’t become pack leader by being weak, and I’ve taken down far meaner people than you.” 

I let my eyes flash wolfy green, then stepped back. She yanked her arms, and Rissa and Kat let her go. With a final glare, she smoothed her white-leather fitted jacket and mini skirt, even though both were too tight to have gotten wrinkled. “This isn’t over.” 

I lifted a shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere. But stay out of my way until I solve your brother’s murder.” 

She started to say something else but snapped her mouth shut and stomped away.

Kat turned to me. “What on Earth was up with that? I’m used to some people reacting to me that way because I just don’t give a furry rat’s behind, but you’re the one everybody likes.” 

Rissa watched as Valentina snatched her purse from the bar and stormed out the door. “Yeah, that girl has a serious problem with you. What did you do to her?” 

I thought back over our interaction but couldn’t find any reason for her to have that level of animosity toward me. “I honestly have no idea. I’ve only met her once, and she was like that from the get-go.” 

Had she been left-handed and six or seven inches taller, she’d have just shot to the top of my suspect list. I repressed the urge to do that, though. Twice now, she’d made comments about me not pursuing the investigation twenty-four-seven, and I found it hard to believe she’d be doing that if she was the one at the end of my investigation. Still, I was going to have to find out what her problem was if for no other reason than to avoid a worse confrontation with her before I could find out who killed Dominik. I had a long fuse, but she was about to the end of it.
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Chapter 19
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My head felt like it was full of cotton when I woke up the next morning. I hadn’t drunk that much, but I’d lost some sleep trying to put together the pieces. When I’d finally fallen asleep, I’d had the sort of weird dreams that were common when I was struggling for solutions but hitting a wall. The worst one was that I was trying to work a jigsaw puzzle but couldn’t find even two pieces that fit together. I hated those types of dreams.

I yawned as I slapped the snooze on my alarm for the third time.

“You gotta get up, sweetie.” Alex’s voice was soft in my ear. “You’re gonna be late for work.” 

I groaned and tried to pull the covers over my head. “Ten more minutes.” 

“No, you’ve already had ten more minutes three times in a row.” 

He nudged me and I stuck my leg out from under the covers to hook them back with my foot. I wasn’t happy about it, though. 

“Fine. I’m up.” I swung my legs over the side of the bed and yawned again, scratching my head. My hair was a knotted mess because I hadn’t put it up the night before. I hadn’t taken my makeup off either, so I was sure I looked like a raccoon who’d scavenged one too many rum balls from a dumpster.

I smacked my lips and reached for the bottle of water beside my bed. After downing half of it, I felt up to staggering to the bathroom.

Alex, who was a huge morning person, was already pulling on his shorts. “I’ll make you a breakfast croissant while you get ready. Sausage, egg, and cheese okay?” 

My stomach rumbled, and he smiled.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” 

“Two, please.” I was starving—the lasagna, spinach dip, and cheese sticks I’d had the night before were long gone

“And a hashbrown for good measure,” he said. “I’ll pack the last piece of lasagna so you can have it for lunch.” 

I paused squeezing toothpaste onto my brush. “Actually, I owe Ms. Ellen something good. She’s been hustling her butt off on this case and she loves your lasagna. If it weren’t for her, we wouldn’t have anything at all. Well, she and Colleen. Go ahead and pack it up, and I’ll take it to her.” 

The events of the night before ran through my head, and I frowned. “I’m gonna call Dani and see if she can track down a reason for all the animosity. I didn’t do anything to her, and I can’t believe that’s all just because she doesn’t think I’m working hard enough on her brother’s case.” 

Alex shook his head as he pulled on a tee-shirt. “No, I agree. And it’s better to know now. If she was that angry, she’s a ticking timebomb. You don’t need to be watching your back while you’re trying to find a murderer. That already puts a target on your back. I’d prefer you didn’t have two.” He paused. “And I know you don’t want to do this because you like to be seen as strong, but I think you should loop Sean in on what happened. If nothing else, maybe he can put a leash on her.” 

I sighed. “I’ll call him.” 

Alex was right. I didn’t want to run to Sean to solve a problem I was perfectly capable of dealing with myself, but I wasn’t just a werewolf or a witch or a sheriff. I was a diplomat, and some things required a silk glove rather than a ball bat. That didn’t mean I didn’t want to step into the batting cage, though. It just meant I was savvy enough to know that I couldn’t.

Thirty minutes later, I rinsed my coffee cup out and set it in the rack, then pulled on my blazer. “You wanna ride along with me? I’m gonna stop at Cuppa’s and grab a latte.”

“Nah, I’m gonna stick around here and finish up that website. I’m almost done with it. How about lunch since you’re giving Ms. Ellen the last piece of lasagna?” 

I stood on my tippy toes and gave him a quick kiss. “Sounds great. Zach’s? I haven’t checked in on him in a few days.”

“Sure thing. I could go for a Cuban.” He walked me to the porch and watched as I drove off.

The first thing I did was call Sean. This wasn’t a matter for a text. When he picked up, I ran him through what had happened, and he sighed. 

“I’m sorry, Cori. I knew she was struggling, but I didn’t realize she’d lost control.” 

“Struggling with what? She’s been miserable to me since the first minute she laid eyes on me. Not to toot my own horn, but it usually takes at least three times meeting me before I get that reaction.” I was going for levity, but all I got was silence. I glanced down at my phone to see if I’d dropped the call, but I hadn’t. 

“It’s not my story to tell,” he replied after a long moment. “All I can tell you is that it’s not you. You remind her of someone.” 

“Yeah, well I don’t care who I remind her of. If she comes at me like that again, we’re gonna have a problem.” I wasn’t in the mood for his cryptic answers or another run-in with her. “She’s gonna have to be civil to me for the duration of this investigation. Then she can go back to her little makeup shop and live miserably ever after, but until then, can you run a little interference? I don’t want any trouble with her, but I’m also not gonna take that level of bull.” 

He sighed and sounded tired when he answered. “I’ll talk to her. Just, please, have a little patience, okay?” 

“For your sake and for the sake of the investigation, as long as she can be a grownup. She doesn’t have to like me, but she does have to respect me.” 

“Then we have a deal. Thanks, Cori, Oh, and the Martinezes will be here late this afternoon. They’re bringing their private helicopter and will be here at four. Give them an hour to settle in, then we can meet at five if that works for you.” 

“I’ll see you then. And thanks, Sean. I don’t want you to fight my battles for me, but I promised mom I’d carry kid gloves rather than a hammer.” 

“You’re mother’s a wise woman,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice. “You remind me a lot of her sometimes.” 

I smiled. “Now you’re just being mean. I’ll see you at five.” 

Though my mother made me crazy, being compared to her was always a compliment unless, of course, it was coming from Ms. Ellen. Then it probably meant I was being a knothead.

When I pulled into Cuppa Joe’s parking lot five minutes later, I scrunched my nose in dismay. The place was so busy I had to park so far away that I was sweating by the time I made it in the door. Fortunately, it was all hands on deck, and even though there had been at least ten people in front of me, it only took a few minutes to make it through the line.

“Wow,” I said to Mona, one of the co-owners when it was finally my turn. “You guys are slammin’ this morning. What’s going on?” 

Mona was a witch and one of the sweetest people I’d ever met. She was tiny but was a great example of dynamite coming in small packages. Realistically, she was more like C-4.

She smiled and tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ears. “Nothin’, really, I don’t think. There’s a fishin’ tournament over in Angel Falls, but this isn’t much busier than we usually are this time of day. You just caught us at our busy time. You want your usual?” 

“Yes, please, iced.” I loved my latte, but once the temperatures soared past eighty, it was time to ice it down. 

“I’m glad to see you’re doing so well.” Cuppa’s was the only place in town that had decent coffee. The diner’s was good if you were sitting down for some pancakes or biscuits and gravy, but they’d laugh you out of the place if you asked for a white-chocolate latte, triple shot, iced.

She counted back my change and I dropped a single in the tip jar. “Yeah, we’re doin’ okay, though this is just a rush. It’ll slow down in another half hour or so. Just like everywhere, locals are our bread and butter, but tourists bring the jam.” 

Since I was the last person in line, I leaned against the counter and waited. 

Mona wiped the counter down while Joe, her husband and the shop’s namesake, made my coffee. “So I hear we’re getting some sort of fancy spa or resort or somethin’.” She glanced over her shoulder, then lowered her voice. “But there are whispers that it’s gonna be marketed at out-of-town paranormals. Is that right?” 

I nodded. “Yeah, it’s Sean’s idea. I’m not sure what to think of it yet, but I trust him.” I felt like I’d said that ten thousand times over the last few months.

Her eyes lit up. “What do you mean, you don’t know what to think of it? It’s awesome! Out-of-towners tip well, and paranormals that are coming here specifically for a spa are gonna have money in their pockets. Joe’s gonna be tickled. He’s been perfectin’ a few new blends, and now he might have more people who might be interested in more exotic stuff.” 

Joe was a coffee connoisseur, but unfortunately, most people couldn’t tell one bean from another. 

I didn’t want to talk her down, so I made sure to keep my tone casual. “But there will be a lot more paranormals in town.” 

She laughed. “So, what? We’re at least half paranormals now and everybody gets along just fine. This is the twenty-first century, not the fifteenth. We’ll be fine. Better than fine! We’ve been savin’ to put an addition on the house, so now maybe we’ll have it sooner.” 

I smiled, buoyed by her enthusiasm. When she put it like that, it was hard to see any downsides.

Her expression turned serious. “I also heard a vampire was murdered out at the docks.” 

Of course she did. Nothing stayed secret in Castle’s Bluff for long. “We did. I’m still lookin’ for the killer. He and his business partner were in town to talk to Sean about investing in the resort.” 

She furrowed her brow. “Is one of them dark-haired and dark-complected? Hispanic, maybe?” 

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s Dominik. He’s the one who was killed. How did you know?” 

She puckered her lips and sadness crept into her eyes. “That’s a shame. He and the woman he was with were such a cute couple. They sat in that booth right over there and looked like they were having such a good time with each other.” 

“Ah, yeah. Gemma, probably. Just his opposite. Small, light hair, blue eyes? She seems to be really nice, and I feel bad for her.”

Mona shook her head as she pushed my coffee across the counter to me, her brow furrowed. “No, this woman was a redhead.”

That got my attention. “Please tell me you caught a name.” 

She shook her head. “Sorry, sweetie, I didn’t. Joe took them their coffee, but as busy as we were, I doubt he caught them, either.”

Joe joined us right at that moment. “Caught what?”  

“You remember the vampire couple that was in here day before yesterday for coffee?” 

He drew his dark brows down in thought. “Oh, I remember them because she sent her latte back because she said it wasn’t frothed enough.” He scowled. “As if. My lattes are always perfect.” 

He wasn’t wrong. He’d made coffee his life’s work, and it was way more than just what he did for a living. 

I tipped my cup at him. “You won’t get an argument from me. You didn’t by chance get any names did you?” 

“Sorry, I didn’t. We were super busy.” 

“Brown eyes, green eyes, short, tall?” Anything at all would help. I was trying to think back to what Alicia Chambers looked like. She was tall, which would put her in the right height range to have done it, but I couldn’t remember what color eyes she had. As it turns out, it didn’t matter.

“I have no idea.” Joe shook his head, then winked. “I took her coffee, not her phone number. There’s only one girl’s eyes I want to gaze into.” 

Mona rolled her eyes. “Cheesy, but I love you for it.” 

I pulled a picture of Alicia up on my phone and turned it around so he could see it. “Is this her?” 

“No, I know for sure that’s not her. This girl was younger, and her features were more delicate.” 

Just to cover the bases, I pulled up a pic of Stephanie Young, too, but he shook his head again.

“Nope, that’s not her, either.” 

A young couple came through the doors and approached the counter, and Joe smiled at me. “Gotta go, but if you have any more pics, you have Mona’s number, right? Just shoot them over to her.” 

I stuffed my phone back in my pocket and scooped up my coffee. “If she comes in here again, can you let me know?” 

“Sure thing,” Mona replied. “I’ll even try to snap a pic if I can be clandestine about it.” 

“Ooh. Clandestine. I like it.” I grinned at her as I pushed the door open with my backside. “And thank you, both for the coffee and the info.” 

My brain was spinning at a thousand RPMs on the way back to my truck. We now had Dominik at Cuppa’s at eight in the morning with a redhead. That was more info than I’d managed to gather in two whole days. Maybe Kat was right and things really would work out the way they were supposed to. I just hoped that way involved me catching a killer.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 20
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I went to the office and worked for a couple hours, but I couldn’t get my brain to settle. Ms. Ellen hadn’t managed to find pictures of Dominik with any other redhead, and I didn’t have any luck, either. I called Dani and asked if she had any dirt on Valentina that would explain why she had such a visceral reaction to me, but I struck out there, too.

My phone rang right about the time I thought my eyes were going to fall out from exhaustion.

“Hey,” Dani said when I answered.

“Hey, yourself. I was diggin’ through the dirt lookin’ for anything to do with the Martinezes. You’re not gonna believe what I found.” She paused, and my phone dinged  with an incoming text message. “I just sent you a pic of the woman who was Valentina’s original business partner. This woman was terrible. She almost put the fledgling company bankrupt because she was embezzling. When Valentina figured it out, she went to her apartment to confront her. Lo and behold, guess who was there playin’ doctor.” 

Since I didn’t like Valentina, I didn’t really care, but I figured if Dani called about it, she probably thought it was relevant. “Who?” 

“None other than Valentina’s fiancé. So not only had this woman been stealing money from her, she helped herself to her man, too. But you gotta see the pic.” 

“Okay, hold on.” I pulled my phone away from my face and gasped when I saw the picture. The woman could have almost passed for my twin. Her features were a little more angular and her hair was more a chestnut that blonde, but there was no mistaking the resemblance.

“Wow. I gotta say, I kinda hate me right now, so I can only imagine what Valentina must think whenever she looks at me.” 

“Yeah, well she’s a viper too, so don’t expend too much energy feeling sorry for her, but now at least you know why she’s such a troll to you.” 

“Thanks, Dani. This does help.” 

We disconnected, and I sighed. I refused to use this as an excuse to pardon her because she was a grown woman and knew I wasn’t her partner, but still, I had to remind her. No wonder she got cranky.

Sam had already been there when I arrived, of course, and we worked together in silence for a while.

“If you don’t stop tapping your pen, I’m going to take it from you.” His voice knocked me out of my reverie. I’d been trolling Dominik’s social media pages and pretty much anywhere else I could find him, hoping for just one pic of him and a redheaded stranger.

“Oh,” I said, laying the pen down. “I didn’t even realize I was doing it. Sorry.” 

“Look, why don’t you go for a walk? Clear your head. You’ve been looking at those pictures for hours.” He looked at me over the tops of his readers. “Take a break.” 

“You’re right.” I stretched and rolled my head on my shoulders to work out the kinks. “I could use some sunshine and perspective. I’m gonna go see if Sully’s heard anything about the strange bear. I don’t wanna run into any strangers in the woods tonight. I might run over to Giovanni’s, too. See if Gio is still acting weird. Maybe I’ll just ask him about it. I hate for him to think somebody’s spying on him, but Gertrude’s not going to let up until we give her a reasonable answer.” 

I pulled my purse out of my desk drawer. “Wanna come with me?” 

He shook his head, “Nah, I have some end-of-month paperwork I need to finish. Do you want me to go to Sean’s with you?” 

Going there gave him the creeps, which actually made sense when I thought about it. He’d probably get the same feeling walking into a lion’s den. They were predators, and he was their natural prey.

“I don’t think it’s necessary. I don’t know what I’m going to tell them anyway if I don’t figure out something soon. They’re going to want answers I don’t have. Unless you want to go.” 

My stomach was getting knotted, not because I was scared of them, but because I really did want to give a family closure. It felt like the least I could do considering their son had been killed in my town.

“Nah, pass, unless you want me to.” He reached into his desk and pulled a couple more file folders out to add to the stack sitting on his desk.

“I’m good, then. You get that stuff done, and I’ll be back in a bit. Alex is picking me up for lunch, so I won’t be long.” 

I made it halfway up the hall before I reversed course and headed for the side door. On the off chance Ms. Ellen had Gertrude contained up front, I figured I’d be better off not rolling the dice.

There were only a few people at Sully’s, which I was glad for. 

“Hey, there, stranger,” he said, his face lighting up when he saw me. “You’re a little early for lunch.” 

“Yeah,” I replied. “I’m just checking back to see if you heard anything about that bear, but I’ll gladly take a tea. I’m parched.” 

“I haven’t,” he said. “Maybe it was just a tourist who’d stopped in for a couple of days to fish or something and didn’t know the rules. Or just didn’t figure he needed to bother since he wasn’t going to be here that long.” 

I shrugged. That was as good an explanation as any. If I happened to run across the scent again, then I’d put a little more effort into it. Besides, I was more curious about the weird smell than I was concerned about who it was. Like he said, in all likelihood, it was probably just a tourist.

I dug into my purse for my wallet, which was jammed underneath the pictures Gert had given me. 

“Oh, cool, pictures! Can I see?” he asked. 

I smiled. “Sure, if you want to see grainy photos Gertrude took when she was doing undercover surveillance with her husband’s nineteen-sixties camera of Gio doing a drug deal.” I put the last in air quotes and shook my head.

“Say what now?” He slid my to-go cup across the counter to me.

“Gertrude swears Giovanni is dealing drugs. She said she took those pictures out back of the Hook the other night, and they prove it.” 

He pulled the pics out of the sleeve and flipped through them. Rather than grinning at the joke, though, he frowned, and it got deeper the more he flipped.

“What?” Concern bubbled up in me. “Do you see something I don’t? You don’t think he’d really do that, do you?” 

He set the pictures apart and sighed. “No, but I have a feeling we’ve solved two mysteries at once, here.” 

I slid onto a stool since it seemed like I wasn’t going anywhere soon. “How do you figure? Which mysteries?” 

“Your bear mystery and your Giovanni drama. I need to make a call. Sit tight.” 

With that, he pulled his cell from his pocket and disappeared into the back. A few minutes later, he reappeared, pulling his apron off. 

“Barbie!” he called, and one of his servers popped out from the back. “Watch the place, please. I need to go somewhere. I won’t be gone long.” 

“Sure thing. I can finish cutting fruit out here.” 

She disappeared again, and he turned to me. “C’mon. We’re gonna clear up some things, and I need some answers.” 

He didn’t say anything on the short drive to Giovanni’s, but when we got there, he was all business. 

Gio was the only person in the store and smiled when he saw us. “It’sa my two favorite people, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen you together. Come in.” 

“We need to talk, Gio,” Sully said. “And I think you know what it’s about.” 

Gio’s face fell, and he motioned for us to follow him to a back booth. Sully and I slid into one side and Gio the other. 

Sully pulled out the pics. “I know what you’ve been doing, but what I don’t know is why.” 

I was getting irritated from being left out. Sully had been quiet the entire ride, but since he’d looked lost in thought, I hadn’t pushed it. I was done with that now. “I’m glad you two know what’s going on. Mind filling me in?” 

Sully raised a brow. “Yeah, Gio. How ’bout you fill her in. Cori, show him the pics.”

I pulled them from my purse and slid them across the table to him.

Giovanni's face was red, and he was avoiding eye contact. “I’m so sorry, Bella. I didn’t mean to hide anything from you.” He pulled in a fortifying breath and looked me in the eye. “I’m a bear shifter. Or at least I used to be. I’ve been taking a potion for over thirty years to prevent the change.” 

I frowned. “But why?” I couldn’t imagine not wanting to shift, and I didn’t know anybody else with our gifts that felt that way, either.” 

“I hurt somebody I loved. I used to have a horrible temper, and I got mad and hurt her. Badly. I might have even killed her.” 

“What do you mean you might have killed somebody? You don’t know for sure?” 

He shook his head. “No, there was too much blood. I called the ambulance, and once I knew she was in good hands, I left. I moved here, found a sympathetic witch who made me a potion, and”—he spread his arms—“here we are.” 

Suddenly, the scents I’d smelled in the forest made sense. He hadn’t shifted in decades, so he was more human than bear. It also explained why he drank limoncello the way he did, which, in turn, explained the citrus smell.

“I get that,” I said, though I really didn’t. “But why did you start shifting again?” 

“The witch who brews my potion ran out of a special ingredient. I found somebody on one of the magical trade boards, and that’s what you see happening in the pictures. I wasn’t giving him something. He was giving me the ingredient. I’d gone too long without the potion, though. I felt a forced shift coming on, and I went to the preserve so I wouldn’t hurt anybody.” His eyes glistened with tears. “It was glorious being back in my bear form. I’ve missed it so, but I couldn’t risk hurting anybody else.” 

My heart broke for him. “Oh, Gio. Why didn’t you tell us?” I was still reeling from finding out a man I’d thought was human for thirty years was suddenly magical, but my shock couldn’t trump his misery.

“What was the girl’s name? Have you checked back up on her?” 

He shook his head. “Her name was Maria. I’ve never been able to bring myself to check up on her. It’s like, what’s that cat they talk about on TV? Shroedinger’s cat? If I don’t call, there’s still a chance she survived. If I find out for sure she’s gone ...” 

Though he let the sentence trail off, I knew what he was thinking. If he found out she was dead, he wouldn’t be able to live with himself. He was holding onto his sanity by allowing for the possibility that she was still alive.

I reached across and laid my hand over his. “You should have told us. You’ve been blocked off from the whole magical community all these years.” 

“Yeah, mate. That’s what we’re here for. It has to have been terrible for you, knowing but not being able to share in that with us.” Sully’s shoulders were hunched as if he were feeling Gio’s pain himself. “No more, though. You’re one of us, and you’re not depriving yourself of that for any longer.” 

Gio burst into tears, and I couldn’t tell if they were from happiness, sadness, grief, or shame. Or maybe a little bit of each. What did matter was that we’d solved that mystery and gotten one bear shifter back into a clan. The rest would fall into place.
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We sat with Gio for a bit longer, then left after Sully made him promise to come to the next clan meeting. 

“How did you know that just from the pics?” I asked as I pulled out of the lot. 

“I recognized the kid he was with. He lives with his mom over in Angel Falls, and she’s made hundreds of potions for us over the years, including ones to stop the change. There’s been a few times somebody’s gotten hurt bad and needed to stay in human form long enough to heal.” 

He stopped for a breath and ran his hand over his cropped hair. “When you mentioned the weird hybrid smell, I remembered it from those times. It’s what happens when somebody goes a long time without changing, so I knew what we were dealing with, but I didn’t know who. I really did think it was probably just a tourist until I saw the pictures. Then it all clicked into place.”

“I feel so bad for him,” I said as I flicked the blinker on to turn into Sully’s. “I wonder if the girl’s dead. That would be a terrible thing to carry with you.” 

Sully shook his head. “I’ll be shocked if she is, or at least if that’s what killed her. I keep a finger on the pulse of the global bear community. I haven’t heard of any situation that matches his description. Of course, bears have killed bears, but you know how rare it is. When it happens, it sticks in your mind. I’ll check just to be sure, though.” 



We’d spent so much time dealing with Gio that I’d had to postpone my lunch date with Alex. I gave him a call as soon as I dropped Sully off and told him I’d meet him at Zach’s. Once the drama had played out, my appetite had returned with a vengeance. A bowl of Zach’s baked potato soup was calling my name, but it wasn’t to be.

I’d just pulled into a space in front of Zach’s when my phone vibrated with an incoming text from Sean. Apparently, the Martinez family had arrived early, and they were requesting my company.

“Oh, boy,” Alex said when he and Chaos walked to my truck to greet me. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go with you as your second. After what you told me about last night, I don’t think it’s wise for you to go in alone.” 

Chaos jumped into the truck when Alex opened the door. “I agree. But you’re her third. I’m her second.” 

I smiled. Even though we bickered, when the chips were down, she had my back, and woe be to anybody who tried to cross me.

“Then let’s get this show on the road.” 
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Jeeves had the door open before we could even knock on it, and he showed us into the formal parlor.

The most commanding figure was a tall, dark-haired man who looked to be in his late forties followed closely by a classy-looking brunette about the same age. Antoine and Bianca Martinez, I assumed. Miguel sat on the eggshell settee swirling an amber drink in a rocks glass, and Valentina sat beside him, her smile decidedly satisfied. 

“Good to see you again, Sheriff. I assume my alibis checked out?” Allen was sitting in a wingback chair situated at a ninety-degree angle to the sofa.

“They did.” 

Valentina started to say something, but Antoine cut her off. “Tina, don’t even start,” he snapped, his tone brooking no argument.

She snapped her mouth shut and turned her gaze down. And here it had been Antoine I’d been worried about.

Sean, who’d been leaning against the grand piano in the corner, made the introductions.

“Glad to see you could make it,” Valentina said despite another glare from her father. “Of course, we saw your truck in the parking lot of the local bar just a bit ago, so it’s not like you were doing anything to find my brother’s murderer anyway.” 

Chaos started to say something, but I motioned for her to stop. “You know what, Valentina? I’ve had it with your lip. I don’t know what you have against me, but it stops here and now. I’m done.” 

Antoine’s eyes narrowed as he studied me, but Bianca’s just looked haggard. She’d lost a child, and rather than comfort her, her kids were more interested in skewering me.

“Mrs. Martinez?” I said, my tone gentle.

Bianca looked from her lap to me, her dark eyes glistening with pink tears.

“I promise you. I can’t bring your son back, but I will give Dominik justice.” 

She nodded and gave me a watery smile. “Thank you, Ms. Sloane. That’s all I can ask for, and I’ll be grateful.” 

It seemed that had bought me a little respect with Antoine. 

He took a sip of his drink. “Sean has assured us that you’re more than competent. Do you mind telling us what you’ve discovered so far?” 

“Not at all,” I replied, “though I hate to say that it’s not much so far. We know the killer was likely left-handed, about five-ten, and definitely a supernatural. We also found the murder weapon. It was an old dock spindle. He was killed right at the lake only a few yards from where we found his car.” 

“And how do you know that for sure?” Bianca had composed herself and was listening.

“Because we also found his blood there along with another sample.” 

“But how do you know it was from two different people?” she asked.

“Because one was type A-positive, and the other was O-negative,” I replied. “We haven’t done any DNA testing, but I think considering we found both Dominik’s car and the murder weapon there, it’s safe to assume the blood is his.” 

“And you’ve found nothing else?” Sean asked. “I’m not trying to be difficult, just thorough.” 

“As a matter of fact, we have,” Alex replied. “There was a hairband—a scrunchy, I believe they’re called—in the passenger-side floorboard of Dominik’s car. It had a couple red hairs in it, but we’ve only been able to track down pictures of Dominik with two redheads and neither of them could be the killer.” 

“I’ve told you a dozen times that Dominik wasn’t cheating,” Gemma said from a chair by the window. She’d been so quiet and was sitting so far away from the rest of the group that I’d barely registered her presence.

Now it was time to get down to brass tacks. “Mr. Martinez, I hate to ask, but who’s going to assume control of that part of your company now that Dominik’s gone? I know you have other ventures you want to pursue, and I assume this won’t change those plans long-term.” 

He pulled in a deep breath and ran his hand through his dark hair. “You’re correct. Allen will continue to run it. If he needs help, I’m sure he has people in mind he could bring forward.” 

I caught Valentina’s smirk from the corner of my eye, but that wasn’t what really caught my attention. Allen laid his hand on her knee to quiet her. He likely thought I couldn’t see him, but wolves have excellent peripheral vision. My mental gears started turning.

Rather than ignore it, I decided to face it head-on. “Did you have something you wanted to say, Valentina?” 

I pinned her with a pointed look while I awaited her answer. She brushed a strand of hair—today’s color was purple—from her face and shot a glance at Allen, who gave her the slightest shake of his head.

“No, I have nothing to say.” 

Chaos climbed my jeans and onto my blazer, then continued until she was sitting on my shoulder. She whispered in my ear. “Cori, I figured it out.”  

“Yeah, me too, I think,” I muttered as the pieces of the puzzle fell together in my head. Dominik had cut Valentina off, and now it appeared his partner was more than a little cozy with her. That still didn’t explain the scrunchy in the car, though I suppose that didn’t necessarily have anything to do with it.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Chaos said, “and it has everything to do with it. Cori, she wears wigs. We’ve seen her in what, two by now? Three if the brunette isn’t her real hair.” 

That was it. The final piece of the puzzle except for one thing.

“Valentina, why did you come down early, and more importantly, why didn’t you want anybody to know?” It had been her scrunchy in the car. Convertibles can be hell on a hairdo.

“What?” she asked, and suddenly her eyes took on a panicked look.

Allen’s lips curved into a cool, suave smile. “She came down early to surprise him. We just didn’t think it was relevant to Dom’s murder.” 

I furrowed my brow. There was still the matter of height. Even in heels, she wasn’t anywhere near five-ten. “Everything’s relevant.” I was just talking to buy my brain enough time to put it all together. I caught another gaze between them, and I knew.

“You did it, didn’t you, Allen?” I didn’t even pause for dramatic effect. “You killed him because you’re having an affair with Valentina, and Dominik cut her financing off. You figured with your partner out of the way, you’d control the whole company and get the girl.” 

“What? No! I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Allen’s cool façade was starting to crack.

“Allen?” For the first time since I’d started my story, Antoine spoke.

Allen leaned back in his chair with that smooth-as-glass smile. “She’s crazy, Antoine.” 

That might be true, but it had nothing to do with this case. I had him, and he was going to confess. “No, you had it almost perfect, but the hair scrunchy gave it away. When we found his car, Gemma said he washed it daily. That means the scrunchy wasn’t something left over from some other time. The only thing that threw us was the red hair. I didn’t even think about it being a wig.” 

I turned to the woman who had been a thorn in my side since this whole thing had started. “How did it work? You showed up early, before anybody was up, and convinced him to go to town with you? I talked to the people at the coffee shop, so there’s no need to deny it. They remembered you because you made him remake your coffee.” 

“Don’t say a word, Tina,” Allen said, and the look in her eyes was mutinous.

“So, what? You lured him to the docks and Allen killed him?” 

“No,” Bianca said, her voice faint. “Tina’s blood type is the same as her father’s—O-negative.” Her tortured gaze swept to her daughter. “Tell me you didn’t do this, Tina. He was your brother.” 

“He was a selfish, arrogant jerk,” she exclaimed, bolting off the chair. “Yes, we lured him down there. We planned it so that nobody knew I was here, and Allen toured your stupid town so he’d have an alibi. But when we got him to the beach, Allen lost his stomach for it and wanted to turn back, let it go. So I did it myself. Right at that filthy lake while he was staring out at run-down boats going on and on about how nice the place could be. Then all we had to do was shove him in Allen’s trunk, bring him back here, and switch trunks. Allen had heard Gemma ask to borrow a car the night before, so we knew she’d be driving it.” 

“But how did you know he’d be found?” Alex asked. “If not for the accident, nobody would have known.” 

She barked a laugh and shot him a look of disbelief. “Sure. A body can stay in a trunk in this heat and go totally undetected. Give me a break. It might have taken longer for him to be found, but not that much longer, and everybody would have known Gemma was the last person to drive that car.” 

Rather than crying, Bianca had gathered her spine. She shot with lightning speed across the room and had Valentina by the throat before anybody could stop her. “You’re an aberration of nature, right from the time you were born. There’s something broken in you, or missing.” 

Sean and Antoine bolted forward and pulled Bianca off her, then Antoine pulled Bianca into his arms and muttered to her in Italian. I don’t know what he said, but the rage drained from her and she began to cry.

Allen tried to run, but Sean stopped him by wrapping his arms around him. Alex jumped forward to help. Valentina saw her chance and shot past me and out the front door. She wasn’t getting away on my watch. I got a running start and shifted midair as I leapt after her. 

Though she had vampire speed, I was a wolf. Chasing prey was ingrained in my instincts. I anticipated her dodges before she could even make them, and tackled her before she even made it out of the yard. Somehow, though, she managed to get loose. Rather than chase her for a second time and risk losing her, I turned to the lessons Charlotte had taught us. I pulled in a deep breath and pulled up my magic, looking for anything to use to trap her. 

Sean had a giant replica of the Liberty Bell placed as a centerpiece in a reading circle on the lawn, and I focused all my energy on picking it up and moving it to where my instincts were telling me she’d dodge next. Sure enough, it landed right on top of her, trapping her underneath. I said a spell in my head to make it too heavy for her to move, and miraculously, it worked. I couldn’t see the spell, but I felt it. She wasn’t getting out of that alone.

Valentina wasn’t going anywhere. It was over.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 23

[image: image]


After Valentina and Allen were secured, I called my mother. This was council business, and I needed to clear it with her before I turned them over to the vampire tribunal. Vampire-on-vampire murders fell under their jurisdiction according to the treaty, but I wanted all the ducks in a row before I signed off.

Sean offered to have his chef cook for us, but I declined. I still had a bowl of loaded baked potato soup waiting for me, or at least I hoped I did. It usually sold out, so all I could do was hope that the universe would throw me a bone.

“I’m starving,” Chaos said once we finally made it to Zach’s. 

I pulled the door open, and as usual, a little pang of guilt shot through me when something a little more than happiness at seeing a friend flitted across Zach’s face when he saw me.

Zach’s story was complicated. We’d dated in high school, but then my mother had decided we were getting too serious and put the kibosh on it because he was a human. We found each other again a while back, but by then, he was a member of The Hunters, a group of humans whose sole purpose was to track down and eliminate supernaturals, especially werewolves.

To save his life, Sean had altered his memories and set him up with what he’d always wanted to do before hatred consumed him. He gave him a sandwich shop. Though I know it was the only way to allow him to live, I still felt guilty about messing with his mind, and even guiltier because of that look he always gave me.

“Hey, guys!” he said, rushing around the counter to shake Alex’s hand and then pull me into a hug. “You look beat already. Long day?” 

“You have no idea,” I said, grinning at his exuberance. “Please tell me you have baked potato soup left.” 

“You’re in luck,” he replied. “Help yourself.” 

Because he refused to let us pay for anything, the least I could do was serve myself and clean up our mess when we left. I rushed behind the counter and snagged a bowl, then scooped two ladles full of rich, cheesy, bacony, creamy deliciousness into it.

“You want a peanut butter sandwich with that, I assume?” Zach asked as he made his way to the deli case to make Alex’s Cuban. 

“Of course,” I replied, grinning. “Soup isn’t soup without that.” I meant  that with every fiber of my being. Both Alex and Zach thought I was crazy, but I loved dunking a peanut butter sandwich in soup. No jelly, because that would have been gross. 

He made our sandwiches, then joined us while we ate. We chatted about the changes coming to town, and he told us all about the weird, creepy people that Sean had brought in. I imagine vampires did make him feel uncomfortable. He was, after all, their intended prey.

As I sat there eating amazing food and sharing stories with three of my most favorite people on the planet, I couldn’t help but draw the lines between us and the Martinezes. The difference with us, I believed was that to Valentina, happiness was having good things handed to her for free. To us, seeing good things happen to the people we loved was what made us happy. The secret that she’d never understand was that caring for somebody else brought its own rewards, and those were the type money couldn’t buy. 

As Ms. Ellen always said, money can get you silver and gold, but what good are they if you don’t have somebody to share them with? That, to me, is the definition of happiness, and sitting there sharing a meal with people I loved was the greatest gift anybody could have ever given me.

More crimes would come, but for now, I was content to enjoy the moment, because everything was right in my world.
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"Stan, what have I told you about bringing the Cupid's bow into the bar? And adjust your diaper. None of us want to see what's under that." 

I heaved a sigh of exasperation. I loved my job, but sometimes I felt more like a babysitter at a daycare center than a cocktail waitress at a magical beach resort. 

He scowled as he reached for his margarita. "It's a loincloth. And what do you want me to do—leave my bow and arrows in my room? They won't fit in the safe." 

Cyri, the faerie sitting one table over, turned to look at him. "That's easy enough to fix," she said, adjusting her lavender ponytail. She dipped her finger into a waterproof pouch hanging from the pink lanyard around her neck, then sprinkled a small pinch of sparkling dust over the bow and quiver. 

Stan watched in fascinated horror as the tool of his trade shrunk to a tenth of its size. "You can't just do that," he said, indignant. "What if I get called out to a job?" 

She snorted. "That's like your fourth margarita. You're in no condition to fly, anyway. And I've only been with Aiden a few months. It would be a disaster if he accidentally knicked himself with one of those arrows on his way to the bathroom. I'm not ready for the whole L-word scenario." 

I smiled as I walked away. Stan was in the middle of an existential crisis. His problem was that he was a romantic at heart, and his job wasn't just a job to him—it was his passion. Between the free-love movement and easy, DIY divorces, he was having a hard time believing he hadn't outlived his purpose.

So, he was on an extended vacation to find himself and decide whether or not he should retire. But just because I felt sorry for the guy didn't mean I could give him a pass on the bow. Can you imagine how the I love you, man phase of intoxication would work if a hammered cupid wanted to make the whole bar happy at closing time? Yeah, no love-laced arrows allowed.

I delivered the last drinks on my tray to a group of sunbathing selkies that were regulars, thinking how hot their seal-skin beach blankets must be. Before you get upset about animal cruelty, selkies are seals in the water but shed their skins to become human on land. The skins they were lying on were their own. 

I couldn't blame them for keeping them secure though. Julius, their leader, had left his skin unattended at the bar when he'd gone to the bathroom a while back, and we’d had to lock down the whole resort for a couple hours. 

A beach attendant had mistakenly picked it up and thrown it into the laundry, and since I'd been the one to call for the lock-down and the one to find it, he'd granted me honorary membership in his pod. In short, when they came every few months, they requested me, and they always tipped generously. It was job security, but it made me feel good, too.

Angie, Julius's wife, passed the martinis down the row, taking a sip from the last one. 

"Divine as always," she said, licking the vodka mustache off her upper lip. "Tell Bob he used just the right amount of anchovy juice."

I bit back a shudder at the phantom flavor and assured her I would. As I picked my way through the tables back to the shade of the tiki bar, I picked up a few more drink orders along the way.

Plunking my tray down on the server's deck at the bar, I leaned over and rested my chin in my hand while I waited for Bob, the Bigfoot bartender, to finish telling a joke to a broody werewolf. I don't know why he bothered—the guy hadn't cracked a smile the whole week he'd been there. He'd eaten his weight in steak and was a fat tipper, though, so I guess Bob felt obligated. 

The big lug tended to be a people-pleaser anyway, so the more somebody rejected his efforts, the harder he tried. That alone kinda made me want to crack the shifter with my tray for being such a buzzkill.

I shifted over a couple feet and adjusted a fan so that it was blowing in my face. The heat was brutal, and there hadn't been a mermaid or water nymph around all day. I liked it when they came because it gave me an excuse to wade out to the water bar to wait on them—a definite plus when the thermometer pushed past ninety.

We also had a huge salt-chlorinated, zero-entry infinity pool that had a direct-connect to the ocean, so it was available to everybody. Unfortunately, it was closed for cleaning; a group of unicorns had their son's birthday party in there the day before and ... kids were kids. So, no wading around the edges to deliver drinks. The fan would have to do.

Bob lumbered over to pick up my drink ticket. "Man, that guy's tough," he whispered. "I'm throwin' my best material at him, and nothin’. I can't get him to look away from that laptop.”

I tilted my head and examined the guy in question as he stared at the screen like it held the secrets to the universe. Good looking, as most werewolves were, but he lacked the lightheartedness that marked most of his kind. 

"What's his deal, anyway?”

"No idea," Bob said, muddling mint and simple syrup for a mojito. "He's met with Cass a couple times, but that's it. And every time he has, his mood's seemed worse." 

That wasn't an atypical response to dealing with our boss though, so it didn't add anything to the speculation. It would have been more unusual had he come away smiling.

Speaking of ... 

"Maganti!" Somebody bellowed my last name from behind me. 

Before turning, I pulled a deep breath in through my nose and blew it out through my mouth, counting to five as I did. 

My boss, Cassiel—otherwise known as the disgraced Angel of Temperance—was a blow-hard and an idiot. I wasn't sure who'd assigned him to be the figurehead of that particular virtue, but apparently, they hadn't been practicing it themselves when they'd made the call.

It had taken a few millennia, but he'd finally pushed his luck one too many times with the powers that be and was tossed out on his ear, much to the chagrin of everybody in the mortal realm, or at least those of us who lived on the Enchanted Coast. Managing the beach bar was his booby prize, and he lorded over it like the planet owed him a living.

As usual, he was already half in the bag, which meant he was gonna be even more horrid than he was when sober. He was the only downside to this job. Well, him and sand in awkward places, but the latter was an easy fix.

Bob finished making the last of my drinks and ambled the couple of steps back to me, a concerned expression on his heavy features as he set them down. 

"Don't bait him, Destiny," he pleaded under his breath. "Just find out what he wants, do it, then ignore him. He's just looking for an excuse to can you. Again." 

"He can try," I said, lifting a shoulder. He'd fired me the previous summer, for three weeks until word spread to my regulars. It seemed I had a following that had some pull with the higher-ups. Not only had I been reinstated, I'd gotten a raise. Needless to say, that hadn't gone over well with Cassiel.

Still, I loved my job, and goodwill was a fickle beast. As a people person and a water witch who didn't want to live in the closet, the Enchanted Coast—a magical vacation resort on the Gulf of Mexico designed to meet the needs of paranormals—was the best of all worlds. So, in the interest of keeping the peace, I pivoted toward him, gritting my teeth and pasting on a smile.

"Yeah, Cass?" I said, putting everything I had into being pleasant. 

Not even attempting to return the courtesy, he gestured toward the outside tables. "The place is a mess. That table needs to be bussed and there are empty cups everywhere. And those fans are for guests only—not lazy waitresses." 

I glanced around the area and ran my tongue over my teeth. "First," I said, still trying to maintain my fragile mask of civility, "that table is occupied. They're in the water. Second, there are exactly two empty cups, both of which just blew out of the trash can when you stormed by it and flexed your wings." I decided to let the fan comment drop. "But I'll get right on it." 

I had no idea what the reason was for his animosity. He'd despised me from day one, even before he’d had to eat crow and hire me back. I could get along with the devil himself if he was willing to meet me halfway, but despite my efforts, Cass refused to play nice. 

After a while, I'd given up. The only thing I could figure was I'd been offered his job before he was sentenced to it. I’d turned it down because I would have gotten paid less to do more after I added in my tips. 

"And since you have time to stand around," he sneered, foul as always, "Go clean out the unicorn pen. People can see those rainbow turds from the hotel, and the cotton-candy smell is disgusting."

Bending over to pick up the cups, I muttered an anatomically impossible suggestion for what he could go do.

"What was that?" he asked, narrowing his bloodshot eyes at me. 

I heaved a sigh. As usual, I was gonna have to be the bigger person. "Nothin' Cass," I said, waving him off as I went for the shovel. "Just ... have another drink." 

With one stroke of the ginormous ashen wings that marked him as a fallen angel, he was towering over me, swaying a little, the smell of old whiskey seeping from his pores. I straightened my spine as my magic surged. The last thing I was willing to do was give in to a bully, even if he was an angel, and my boss to boot.

"Hey Cass," a centaur named Evan called from behind him, "cut her some slack. My drink hasn't gone empty all day, and she just finished busting her ass keeping a ten-top of gorgons happy. She's earned a minute in front of the fan." 

Fiona, the leader of the gorgons he was referencing, exited the bathroom in time to hear Evan's comment, patting her turban to make sure all her snakes were safely tucked away. She glided over to me and handed me an extra fifty, assessing the situation as she did so. Cass was no stranger to her, nor was he a friend.

"Thanks, sweetie. You were a doll as always," she said, giving me a faint smile along with the bill.

She peered down her nose at Cass, her lip curled in disgust. "Bitter angel. Unless you'd like a peek at my girls, I suggest you be nice." 

She was talking about the ones under her turban, not the ones under her bathing-suit wrap—you know, the ones that could turn him to stone. Fascinated as everybody else was with the exchange, they turned away just in case.

"That won't be necessary," he ground out, glaring at me.

"Pity," she said, flapping a hand. "The resort could use an angel statue and it would be my pleasure to donate one." She maintained eye contact for a couple seconds, possibly hoping he'd give her a reason, then turned and strode away. 

Cass turned to me as I picked up the cups and pointed an angry, albeit shaky, finger at me. "One of these days, I'm gonna find a reason to fire you for good." 

My thin veneer of respect slipped, and I spun on him, my sense of fair play offended beyond reason. I hadn't done anything to deserve his attitude. 

"Yeah," I said, shoving the cups down in the can with more force than was necessary, "and one of these days, my fairy godmother’s gonna grant my wish and you'll drop dead for good. But until one of those days arrives, I guess we're stuck with each other." 
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