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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like we can just look on up on the internet,” Annika huffed. 
 
    I was sitting on my sofa with my legs outstretched and tucked under a blanket eating fried chicken while Remy, Annika, Meri, and Brody tried to figure out how they were going to find a vampire. They also had to sort out how they were going to get said vampire to give me some of his blood once they did find them. 
 
    Convincing a vampire to not only to abstain from eating them but also give them some of their life-sustaining blood seemed like a monumental task. A task I didn’t even want to think too hard about because I was hungry, and the fried chicken was divine. The salty, fatty crispiness exploded on my taste buds with every bite. I’d have thought that I’d get tired of it eventually, but I did not. Fried chicken was definitely my favorite I’m a zombie now snack.  
 
    “Maybe we can,” Brody said. 
 
    “What?” Annika looked like him as if he were nuts. “You know as well as I do that there isn’t a roadmap to a vampire on the web. Anything on the human internet is just wrong.” 
 
    “But I might have stumbled upon something else,” Brody said. “When I was researching before.” 
 
    “What, like a dark web for supernaturals?” Annika said with a semi-hysterical laugh. She was not taking what was happening to me well at all. 
 
    “That’s actually exactly it,” Brody said. 
 
    Then we all looked at him like he was nuts. 
 
    “Let’s hear him out,” Remy said. 
 
    “There’s only one huge drawback,” Brody said as he rubbed the back of his neck nervously. “I think we’ll need Ralph Badersmith’s help.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “That dude is not my friend. We can’t count on him to help us. All he’ll want is books from my library, and when we won’t give them to him, he’ll just shut us down.” 
 
    “He’s the President of the Coventry Paranormal Historical Society thing,” Brody said. “And I think he has access to other Paranormal Societies.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” Remy relented with a shrug. 
 
    “He’s not going to tell us anything because I’m not going to give him my books,” I said. 
 
    “I think I might have something else that will entice him to work with us,” Brody said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have access to some pretty rare texts at the college. There might be something there that he’d be willing to trade information for.” 
 
    “You’re talking about stealing books from your school archives?” I asked Brody. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, you’re my sister. If I have to take a few books that nobody is using anyway because they have no idea what they are or how to read them, then I will.” 
 
    “You could get kicked out or go to jail,” I said. “Or both.” 
 
    “I can take the books without getting caught,” Brody said. “But even if I did eventually get busted, it’s worth it. You’re going to turn into a zombie if we don’t find a way to cure you.” 
 
    I wanted to argue the point with him further, but I didn’t. I knew Brody well enough to know that if I tried too hard to make him reconsider, it would only make him more determined to go forward with his plan. He wasn’t that stubborn with everyone. It was just me. The remnants of our troubled past relationship and my family conditioning him not to trust me. 
 
    “I’m going to go now,” Brody said when I didn’t respond further. “I’ll get the books and then go meet with Ralph. I think it will be harder for him to say no if I’m standing in front of him with an offering.” 
 
    “Brody,” I said. 
 
    “Let me help you. This is how I can be of help.” 
 
    “I’ll go with him,” Remy said. “I can use my magic to assist and protect him.” 
 
    I wasn’t fond of the idea of Remy leaving, but I appreciated that he wanted to protect my brother. “Okay,” I said. 
 
    “Then the cat and I will stay here and hold down the fort with the patient,” Annika said. “I’m sure we can find some way to amuse ourselves.” 
 
    “You’ve still got the stash of herbs from grandmother?” Remy asked. 
 
    “Yes, and I’ll make sure she smokes the mullein if the munchies get out of control,” Annika retorted. “I’m not going to let her go full zombie and eat my brain. I can handle this.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about her eating your brain,” Remy said with a smirk. “There’d have to be something up there worth devouring.” 
 
    “Hey!” Annika tried to sound offended, but she couldn’t hold in her laugh. 
 
    I laughed too. We all did. For a moment, we were able to forget that while the threat to the rest of the world was over, I was still in grave danger. 
 
    With the guys gone and Meri settling in for a nap, Annika asked me a question I wasn’t prepared for in that moment. “So, are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready for what?” 
 
    “We’re going to go find a vampire,” she said with a familiar gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “We just sent the guys out to steal books and try to bribe Ralph Badersmith for information.” 
 
    “I know,” she said and clapped her hands. “It was the perfect distraction for them, and it fell right into our laps.” 
 
    “You never had any intention of sitting here and waiting for them to come back with information on where to find a vampire, did you?” 
 
    “Nope,” she said. “So come on. Get your butt off that couch and let’s go.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s dangerous for us to go without them?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” she said. “What I think is dangerous is four witches approaching a vampire on their turf and asking for blood. We’re a lot less intimidating this way.” 
 
    “We’re less intimidating this way because we’re less powerful,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I love my cousin and Brody, but we don’t need them. We can handle ourselves. Besides, I think I might know where we can find a friendly vampire.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just say that when the guys were here?” 
 
    “Because it needs to be just you and me,” Annika said. “I could probably just go by myself, but I think he’d be more willing to help us if he sees what state you’re in.” 
 
    “So where is this secret vampire that you think will help me?” 
 
    “That’s the only issue,” she said. “I have a vague idea, but we’re going to have to go to the town where I think he lives and look around.” 
 
    “Is it a town full of vampires?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We’re going to go poking around a town full of vampires?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right. Let me get my shoes on,” I said as I kicked off the blanket covering my legs. “You coming, cat?” 
 
    Meri laughed. “This I wouldn’t miss for the world.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    We took my car and drove a couple of miles outside of Coventry to the south before reaching a turn-off onto a dirt road. Annika directed me to take the dirt road that I’d assumed didn’t lead to anywhere but an abandoned farm or perhaps one of the old ghost towns that died off when the area coal mines went belly up. 
 
    “This is the way?” I asked. 
 
    “This is the way.” 
 
    Eventually, we came to a fork in the dirt road, and Annika directed me to the left. I wasn’t sure how a whole town could function out in the middle of nowhere only attached to society by a series of dirt roads, but then I remembered it was vampires. They probably didn’t want people coming and going, but there we were. Coming and going. 
 
    Depending on how it turned out, this trip was either going to be one of Annika’s best or absolute worst ideas. Either we were going to get the cure I needed, or we were both going to end up being a vampire snack. 
 
    I wondered what happened if a vampire drank witch’s blood. The witches wanted me to drink vampire blood. 
 
    “Will I be a vampire after this?” I asked. “I mean, I suppose that’s better than a zombie, but still. I don’t know if I’m mentally prepared for becoming a vampire. I’ve had a hard enough time acclimating to being a witch.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll become a vampire,” Annika said thoughtfully. “I believe the zombie magic and the vampire blood will cancel each other out. If Amelda is right, you’ll just go back to being a witch.” 
 
    “That would be preferable.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think being a vampire would be kind of fun,” she said. 
 
    “What do you know about being a vampire?” I asked. “And how do you know where a vampire lives?” 
 
    “Okay, so not all vampires stay together in villages like this. The ones who hunt humans sometimes go live among humans in non-magical towns. Sometimes they have reason to live in magical towns too. When I was a kid, there was a family of vampires that lived in Coventry. They kept to themselves and lived on the outskirts of town to avoid detection, but I ran into my friend out in the woods one day. We hit it off right away, and we’d meet out there to play whenever we could. He was homeschooled because it would have been too hard to hide what he was at the school in Coventry.” 
 
    “But they don’t live in Coventry anymore,” I said. “They moved to a vampire village?” 
 
    “Yeah. He moved there with his mother. His father was run out of town for attacking a Skeenbauer. No one is sure what exactly happened. They lived among us for years and never once tried to get human blood, and then one day Kyle’s dad went nuts and tried to kill.” 
 
    “Kyle?” 
 
    “His parents wanted to give him a regular name.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know vampires could have children,” I said. 
 
    “His mother was a human until later. That’s what Kyle told me anyway.” 
 
    “So it’s like that movie?” 
 
    “Pretty much. Except they don’t sparkle, and he didn’t grow up really fast or anything.” 
 
    “But he did grow.” 
 
    “Right alongside me until they had to leave.” 
 
    “But I assume they stop aging at some point.” 
 
    “Yeah, from what Kyle explained to me, and we were kids so this is super simple and might not be completely right, when they are born vampires instead of being turned, it takes time for the vampire essence to build up in them. Eventually, around the time they become adults, it stops their aging.” 
 
    “But none of the vampires in the village prey on humans.” 
 
    “Animals only. Also like the movie. That’s why they stay together. To stay away from people and to keep each other from being tempted.” 
 
    “We’re not just regular humans, though,” I said. “We’re witches. Is our blood more tempting? Are we making a mistake by walking into their midst knowing that they are actively trying to avoid temptation?” 
 
    “We won’t just walk into the center of town and announce that we’re looking for Kyle,” Annika said. “We’re going to do things our way. We’ll sneak around the edges and feel things out.” 
 
    I wish I could say that her method worked, but Annika didn’t account for the fact that the vampires had predatory senses. It was a minute after we parked the car on the outskirts of the village and began walking around that we were apprehended by a group of vampires and brought to the center of town. 
 
    Fortunately for us, Kyle was there and he vouched for Annika and me. We promised never to come into the vampire village again nor tell anyone of its location.  
 
    “Hey, Kyle,” Annika said as he walked us back to our car. “Long time no see.” 
 
    The gruff expression on his face melted into a smile, and he pulled her in for a hug. “It’s good to see you, old friend. I didn’t think we’d ever meet again.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have come here and bothered you but…” 
 
    “You’re not a bother at all,” Kyle interrupted. “Please don’t think that you are. I knew we live in different worlds now, but I am glad to see you again.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Annika said, and I saw a hint of blush in her cheeks. “I’m here because my friend, Brighton, needs you,” she said and turned to me. “Brighton, this is Kyle. Kyle, please meet Brighton.” 
 
    “Any friend of Annika’s is a friend of mine,” he said and offered me his hand. 
 
    “I’m so pleased to hear you say that,” Annika said as I shook Kyle’s hand. “Because the favor I’m going to ask you is a big one.” 
 
    “A big favor, huh?” Kyle cocked one of his perfectly manicured eyebrows. 
 
    He was everything you’d expect a vampire to be. Pale skin that was as smooth as porcelain and eyes that were a deeper shade of blue than I’d ever seen. They were both icy and full of fire at the same time. His thick auburn hair was pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. Kyle looked like he’d stepped out of a vampire movie and into our presence. He was also obviously having more of an effect on Annika than she’d expected, and I wondered if that was something intentional he could do to entice a victim or if she just wasn’t expecting to find him so alluring. 
 
    “We need some of your blood,” Annika blurted out. 
 
    “What?” Kyle seemed confused. 
 
    I didn’t think that a vampire could be thrown off guard like that, but leave it to Annika. He narrowed his eyes and studied her for a moment as if waiting for her to say it was all a big joke. He looked at me and I nodded my head yes along with a shrug of my shoulders. 
 
    “It’s true,” I said. 
 
    “You want to be a vampire?” he asked me. 
 
    “Right, so,” Annika began, “I guess you guys didn’t hear about the zombie outbreak because your village is isolated. And of course, because you’re also the living dead, kind of, the zombies probably didn’t come this way. They were all lured toward Coventry, or whatever. Kyle, one of my aunties was murdered while she was casting a powerful necromantic spell to bring her husband back from the dead. Anyway, when she was killed during the casting, the spell flung itself out into the world and began to raise the dead.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kyle said dubiously. 
 
    “Okay,” Annika responded. “Well, it’s nearly impossible to break a dead witch’s spell, but my aunt came back and told us that if we solved the murder, she’d lift the spell. We did that, and she lifted it. But it turns out that another aunt was the one that killed her. That aunt, Gretchen, had an affair with Margery’s husband. The one Margery was trying to raise from the dead so she could torture him. Anyway, Gretchen decided for funsies that she was going to restart the zombie apocalypse. Margery came through the veil at the last second and snatched Gretchen’s soul from her body. Necromancy is fun, huh? Unfortunately, Gretchen’s spell went off and we couldn’t stop it.” 
 
    “So, you need my blood to stop a zombie apocalypse?” Kyle asked. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 
 
    “No, the zombie apocalypse isn’t actually starting again. In fact, the aunties and witches around the world are working to clean the whole thing up and make the humans forget. Lots of magic going on there.” Annika took a breath. “What we need your blood for is Brighton here. The spell that Gretchen got off hit her right in the heart. The whole thing. It’s trying to destroy her from the inside out, and our magic can only slow it down because it’s another dead witch’s spell. We need the immortality in your blood to counteract the zombie magic. Amelda said that the two will cancel each other out, and Brighton will go back to being a regular witch. She won’t be a vampire or a zombie.” 
 
    Kyle looked at me sadly. “Annika, you know I’m not supposed to do something like that without the council’s approval.” 
 
    “Those stuffy old vampires?” Annika asked. “They’re not going to want to help a witch. They think we’re still enemies even though we haven’t been for centuries.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “I don’t want Kyle to get in trouble for helping me.” 
 
    “This isn’t like the movies, Brighton. They’re not going to decapitate him and burn his body for helping us.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean, it was like that back in the old days, I’m told,” Kyle said. “But they can’t be so medieval anymore. The Council lives under the fear that one of us vampires from the younger generation will go public. So, they’re a kinder, gentler vampire council.” 
 
    “So then they might give you permission anyway, right?” Annika asked. “Maybe they don’t even hate us anymore,” she offered. 
 
    “Vampires don’t hate witches, Annika,” Kyle said with a chuckle. “How long does she have? It wouldn’t take more than a couple of days for me to contact the council.” 
 
    “We don’t know, Kyle,” Annika said. “She might not have a couple of days.” 
 
    I didn’t know if she was making that up to get him to give in, or if it was true. It was a frightening thought. All the magic possessed by the Skeenbauer Coven might not be enough to get me through a couple of days. 
 
    “I can give you a little right now. It should be enough for her to make it until I can formally ask the council,” he said. 
 
    “Kyle, come on,” Annika sounded desperate. “What if the council says no? What’s going to happen to my friend?” 
 
    “I can’t spare more than a little right now anyway, Nikka. If I give you too much, I’ll frenzy. Just let me do this the right way first, please. No matter what the council says, I won’t let your friend die. Please let me try.” 
 
    Annika appeared to be thinking about it. I wasn’t sure if she was deciding whether or not to accept it or if she was scheming a way to get Kyle to change his mind. The problem was it didn’t sound like he could change his mind. I wasn’t exactly sure what happened if a vampire went into a frenzy, but I thought that perhaps I didn’t want to know. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I accept.” 
 
    “Brighton,” Annika chastised. 
 
    “What? It’s my decision. He’s helping us the best he can, and I’m not going to turn him down. Right now, this is the best option we have.” 
 
    “Annika, I’m sorry. If I didn’t need to hunt soon… You know that I talk a good game, but just like when we were kids, I’d do anything for you,” Kyle said. “But if I push myself into a frenzy, I could hurt you guys. I can’t risk that.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said, and that same little blush crept across her cheeks again. 
 
    There was definitely some sort of chemistry and history thing going on between them, but I wasn’t going to judge her for that. Besides, I didn’t have the time or the luxury of putting too much thought into the fireworks and pledges of fidelity going off between Kyle and Annika. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, if I was going to change you, I’d bite you and drain most of your blood. Then, I’d let you feed from me. Either my wrist or my neck. But that’s all very intimate, wouldn’t you say? Plus, I don’t have to do the part where I bite you.” 
 
    “This is going to be awkward no matter what,” I mused. 
 
    And it was. In the end, Kyle bit his own wrist and let me have some of the blood. I won’t go into more detail than that. Since I hadn’t been bitten, it wasn’t something I was craving, so I wasn’t ravenous for it the way people are in the movies. 
 
    What I was ravenous for was fried chicken. Right up until I got the vampire blood. Then, the hunger was gone. It wasn’t like the mullein and other herbs the witches gave me. They just took the edge off, but it was still there in the back of my brain niggling at me. 
 
    No, with the vampire blood, it was gone. My mind cleared too. It was like thick, gray storm clouds were lifted away. Even my vision seemed sharper. 
 
    “Did it help?” Kyle asked expectantly. 
 
    “It’s incredible,” I said. “I feel brand new.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, please don’t tell anyone that,” Kyle said sheepishly. “The last thing we need is people hunting and harvesting vampire blood as the newest designer drug.” 
 
    “We won’t,” Annika said. “We won’t tell anyone outside of the family about any of this.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kyle responded. 
 
    “So do we just come back in a couple of days? You said you were going to the council.” 
 
    “I can call you,” Kyle said. “We do have phones. I know we live in a remote village and all, but it isn’t actually the nineteenth century.” 
 
    And that was it. Kyle and Annika exchanged phone numbers, and it was time for us to go. On the way back to Coventry, Annika was quieter than I’d expected. She was deep in thought about something, and I worried that it was Kyle. 
 
    “You can tell me,” I said. “Whatever it is, I’m not going to judge you.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. 
 
    “What don’t you know? That you can talk to me?” 
 
    “You’ve got a lot going on.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that right now,” I said. “I feel great, actually. Talk to me, please.” 
 
    “Brody is your brother,” Annika said. “I don’t want you to be upset with me.” 
 
    “Oh my gawd, Annika. This so isn’t like you. Just spill it, woman. You’re my best friend. You can tell me anything.” 
 
    “You mean that?” 
 
    “That you can tell me anything?” I asked. 
 
    “That I’m your best friend.” 
 
    “Of course, I mean it. I guess we haven’t had a we’re best friends forever ceremony, but it’s true.” 
 
    “You’re funny,” she said and then looked down at her feet before taking a deep breath. “Okay. I felt something for Kyle back there, and I’m not sure how to process it. I feel so guilty.” 
 
    “Why do you feel guilty? You can’t help how you feel,” I said. “And I did notice some energy between the two of you.” 
 
    “I don’t know that things are going as well as I would like between myself and Brody.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re just feeling that way because Remy proposed?” I offered. 
 
    “It’s more than that, though,” she said with a sigh. “Every day that he doesn’t propose, I find myself relieved.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t want you to hate me.” Annika bit her bottom lip. 
 
    “I’m not going to hate you, Annika. I thought you guys were rushing into things too fast. It seemed for a while like things were working out, but maybe my gut feeling was right in the first place.” 
 
    “It’s more than that.” 
 
    “More?” 
 
    “Something has been different about him. It wasn’t noticeable at first, but if I look back, it’s been happening for the last six months.” 
 
    “So basically the entire time you’ve known each other,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I just didn’t pick up on it until recently,” she said. 
 
    “I haven’t noticed, but I guess I’ve been paying attention to my own things. I feel bad now that something has been going on with my brother and I didn’t notice.” 
 
    “The thing is, I don’t think you would have noticed either. It’s been so subtle right up until the moment it smacked me in the face.” 
 
    “Well, what is it? You’re keeping me in suspense here, and I’m starting to worry.” 
 
    “He’s just been getting darker. I don’t know. I don’t think it’s evil, Brody has definitely been more withdrawn and moodier. It usually gets more intense any time you have to work magic. It’s like he’s jealous of your growing power.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” I said. “We were played off each other a lot as kids.” 
 
    “I know, and that’s why I tried to be super understanding about it. I even offered to work with him to strengthen his power, but he doesn’t want it. He doesn’t want help. It’s like he resents that he might even need someone to teach him.” 
 
    “You could have talked to me about this. Brody and I have reconnected as adults, Annika. I wasn’t going to go psycho overprotective older sister on you.” 
 
    “I know, and I kept planning to talk to you, but it never seemed to be the right time,” she said. “This isn’t the right time now, either. We have more important things to worry about than my boy problems.” 
 
    “Annika, you’re important too. I’m sorry that I keep stumbling into stuff and you have to pay attention to my life instead of yours.” 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “It’s the other way around. I pull you into stuff.” 
 
    “Well, this time, you saved me.” 
 
    “I saved you for a couple of days. I know that Kyle will do everything he can to make this happen, but it’s not a done deal until it’s done.” 
 
    “I’m just going to focus on how much better I feel right now,” I said as Annika pulled the car into my driveway. “Right now feels like a good time to live in the moment.” 
 
    I got out of the car, and as I was walking up to the house, I noticed there was a dark gray cat in the window that looked just like Meri except that he was definitely lighter. Evil Meri. The cat so snarky that he made Meri look like a sweetheart. 
 
    His coat had definitely gotten lighter, and as that had happened, he’d made fewer and fewer appearances. It was too easy to tell them apart, and he’d stopped trying to trick us. At that point, he just lurked around watching until Meri would find him and run him off. Where he ran him off to, I had no idea. 
 
    Right on cue, Meri jumped up into the windowsill next to evil Meri. Even though I couldn’t hear it, I saw him hiss at his wicked doppelganger. Then he bopped him on the head several times, and evil Meri jumped down and took off. Meri gave chase, and they were gone before I walked through the front door. 
 
    I had just closed the door behind myself and locked the deadbolt when I heard Brody and Remy pull up in the driveway. I don’t know why I’d expected they’d be gone longer, but perhaps Annika and I had taken more time that I thought. 
 
    “Your hair,” Annika said. 
 
    I heard the car doors shut. “What’s wrong with my hair?” 
 
    “It’s bright red again. I thought that perhaps it was changing in the car, and yep, it’s changing.” 
 
    “So I guess bridging the conversation about how we already found a vampire to supply us with blood is going to be easier than I thought. I was wondering how we were going to bring it up.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, totally,” Annika said. “It’s going to be obvious to them the second they walk in that you are looking much better. Even without the hair, it would have been obvious.” 
 
    Meri came down the steps as the front door began to open. “What did you do?” he asked as he plopped down between my feet. “And why didn’t you take me along?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t even think about it,” I said. 
 
    “Didn’t even think about what?” Remy asked as he came through the front door. “Oh. Wow.” 
 
    “So Annika took me to see a vampire,” I said. “I’m feeling much better.” 
 
    “She did what?” Brody came through the door, and I picked up on an edge to his voice that I wasn’t sure I liked. 
 
    “So Annika had a friend as a kid that was a vampire, and she thought she knew where he lived. We went to see him,” I said. 
 
    “And he cured you?” Remy asked hopefully. 
 
    He seemed to be taking the whole thing far better than Brody. I wasn’t sure why Brody was so upset, but I could only guess that things between he and Annika were worse than I expected. 
 
    “I’m not totally cured,” I said. “He gave me some blood to keep me alive, but Kyle said he had to take the matter to the vampire council. He said he’d know something in a couple of days.” 
 
    “So you went behind our backs, and the guy didn’t even give you enough blood to cure you?” Brody said. “Why did we go steal these books if the two of you already had this thing figured out?” 
 
    “I didn’t know,” I said. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to him with just me and Brighton,” Annika said. “I figured he would be more likely to help. Vampires can be very private and secretive.” 
 
    “Sure,” Brody said. “I’m going up to the library.” 
 
    Nobody tried to stop him. It wasn’t that he sounded furious, but it was obvious he’d shut down. I looked over at Annika, and she gave me a little shrug. 
 
    “I got the books,” Remy said. “I wonder if we should go talk to Ralph anyway. You said that Kyle needed to get permission from the council, so maybe we should keep working on a backup plan.” 
 
    “Won’t that vampire need permission from the council?” I asked. 
 
    “I have no idea how any of that works. We can find out from Ralph, though.” 
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t want to live, it was just that I didn’t want to meet with Ralph. He didn’t like me for whatever reason, and I found it was best to just avoid him as much as possible. 
 
    “Fine. I guess it’s better than sitting around waiting for an answer from Kyle.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Remy drove us to Ralph’s shop and parked in the nearly empty lot. If not for the fact that Badersmith Books was a cover for the Coventry Paranormal Society, I’d imagined it would have been out of business a long time ago. There were never any customers there when I visited. Not that I visited that often. 
 
    I supposed it was possible that I always came during his slow times, or perhaps he did most of his business online. The internet was making brick and mortar businesses obsolete. Still, I was glad we didn’t have to count on the web to find a vampire. I could only imagine the type of crazies that would respond to an add looking for a vampire willing to donate blood. Even if we were on the paranormal dark web, I imagined that some ingenuitive humans had made their way onto those sites. The kind of humans who thought it was fun to hack into the secret websites of paranormals. But that was neither here nor there. 
 
    I wondered what Ralph was going to make of all of us walking inside. Would he even talk to us without offerings from the Tuttlesmith library? We probably should have called ahead. 
 
    The books Brody had taken were very old, and they were written in a language I couldn’t read. Remy explained that it was an ancient version of a witch language. The one I knew was a much more modern version. I asked him if I should learn to read them, and he said that I probably didn’t want to know what was inside those books. The old ways weren’t the same. A great deal of it was darker magic born of darker times that he said I wouldn’t identify with. 
 
    “We should take these back,” I said as Remy and Annika went to get out of the car. “I’m not okay with stealing.” I felt like kind of a goody two shoes saying it, but it was true. I knew that witches had their own way of doing things, but I was still adjusting to their occasional disregard for the morality of regular humans.  
 
    “The books were stolen from witches a very long time ago, Brighton. We just reclaimed them. Technically, it was stealing, but also technically not.” Remy stood outside of the driver’s door, and he’d leaned in through the opening to talk to me. 
 
    “Well, then, should we be giving them to Ralph?” I asked as I finally got out of the car. “Maybe you should keep them in the archives. If you don’t think that will get you into trouble.” 
 
    “I know the two of you don’t get along,” Remy said. “But he is the president of the Coventry Paranormal Society. He will value these books and take good care of them. They are better off with him than they are in a human library.” 
 
    “Okay,” I relented. 
 
    I joined Remy walking in, and he took my hand in his with a squeeze. The sides of my engagement ring pressed into my other fingers when he did it, and I got a little jolt of joy. The zombie curse had dulled my senses so quickly after we’d gotten engaged that I hadn’t gotten to thrill at the prospect of marrying Remy for very long. 
 
    He turned to me and gave me a knowing smile. It no longer bothered me that sometimes he just knew what I was thinking. I don’t know that it ever actually bothered me, but at first it did make me cautious. At this point, it was just a part of who we were. 
 
    Who we were. 
 
    We. 
 
    Remy and I hadn’t gone through the marriage ceremony yet, but it already felt inevitable that we were one. And then while I was walking along, hand in hand, staring adoringly at my husband-to-be, I tripped over a big crack in the sidewalk. He caught me just before I fell on my face. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m good,” I said. “Just tripping over the sidewalk.” 
 
    “Is the blood wearing off already?” Concern clouded Remy’s eyes. 
 
    “No,” I said with a chuckle. “Just normal clumsiness. I’m fine. I swear.” 
 
    We went inside and found Ralph standing behind the counter sorting a stack of old books. He was taking notes about them in a small, black Moleskine notebook. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked without looking up from his writing. 
 
    “I think we can help each other,” Remy said as he set the pilfered books down on the counter. 
 
    I was wondering how I was going to approach the conversation with Ralph, and I was glad Remy had taken charge. I didn’t normally need his help handling things, but this time, I was glad to let him take the lead. I stayed by his side, but Annika quickly wandered off to look through the shelves of books Ralph had for sale. 
 
    “What are these?” Ralph asked. 
 
    He turned the books around so he could scan the spines. While Remy was explaining how he and a friend had liberated them from a human library, Ralph thumbed through the offering. 
 
    “You were able to steal these?” Ralph seemed impressed. 
 
    “We were,” Remy answered. 
 
    “That must mean they want to be with you, then. You can’t just steal books like this. They tend to have energy of their own,” Ralph replied. 
 
    “Well, we were able to make it here unscathed, and you’re going through them. I think that’s a good sign their energy is fine with a sale.” 
 
    “I don’t keep enough money on hand to pay for books of this value,” Ralph said, but I could almost see him salivating at the prospect of buying them. He’d been cautious before, but once he realized he could have the books, he was like a predator that had locked onto wounded prey. 
 
    “We don’t want money,” Remy said. 
 
    That made Ralph positively glow. “No?” 
 
    “What we need is a favor,” I said. 
 
    Ralph looked at me through narrowed eyes and turned back to Remy. “What is it you want? I’m not sure I can grant a favor big enough for something like this.” 
 
    “You can,” Remy said. “What we need is information, and I suspect you have it.” 
 
    “Well, what is it?” Ralph asked. 
 
    “We need a vampire,” Remy said. “I was hoping that since you are the president of the Coventry Paranormal Society, you might know where there are some vampires who would speak with us. If you don’t know, then perhaps you know someone who does.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy,” Ralph said with a smile. “There’s still a vampire in Coventry trying to live under the radar. He doesn’t think anybody knows, but I know.” 
 
    “And you’ll tell us where to find him?” 
 
    “Let me write down that address,” Ralph said. 
 
    He disappeared into the back room and took the books we’d brought with him. I was about to say something to Remy, but Ralph reappeared from the back with an address written on a notecard. 
 
    “Is there anything else?” Ralph asked as he handed the card to Remy. “Ms. Longfield, I don’t suppose you’re interested in discussing some of those books in your library?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” I took the card from Remy. “Have a great day,” I said through a forced smile. 
 
    After that, I spun on my heels and headed for the exit. Remy and Annika followed me out. I guessed Annika didn’t find any books she wanted to buy. 
 
    “Do you know where the house is?” I asked Remy as we got back in the car. 
 
    “It’s an old place on the edge of town. I actually thought it was abandoned,” he said. 
 
    “That’s one way to make sure nobody knows that you’re a vampire living in a town full of witches,” I said. “I wonder why he’s here, and I kinda wish I knew why Ralph knew about him.” 
 
    “Do you want to go back and ask?” Remy asked as he pulled out of the parking lot.  
 
    “No, I’m just going to assume that he overhears a lot of information and gossip,” I said. “And he probably deal in information frequently given how fast he handed over that address in exchange for the books. If it was something he’d never done before, he probably would have given it some thought.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Remy said. 
 
    “So how are we going to approach this?” Annika asked. “We’re just going to walk up and knock on the door of a strange vampire who didn’t even want witches to know he existed?” 
 
    “I think that’s the plan, Nikka,” Remy said. “Unless you have a better one.” 
 
    “No, I don’t know what else we could do. I mean we could break in and surround his coffin or whatever. Like, take him by surprise.” 
 
    “Um,” Remy said. 
 
    “I’m just kidding. As far as I know, they don’t even really sleep in coffins. Well, except the goth ones. Those guys milk it for all it’s worth.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about vampires?” Remy asked. “You’ve never talked about this stuff before.” 
 
    “I was obsessed for a little while in high school. I didn’t get over it fast when Kyle’s family left.” 
 
    “Oh, that Kyle,” Remy said, and I could almost see the lightbulb go off over his head. “Yeah, it took me a minute, but now I know who you’re talking about. How is he? That was a long time ago.” 
 
    “I didn’t spend much time with him, but he seemed good. As you know, he’s living in a village where they don’t hunt humans. He’s one of the good guys.” 
 
    “Nikka?” Remy picked up on it too. 
 
    “There was something different about her voice when she talked about Kyle. It wasn’t a bad thing, though. She seemed lighter. I guess I hadn’t noticed how heavy her voice had become lately, or perhaps I’d subconsciously dismissed it as her almost dying recently.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Is there more?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said with a sigh. “I don’t want to lie and say that there isn’t, but I don’t really know what’s going on. I want to get Brighton cured, and then I’ll worry about my love life.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Remy said. “No one in this car is going to think badly of you if do what you have to do to be happy.” He offered her a reassuring smile. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Meri appeared from underneath the passenger seat where he’d been hiding. He jumped up from the floor and sat in my lap. 
 
    “I’m totally going to judge her.” 
 
    “Meri,” I scolded. 
 
    “I’m kidding,” he said. “Like I care who she rubs herself against. Whatever.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “What are you doing hiding in the car?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to be involved in this, but I couldn’t just leave you. So, here I am.” 
 
    “Thanks, I guess,” I said. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    I gave him a scratch between his ears and then under his chin. By the time we got to the address on the card, he was purring loudly and half asleep. Even when his backside was being surly as heck, it was easy to love the little guy, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. He’d just have said something snarky. 
 
    “Wow, does anyone else feel like they’re being watched?” Annika asked as Remy parked the car on the street in front of the house.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s pretty intense,” I said. “Maybe because he’s a predator and we’re picking up on it. Some sort of instinct that’s stronger in us because we’re witches?” 
 
    “If we feel that way, it’s because we’re the prey, though. Right?” 
 
    As Annika asked it, a chill ran up my spine. “I can’t believe your grandmother allowed something like this in her town. How has no one noticed this?” 
 
    “Look at this place,” Remy said. “It reminds me of your house before you got to Coventry, but on the other side of town.” 
 
    He was right. The house was isolated. There weren’t any other houses or businesses close by. There’d have been no reason for anyone to be out there. 
 
    “Let’s just knock,” I said feeling a sense of dread clench in my chest. 
 
    It was bad enough that it felt like we were being watched. What was worse was the sensation of walking into a trap. Everything in me wanted to flee, but I tried to be brave. Three witches could handle one vampire.  
 
    “Right. Let’s fricking do this,” Annika said. “Who knows? Maybe this guy will be as cool as Kyle.” 
 
    There was a doorbell, but to no one’s surprise, it did nothing. Our next option was a big bronze knocker in the middle of the large oak door.  
 
    I reached out and clanged the knocker against the metal disk under it. The whole door shook, and I could swear the porch underneath us did as well. I worried for a moment that the old, dilapidated building would crumble around us. 
 
    But there was nothing. I knocked again. 
 
    “Maybe Ralph was wrong,” Remy offered. “Or perhaps, we should just go in.” 
 
    “Third time’s the charm,” I said just before banging the brass door knocker one more time. 
 
    That time, we heard the distinct sound of stomping coming from inside the house. It grew closer and closer until the front door finally swung open. 
 
    Standing before us was an unusually tall man with pale skin and blue eyes that were almost completely white. I imagined that in low light, they probably did look as if he had no irises. It was unnerving. Especially when he turned his cold, angry gaze at me. 
 
    “What is this?” he asked. 
 
    The vampire took a big step forward and crowded us away from the door. We had no choice but to move close to the edge of the dilapidated porch. I wasn’t expecting him to step outside, but that seemed silly in hindsight. Kyle had walked around during the day just fine. Obviously, sunshine wasn’t harmful to vampires. It was not a comforting thought. 
 
    Once again, Meri put himself between me and the thing he interpreted as a threat. For all his snark, he was the most loyal and protective animal I’d ever met. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” The vampire asked again when none of us spoke. 
 
    “We were hoping for a favor,” Remy said. 
 
    He took a step back toward the vampire. Remy’s head was held high and his chest was out. He was asserting dominance to protect me and his favorite cousin. Remy rarely acted that way, and it made me smile until I realized it was because he knew the vampire before us was a real threat. 
 
    My stomach clenched. We were in danger. But surely, not even a vampire would be stupid enough to hurt Amelda’s grandchildren. The witches of Coventry would hunt him down like a dog, but did this vampire even care? 
 
    “Why would I do a favor for you?” 
 
    “My name is Remy,” he said and extended his hand to the vampire. “This is my fiancée, Brighton, and my cousin, Annika.” 
 
    “I know who you are. You are Amelda’s grandchildren. Which is the only reason I am tolerating this intrusion.” 
 
    “You might have noticed the town very recently had an issue with some members of the living dead. Well, zombies more specifically,” Remy said and cleared his throat. “I apologize if that came off as rude.” 
 
    “I did notice, but I had nothing to do with that,” the vampire said. “Why would that offend me?” 
 
    “Because you’re a vampire,” Annika said plainly. “That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he stroked his smooth, porcelain jaw for a moment. He appeared to be thinking about his next move, and we all just stood and waited.  
 
    “Did Amelda send you? Does she know?” 
 
    “She didn’t send us,” Remy said. “And I doubt she knows. If she does, it apparently doesn’t concern her. As far as we knew, there were no vampires living in Coventry.” 
 
    “Well, now the three of you know. By the end of the day, everyone will know.” 
 
    “We’re not going to tell another soul,” Remy said. “We really do need your help, though. We’ll keep your secret.” 
 
    “What help could I possibly be to a trio of witches and their familiar?” 
 
    So Remy told the vampire the story of how I came to be cursed. He explained how they needed the blood of a vampire to save me but did not mention Kyle, the council, or the small town of vampires nearby. 
 
    “What is your name?” Annika asked. “You know who we are, but we don’t know your name.” 
 
    Again, the vampire’s eyes narrowed, and he seemed to think over her question. Or perhaps he was mulling over all of it.  
 
    “My name is Julian. That’s all you need to know,” he said curtly. 
 
    “It is nice to meet you, Julian,” Remy said. “I wish you didn’t feel like you had to hide like this. The witches of Coventry are a welcoming bunch.” 
 
    I almost giggle-snorted at that. Remy and Annika were certainly welcoming but none of the other Skeenbauer witches were. I was pretty sure that Amelda actually wanted to kill me for a while.  
 
    “What do you want?” Julian asked again. 
 
    This time, he crossed his arms over his chest and let out a huge sigh. He seemed annoyed, but I finally got the sinking feeling that annoyed could quickly turn deadly. It started to sink in that we’d made a mistake coming to him. What would he do to protect his secret? Perhaps he’d just flee Coventry in the night, but what if he wanted to stay? What if all he needed to do to keep his secret home in our little town was dispose of the three meddling witches standing on his front porch. 
 
    “We need some of your blood,” Remy said. “Brighton was hit with a very bad necromantic curse when that whole zombie thing was going on, and the only way we’ve come up with to cure her is with vampire blood. She needs it to counteract the zombie curse.” 
 
    “What?” Julian asked, and I watched as his eyes turned from almost white to a dark shade of blue. There was fury there brewing behind them. “You think I’m going to give you my blood? Why would I do that?” 
 
    “To help cure someone who needs it,” Annika said as calmly as she could, but I could tell she was panicking a little. “She’ll die without the blood.” 
 
    “That sounds like a you problem,” Julian said while glaring at me directly.  
 
    In a flash he was gone, and the front door slammed so hard that the porch shook. Vampires could move fast, and I wasn’t sure if he’d done it because he couldn’t stand the thought of spending another second with us. Or had he done it as a warning? 
 
    Remy took a step forward like he was going to knock again. I threaded my fingers through his and pulled him toward the steps leading off the porch. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go back to my house.” 
 
    “We went through all of that to get you a cure,” Remy said. “We can’t just leave because the guy is a jerk.” 
 
    “We have to, honey. We can’t make him give up his blood. Did you see his face? He was about to go into a rage. We shouldn’t mess with him anymore.” 
 
    We all piled back into the car and Remy drove us back to Hangman’s House. It was a nearly silent drive. The only sound was Meri purring in my lap. He was going out of his way to comfort me, and that had me worried. If he was worried, I was worried too. 
 
    Brody didn’t come out of the attic when we got home, and nobody had the heart to go up and bother him. He’d seemed so upset before. I couldn’t imagine what kind of mood he’d be in when he found out the vampire had slammed the door in our faces. 
 
    “I’m going to make some sandwiches,” I said. 
 
    “We need to get to work finding another vampire,” Remy said. 
 
    “It will be all right,” I said. “Let’s just see what Kyle can do.” 
 
    “We cannot just leave this to chance,” Remy said. 
 
    “What else are we going to do?” I asked. “We can’t keep tracking down vampires who don’t want to be found and knocking on their doors. One of them is going to get way more upset than Julian did.” 
 
    So we didn’t look for anymore vampires. I could tell it bothered Remy, but he decided to focus on me instead. We spent the afternoon watching movies and relaxing. I was feeling better after having a dose of vampire blood, but Remy and Annika insisted that I rest. 
 
    When dinnertime rolled around, we ordered pizza. Remy went out to pick it up, and he even came back with a bottle of wine. He also came back with some bad news. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The gossip had already reached the pizza joint even though the body was still lying on the street. Someone was dead, and I had to know. 
 
    We all got back in the car. Everybody except Brody. He’d come down briefly to grab a soda from the fridge, but then disappeared back into the library. 
 
    Remy drove us to the square where the body was supposed to be located. The rumors were true. There was a dead woman laid out at the feet of the founder’s statue. 
 
    She was so white that you’d have thought she was a ghost, and I could see as we approached that there were two puncture wounds in the side of her neck. 
 
    Councilwoman Vivian Landers had been attacked on her way out of the courthouse. She’d been walking to her car and someone, it appeared to be a vampire, had killed her. 
 
    “But this is impossible,” one of the other councilmen said. 
 
    The Coventry Town Council was assembled around the body. The human members all looked terrified. 
 
    “Maybe she wasn’t attacked on the way out,” one of them offered. “Did anyone see her come back from lunch? Maybe she was dumped here after we all left for the day? That’s got to be it, right? There’s no way she was killed by an actual… They just don’t exist.” 
 
    “We’ve gone long enough without a sheriff,” Councilwoman Taylor said. “We’ve interviewed a dozen candidates over these months, and I think it’s time we finally hire one of them. Everything was fine for a while, but this is two murders in how many weeks?” 
 
    The other councilmembers nodded their heads in agreement. There were only two witch members of the council present. The others were off cleaning up the zombie mess. One of them stepped away from the crowd and called someone on her phone. I assumed it was Amelda. While she wasn’t on the council officially, Amelda was the head of the biggest coven in the area. That meant more to the witches than the council. 
 
    She nodded her head yes and then hung up the phone. After rejoining the group, Maribel whispered something to the other witch and then they joined the humans. 
 
    Remy, Annika, and I stepped closer to the gathering to listen in. While people were busy watching Maribel, I quickly snapped some photos with my phone. I didn’t want pictures of a dead body on my phone, but I figured we could use them later. 
 
    “The rest of the council has given their approval to hire Mr. Black to be sheriff of Coventry on a trial basis. Do we need to hold another vote?” Ava Taylor asked. 
 
    “No,” the group said. 
 
    “We’re in agreement then,” Ava said. 
 
    “I’ll call him and see how fast he can get to Coventry. I know he was ready to go and waiting for our decision,” another said. 
 
    A minute later, one of the deputy cruisers pulled up. Deputy Lundgren stepped out and walked quickly up to the body. “I’ve made an arrest,” he said. 
 
    There was a slight air of pride to his words. He was normally a pretty quiet young man, but I had to wonder if not being promoted to sheriff had made him feel as though he had something to prove. 
 
    “Who did you arrest?” Annika stepped forward. 
 
    She had a look on her face that conveyed she already knew the answer. It took me a moment, but I put the pieces together. Kyle had been in Coventry. He’d been somewhere nearby. 
 
    But the humans didn’t know he was a vampire. So there had to be something more. There was something else that tied him to the dead woman. 
 
    “A man named Kyle Davorin,” Deputy Lundgren said. 
 
    Annika’s face blanched, but she turned away before Lundgren saw. I decided I would ask why he’d arrested Annika’s friend. 
 
    “What lead to such a speedy arrest?” I asked. 
 
    “Sorry, Brighton. This is an ongoing investigation, and I’m not at liberty to discuss the facts of the case.” 
 
    Oh, geez. 
 
    “You’re not going to tell us anything?” Annika sniped at Lundgren. 
 
    “Why would I?” Lundgren asked. “Look, I like you guys. I really do, but you have a reputation around here for getting involved in matters that should be left to law enforcement. You need to leave this one alone.” 
 
    “Don’t take that tone with me,” Annika said. “I used to babysit you.” 
 
    “I’m still not going to tell you anything,” Lundgren said. 
 
    “Fine. Let’s go.” 
 
    Annika turned on her heels and started back toward the car. I wasn’t really done with the crime scene, but what could I do? There were too many people standing there for me to go poking around the body. I’d just have to hope the pictures were enough, and perhaps we could come back later, after the small crowd had dispersed, and take a look around. 
 
    I transferred the photos onto my computer the second we got home. As far as I could tell, there was no evidence on them. The bite looked like a vampire bite, but I hoped the regular folks of Coventry would keep thinking it was just a creative murderer or possibly some sort of animal attack. 
 
    Remy and Annika looked at the photos too, and they didn’t find anything either. I was starting to feel a little queasy looking at the pictures. 
 
    “You should delete those,” Brody said. “You don’t need pictures like that.” 
 
    He’d come down the stairs and was standing behind the three of us. We’d been so engrossed in the photos, we hadn’t heard him. It actually startled me a little. 
 
    “We might need them,” I said. 
 
    “You look like you’re going to be sick, Brighton. Come on. There’s nothing on those photos that will help you. You guys are just torturing yourselves.” 
 
    “I think we should keep them for a while. I’ll close them down, and perhaps I’ll come back to it later.” 
 
    “If you can’t do it, I’ll help you.”  
 
    Brody shouldered Annika out of the way, and before I could stop him, he deleted the file with the photos and emptied the trash bin on my computer. I knew his heart was in the right place, but I couldn’t believe he’d done that. 
 
    “Hey,” Annika protested. 
 
    “You’ve still got them on your phone, right?” Remy asked. 
 
    “No, I deleted them as soon as I did the transfer. I hate having stuff like that on my phone because someone could accidentally see it.” 
 
    “There was no evidence on those photos, was there?” Brody asked again. 
 
    “There wasn’t,” I relented, “But still.” 
 
    “Hey, big sister, you’ve protected me. I’m just paying you back the favor.” 
 
    “Brody, can I talk to you for a moment?” Annika sounded upset. 
 
    “Can it wait, sweetie?” Brody asked. “I’ve got some pressing work I need to do. Maybe we can go out later? I’ll call you.” 
 
    He gave her a quick kiss on the top of the head and then split before anyone could say anything. Annika seemed a little shocked, but she also appeared relieved when he was gone. I thought that perhaps things between them had been even worse than she’d let on. 
 
    I felt some relief too over not having to look at those pictures again, so I decided to let it go. Perhaps we were being too morbid. I supposed that being involved in so many murders could do that to you. 
 
    Besides, we still had every intention of going back to the crime scene that night. Even if there was nothing in the photos, we might still find something there.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Later that evening, we did go back to the statues in the square. I could feel the power of the ley line pulsing beneath our feet. It hadn’t been as obvious earlier when everyone was still around, but it became more pronounced when it was quiet and still. 
 
    I let myself tap into the power and hoped it would help my perception. Perhaps a little bit of psychic ability would kick in and help me find a clue. What I really needed, though, was some energy. 
 
    It was barely perceptible, but I could tell the vampire blood was beginning to wear off. It wasn’t anything major at that point, but I’d started to get a little dull around the edges. My thinking was a bit fuzzy, I was feeling fatigued, and that hunger had begun to gnaw at the pit of my stomach. It was faint, but I knew how bad it would get. I wasn’t looking forward to feeling that way again. 
 
    “Let’s look around and see if there are any clues,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” a deep voice from behind me made me start. 
 
    I’d been standing with my back to the statue, and I hadn’t noticed that there was a man standing on the other side of it. He stepped out, and for just a split second, I thought it was Thorn. 
 
    But it was just the uniform that gave that impression. He actually looked nothing like Thorn. The new sheriff was probably about ten years older than my ex. He was mid-forties with dark hair that curled slightly around the collar of his uniform shirt. The only thing darker than his hair was his deep brown eyes. They were almost black, and he wasn’t a witch, so it wasn’t magic. He sported a beard that was trimmed neatly but still managed to make him look sort of like a mountain man. The new sheriff’s entire countenance screamed rugged. 
 
    Remy and Annika were at my side in a split second. We stood our ground as the new sheriff looked all three of us over. Whereas once I had been the outsider, now it was him. I was standing shoulder to shoulder with my family. 
 
    “Is this still an active crime scene?” I asked, knowing that it wasn’t. 
 
    Part of me wished I’d never gotten involved with Thorn. At least if we’d only ever been friends, his ex-wife might not have made him leave town. Perhaps when they reconciled, his family could have stayed in Coventry. Then we wouldn’t have been dealing with this new sheriff. A man who I could tell right away was on a power trip, or at least that’s what I thought at the time. 
 
    “It’s not,” he said. “But I’ve been warned about you. You’re Brighton Longfield?” 
 
    “Yep. The one and only,” I said. “It’s nice to meet you. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Sheriff Gunner Black.” 
 
    “Welcome to Coventry,” I said with my best smile. 
 
    He did not return the pleasantries. 
 
    “People around here might have turned a blind eye to you and your friends involving yourselves in what should have been police work, but I won’t. I plan to run a tight ship. Coventry needs some law and order.” 
 
    I could almost feel Remy’s and Annika’s hackles rise. This human had no idea what he was dealing with when it came to Coventry, but he hadn’t waited to find out before he’d begun spouting his mouth off. 
 
    “We’ll go home, then,” I said. 
 
    “Brighton?” Annika and Remy asked at the same time. 
 
    “Come on, guys. Let’s not step on the new sheriff’s toes on his first day on the job.” 
 
    We walked back to the car, and Annika and Remy both kept throwing me glances. Once we were in the car and out of the new sheriff’s earshot, I told Remy to drive around the block. 
 
    “We’re not really leaving, are we?” Annika asked with a smile. 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    We waited a couple of blocks away until Sheriff Black was gone. Then, we waited another half hour to make sure he didn’t return. When he didn’t, Remy threw a mild cloaking spell over us, and the three of us walked back up to where the body had been. 
 
    The only people who could tell we were there were other witches, and none of them bothered us. Even the ones who weren’t actively working on the zombie cleanup at that moment would just pass by quickly. 
 
    After a half hour of searching, we still hadn’t come up with any clues in the immediate area. That was when I saw some papers strewn on the sidewalk down the block from the town square. 
 
    “I’m going to just grab those. Maybe she dropped them,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll grab them. You wait here with Annika. We can take one more quick look around after that, and then perhaps go inside and investigate her office?” 
 
    “Yeah, I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “Well, I have the key, so we can go in and search while the building is empty,” Remy said. “We don’t even have to break in. At least to the main building anyway.” 
 
    Annika and I watched as Remy walked down the street to where the papers had blown and then gotten stuck against the wall of a nearby building. 
 
    He started to look them over, but then abruptly turned and began walking back toward us. His face was stoic, but I could still tell something had spooked him. 
 
    My eyes went to the space behind him, and it looked as though the shadows were shifting and roiling. My stomach clenched at first thinking that it was another zombie horde. Maybe we had just thought it was over. 
 
    But the mass of shadows was more nebulous than that. “Are those ghosts?” I asked Annika. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said and squinted her eyes. “I don’t think so… Remy, hurry up please.” The edge of hysteria in her voice made my skin break out in goosebumps. Not much scared Annika, but she was terrified. 
 
    He didn’t, though. Remy didn’t speed up. He just kept taking the same measured steps toward us. We started to walk to him, but he held up a hand to stop us. 
 
     It wasn't until he stepped into the illumination of the streetlights surrounding the town square that we could see what was behind him. There were at least a half-dozen individuals dressed in long black cloaks. Every single one of them had long hair that went nearly to their middle backs.  
 
    While I couldn't tell who any of them were, I knew almost instantly what they were. 
 
    Vampires. 
 
    I could only guess that they were the council, but I wasn't going to rest on my assumptions. "Who are your new friends?" I asked as casually as I could. 
 
    Remy gave me a sight headshake "no" before the vampires stepped around him. They parted like a river flowing around a rock. It was one of the most graceful and coordinated displays I'd ever seen as if they were dancing instead of just walking around someone. The group stopped abruptly, and Remy halted himself just in time to avoid running into their backs. 
 
    One of them took another half-step forward. "I am Kirendal,” he said and extended a hand to me. "Brighton Longfield, I presume?" 
 
    "I am." 
 
    His hand was icy cold and as smooth as silk. He looked young, but the aura around him was ancient. It wasn't something I could see, but more like something I felt. The sensation reminded me of standing inside an old building or a long-abandoned graveyard. I imagined that some found it disturbing, but to me it was homey. He felt like an old friend, but I had to remind myself he could be manipulating me intentionally. Drawing me in for the kill. Despite myself, I was impressed that he’d read me so quickly and easily. Somehow he’d seen my love of my old house and the cemetery across the street and I’d only spoken two words to him. Vampires had to be the most accomplished predators on earth. But, duh. 
 
    "What brings you to Coventry, Kirendal?" 
 
    "My brother,” he said. "I've come here to request your help with freeing my brother." 
 
    "Your brother?" 
 
    "I've received word that my brother Kyle has been taken to jail in your town. He's been accused of killing a human woman?" 
 
    "Kyle is your brother?" Annika asked. "I've never met you before, and I've known him since he was a child." 
 
    "Different mothers from different ages," Kirendal said. "It's a long story, but I will tell you something. I've heard a great deal about you." 
 
    "You've heard about me?" Annika asked. 
 
    "Yes, my brother has mentioned you a time or two,” he said and then turned back to me. "But that's not why I'm here. We can discuss such things at another time. Brighton, I need your help, and in return, we can help you." 
 
    "Let me guess," I said. "If we find a way to free your brother and clear his name, you'll give me the blood I need to cure myself of the zombie curse. I do want to help you and Kyle, but I'm afraid that's going to be hard for me to do. I'm not in the best of health, and I'm not going to have all of my mental faculties intact pretty soon." 
 
    "I can give you enough blood to keep you going until you've freed Kyle, but that's all that I will sanction,” he said. "I've also heard word that there is a rogue vampire living in your town?" 
 
    "I'm not sure that I'd call him rogue, but yes, there is a vampire living in Coventry." 
 
    "Do you think it's possible that he could have committed the murder?" Kirendal asks. "Normally, I wouldn't ask someone outside of our kind for such information, but if you know anything, the council would appreciate the favor." 
 
    "Well, he wasn’t the friendliest person I've ever met, but I don't know if that makes him a killer. He was angry that we found him and disturbed him." 
 
    "If you find any evidence that he committed this crime, I beg you to turn him over to us immediately. Unless, for the safety of your town, we can remove him tonight." 
 
    "I don't speak for the town,” I said. "I'm not even the head of the largest coven here." 
 
    "As far as I am concerned, Brighton, you do speak for Coventry. There is a great deal you do not know about yourself. Things that were written in books so old they have crumbled to dust by now, but it is not my place to tell you about them. Just know that as far as this business goes, you are who we choose." 
 
    "Thanks?" I said. "No, I don't think you need to remove Julian." I hoped I wasn't making a huge mistake, but I had a bad feeling that if they tried to drag Julian out of his house, it would result in a huge fight. "I will let you know if we find any evidence he did this. How will I contact you?" 
 
    "My brother Marius will be staying at the inn in your fair town until this matter is resolved,” he said and pointed to a vampire with long black hair and an equally long face. "You can contact him for anything that you need, and he will keep an eye on our affairs here." 
 
    They were leaving a member of the council behind. Something told me this whole thing was a far bigger deal than any of us anticipated. I hoped that Kirendal would be frank with me. 
 
    "What aren't you telling me?" I asked. "This is more than you're letting on." 
 
    "I'm always amazed at witches and their intuition,” he said with a smile that didn't quite meet his eyes. "You are correct. I wanted to keep things light between us, but this is a grave matter, Brighton." 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "The fact of the matter is, if you don't find a way to free my brother peacefully, then we will come back here and free him ourselves. It won't be pretty. While some vampires don't hunt humans, you'll find that the council doesn't have strong laws about such things. We say do what you want as long as it doesn't expose us to the humans." 
 
    "Don't you think coming into Coventry and using violence to free your brother from our jail is going to expose you to the humans that live here?" 
 
    "Not if we don't leave any of them left alive." 
 
    "What?" Remy's voice was almost a snarl. 
 
    "We don't regard them the same way you do," Kirendal said. "You seem to treat them like beloved pets, but they’re nothing but food to us." 
 
    "Kyle isn't like that,” Annika said. "Surely he wouldn't want you hurting anyone on his behalf." 
 
    "What my little brother wants doesn't matter, sweet Annika," Kirendal said. 
 
    I didn't like the way he was looking at her. There was something predatory in his eyes. He liked her too, but in a far more feral way than his brother. 
 
    "We'll handle it,” I said. 
 
    I could almost feel the steam coming off Remy. If he and Annika told his family about this, Coventry was going to have serious problems on their hands. Amelda would never back down. Nerves were already raw because of the zombie thing, and the witches of Coventry were stretched too thin. 
 
    "We'll handle it,” I said again when no one spoke. "We'll figure out the real killer and we'll turn them over to you. Your brother will be released. I'm sure we can do it." 
 
    "That's what I like to hear." 
 
    They reversed their formation and walked back around Remy. All except the one. Marius was still standing there once the rest of the vampire council had disappeared into the shadows. He looked at us all as if he expected us to say something. After a long, awkward silence, Marius finally spoke. 
 
    "If that will be all, I'll retire to the inn for the evening," Marius said. “But before I go, I’d just like to state that Kirendal is a bit… theatrical. Not all on the council agree with his views on humans. In fact, most of us don’t. To be frank, I don’t view you as food, and I mean you no harm.” 
 
    "I think that will be all,” I said. I was relieved by his admission, but I wasn’t sure how to respond. Or if I should even believe him. "We know where to find you if we need you." 
 
    Before he walked away, Marius handed me a vial of red liquid. The blood I’d been promised. I just hoped it was enough to keep me levelheaded until I could solve the murder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    When he was gone, the three of us made our way to the back entrance of the courthouse. I didn’t know if the new sheriff was going to get a search warrant for Landers’s office, and I wasn’t waiting to find out. 
 
    The building was dark and completely silent. If someone had dropped a pin in the hallway on the opposite side of the building, you would have heard it. I thought that if not for the cool air coming from the building's air conditioning, the silence would have felt almost deafening. 
 
    No one spoke on the elevator ride up. We'd all decided what we were going to do before Remy even unlocked the door. While we were nearly certain that a vampire had killed Landers, we had to check to make sure there wasn't any evidence of someone wanting her dead. Perhaps someone had somehow found out about the vampire blood thing and was using it as an opportunity to kill an enemy. It seemed farfetched, but we had to check. 
 
    As the elevator ascended, I got a bad feeling in my gut. It wasn't like the hunger from before, but it hurt just as much. Something above us was unhappy. I didn't want to talk about it, though. It was as if speaking about it would make it manifest. The woman with the black eyes and mouth. 
 
    "Maybe we should have had them take Julian,” I said. "I'm worried it was him that killed Landers. What if we get someone else killed by not acting on their offer?" 
 
    "And what if it wasn't him?" Remy asked. "And the less levelheaded witches in this town go after an innocent vampire." 
 
    "You mean the way the humans went after Kyle?" Annika asked. 
 
    "They don't know he's a vampire,” I said. “They weren’t targeting him because he was different. There has to be a better explanation.” 
 
    My attempt to distract myself wasn't working. I could hear Remy and Annika continuing the conversation, but I couldn't make out what they were saying. All of the blood rushed to my ears, and the sound of my heart pounding was deafening. Suddenly, the elevator felt like a coffin. I knew the walls weren't closing in on me, but it sure felt like they were. I could have sworn that Annika and Remy were suddenly right on top of me breathing down my neck. 
 
    But it wasn't either of them. It was something else entirely. I tried to take a deep breath to calm my nerves, but the air had become impossibly thin. It was as if we'd taken an elevator to a mountaintop instead of the top floor of a relatively short building. Short in the scheme of mountains and cloud tops anyway. 
 
    Or perhaps someone had cut each molecule of oxygen and nitrogen, and whatever else was in air, in half. It wasn’t enough to fill my lungs, but I didn’t want to start gasping for air. I could see myself there in that elevator with my mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water desperate for relief. 
 
    Just when I thought I couldn't take it anymore, and I might scream, the doors opened. The elevator doors parted, and a rush of icy cold air hit us. It sent a shiver down my spine and made my skin prickle. The kind of cold that cut so deep you could smell it.  
 
    "Whoa,” Remy said. 
 
    "Yeah," Annika answered. 
 
    "I don't think she's too happy with us being up here,” I said. 
 
    "The creepy as heck ghost with black holes for eyes and a mouth?" Annika asked. "That ghost?" 
 
    "Come on, guys, I can handle this,” Meri said as he popped out of my shoulder bag and jumped to the floor. 
 
    He sauntered out of the elevator like he owned the place, and that made me feel a little better. I felt even more confident when we all stepped off the elevator and there was no one there. Perhaps she'd just leave us alone was my first thought. My first thought was wrong. 
 
    You could have mistaken the noise for just about anything when it started. The groan of the elevator or a truck rolling by outside. It was so faint that it would have been almost impossible to pin it down. 
 
    Then it began to get louder, closer. It was coming from the opposite end of the hall near the window where I'd glimpsed her looking down on me so many times. Those times I would just look away, but I couldn't anymore. We needed to go through to Landers's office, and I didn't want to tell Remy and Annika that we had to scramble back onto the elevator and run from a ghost. 
 
    "She's coming,” I said. 
 
    "I can handle this," Meri answered. "I told you that." 
 
    "But this isn't our house,” I said. “We don’t have dominion here.” 
 
    Before he could answer, the apparition appeared at the end of the hall. Your classic woman in white ghost aside from the eyes and mouth. That gave her a far more horrifying visage.  
 
    "What do you want?" Remy asked plainly. "If you're going to go toe to toe with three witches and a familiar, you'd better be prepared." 
 
    The moaning got louder to the point where for a second, I thought I was going to have to cover my ears with my hands. She began to slowly drift down the corridor toward us. I had to say drift because she had no feet nor did her body move in such a way as to indicate walking. The edge of her white gown dragged over the floor and left a faint trail of white mist behind it. Her eyes opened wider as did her mouth. Each moan expanded her gaping maw. 
 
    "Oh, shut up,” Meri said as the woman got nearer. "We're totally not impressed." 
 
    That stopped her in her tracks.  
 
    "Meri?" I half-asked, half-scolded. "Do you think that's the best approach?" 
 
    "Look," he said. "She stopped, didn't she?" 
 
    "I'm not sure if that's because she's going to listen to you or she's mounting some sort of attack." 
 
    The specter opened her mouth again. It was a wide, cavernous abyss that looked as if it could swallow the world whole. I'd thought she was just going to stand there like that or possibly begin sucking in everything around her like some sort of spiritual black hole. Instead, she started to scream. 
 
    "Oh, my gawd. Shut up,” Meri said. 
 
    His voice was far quieter than the screaming, and yet we could still hear it. He cut through her cacophony without even flinching. 
 
    Again, it stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    My ears rang and I could feel a headache creeping around the periphery of my brain. If she started that racket again, I knew I was in for a migraine at the very least and possibly broken eardrums at the worst. 
 
     It was hard to read the look on the ghost's face since she had no eyes, but it appeared she was considering her options. We were overjoyed when she dispersed. A few seconds after she faded into the shadows lurking at the end of the hall, I expected her to come roaring back. She didn't, and I concluded that she'd decided to save her strength for another day. A day when she might possibly get me alone. Where the idea that she was after me came from, I didn't know. But I was sure of it. 
 
    "All right, let's do this," Annika broke the silence as we all waited for what came next. 
 
    Landers's office was locked, but a little of Remy's magic and the door popped right open. The inside was like every other council person's office. There was a small area right inside the door for the secretary to work and beyond that was a short hallway to the main office.  
 
    We walked inside and flipped on the lights without giving it a second though. Annika went to work going through the secretary's computer while Remy shuffled through the standing file cabinets. I made my way into the back office and sat down at Landers's desk. 
 
    There was a stack of files on her desk. Each one was from a different business, but the contents of the folders were different for each one. A couple of the files were for the town's restaurants. They contained the passing health inspection certificates. The folder for Nailed It had a few photographs of the parking lot and some noise complaint reports taken when Thorn was still sheriff. 
 
    The folder that really got my attention was the one for Coventry Eternal Rest Funeral Parlor. It was the thickest folder by far, and I had to wonder if the fact that Landers had used a red folder had any meaning. There were several requests for documentation inside. About half of them had the requested documents paper-clipped to them, and the others didn't. At first I thought the ones that didn't were just newer and the owner hadn't gotten around to it yet. But they were all at least six months old. Some of them did have second and third request letters clipped to them. Each request was a different color. The initial was printed on white paper, but the second was on yellow. The third requests were printed on orange paper. These requests were for things like "environmental compliance reports" and "storage licensing requirements". I had to wonder what was going on at the funeral home that he didn't want to submit those reports to the town council. It kind of made my stomach turn, so I didn't dwell. 
 
    Further down in the file, I found a letter from the funeral home director's brother who also happened to be his lawyer. 
 
    The letter began with him just inquiring into the nature of the requests for documents. But it quickly went off the rails when the brother admitted that he'd sent previous letters asking the same thing and received no response other than more requests for documents. I flipped through the folder and confirmed there were more letters on the attorney's letterhead. By the end of that particular letter, he was threatening to sue the council if they did not stop harassing his brother. He went on to state that Theodore, the funeral director, was suffering health issues due to the stress put on him by the council.  
 
    I got out my phone and quickly took a photo of every document in the file. At first I wasn't sure what a funeral home would have to do with the death, but an idea dawned on me while I sat there trying to make a connection. A funeral director would be able to make a death look like a vampire. They had those needle things to drain blood. It was so gross, but it made perfect sense.  
 
    "You guys!" I called out. "I found something." 
 
    "What is it?" Annika called from the other room. 
 
    I heard her get up from the secretary's chair about the same time Remy closed a file drawer. I took the file out and showed them. 
 
    "That makes what was on those papers outside make more sense, I guess. It was blank versions of these forms. What do you think this means?" Remy asked, and I realized we’d gotten caught so off guard by the vampire council that I’d entirely forgotten about the papers Remy chased down the block. 
 
    "Think about it,” I said. "Who else, besides maybe a creepy witch, would be able to make a death look like a vampire did it." 
 
    "Oh, gawd”,” Annika said. “With those huge needles and the thing that pumps the blood. You’re right.” 
 
    “What do you guys know about Theodore?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably not as much as you were hoping”,” Remy said. “He’s not a witch, and none of the witches go to him for funerals. He strictly works with humans.” 
 
    “Hmm”,” I said. “I wonder how he would know about vampires then? That could very well be his alibi. He’d have to know about what we were doing in order to have pulled this off, right? Otherwise it was the biggest coincidence ever." 
 
    "He works with the dead,” Annika said. "Maybe he's not a witch, but that doesn't mean he doesn't know things. He's old and has been in the business for a long time. Someone like that has to have seen some things. Plus, his brother has done work for witches." 
 
    "We've broken in there once,” I said. "I'm sure we can pull it off again." 
 
    "Yessss,” Annika said. "Now we're talking." 
 
    We put everything back the way we found it, turned out the lights, and locked Landers's door on the way out. The icy chill didn't return when we stepped outside of the office into the hall, so it seemed the ghost had given up for the night. 
 
    The elevator was waiting for us when we pushed the button, and I was feeling amped about the clue we'd found as we stepped on. Unfortunately, on the way down, I started to get the same bad feeling I had on the way up. The panic didn't return, but something was off. I'd never seen the ghost anywhere but the top floor of the courthouse, so it had to be something else.  
 
    We found out exactly what it was when the elevator doors opened, and Deputy Lundgren was standing there waiting for us. "What's the meaning of this?" 
 
    His tone indicated he was ready to go in for the kill. I'd liked him much better when he was still kind of a bumbling kid who didn't know the ropes yet. 
 
    "What's the meaning of what?" Remy spoke first. 
 
    "I got a call in from dispatch. Someone saw the lights on in this place, and because of the murder, they thought they'd better call it in,” he said. "So, what are the three of you doing in here?" 
 
    "I don't know what lights you're talking about,” I said. "But we're going down to the archives. You know? Where Remy works. That's what we're doing in the building." 
 
    I hoped it worked. Someone had once told me that the best way to avoid trouble when you were somewhere you weren't supposed to be was to act like you were actually supposed to be there. Remy had every authority to be in the archives whenever he wanted. That's why he had a key. I didn't think anyone, including the council, would object to him taking whoever he wanted down there. Remy had an exemplary character and record, even with the dark days.  
 
    "Then why was the elevator coming down?" 
 
    "Because we weren't paying attention when we got on," I answered. "It took us up first, so we had to ride it back down." 
 
    Did I like lying to the police? No. Did I keep in mind that sometimes witches had to do things a little differently? A little outside of mere human morality? Yes. 
 
    "Oh," Lundgren said. 
 
    “Probably just a glitch in this old building. Maybe someone needs to call the elevator inspector.” 
 
    You could tell he didn't believe us, but you could also tell he didn't know what else to say. I'd been holding the door open with my hand, but I was done with our little conversation. I had to keep up the act that Lundgren was putting us out for no reason. 
 
    "Have a good evening,” I said as I started to pull my hand away. 
 
    In return, Lundgren's hand shot out and kept the door from closing. "Did you happen to see anyone else in the building?" 
 
    "Nope. No one else,” I said. "Building's clear, Deputy." 
 
    "All right,” he answered in a voice steeped with reluctance. 
 
    We all just stood there for a moment while Lundgren decided if he was going to let us go. Eventually he released his grip on the door. 
 
    "Have a good evening then." He tipped his hat to us. 
 
    "Thank you, officer." We all said in unison as the doors closed. 
 
    We really didn't need anything down in the archives, but we had to wait a while to leave. I suspected that Deputy Lundgren had parked himself outside the courthouse waiting to see how quickly we left. 
 
    Thankfully, Remy had some soda and snacks in the little break room area of the archives. We hung out for about a half hour while Remy went through his database to see if he could find any traces of other vampires living in Coventry. 
 
    At least one of us had something important to do. Annika and I kept ourselves busy by going through old newspaper articles from back when Coventry had its own small press. 
 
    "Everything seems to point toward them all being gone,” he said. "I mean, we didn't even know that Julian was living here." 
 
    "Let's just get out of here and see what we can dig up at the funeral parlor,” Annika with a snort because she couldn’t help but chuckle at her own joke. 
 
    "Oh, you're hilarious." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    When we arrived at the funeral parlor, there was a light on inside. “Guess we’re going to have to come back later,” I said. “I hope nobody planned on getting any sleep tonight.” 
 
    “What would anybody be doing in there so late?” Remy asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. No one was here at night when we came before. Maybe he’s working. I know the witches saved people from the zombies, but did anyone die for real? Anyone permanently?” I asked. 
 
    “It could be. He could be doing anything,” Remy answered. 
 
    “Like trying to clean up the evidence of a murder,” Annika quipped. 
 
    “Maybe we should come back another time,” I said. “There’s no car here. I don’t think the person inside is planning on leaving tonight.” 
 
    “No, wait,” Remy said. 
 
    Sure enough, a car pulled up in front of the funeral home. I hoped that whoever it was couldn’t see Remy’s car. We were in the dark with the lights off, but I was worried it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    “Let’s do a quick spell to make sure whoever that is doesn’t see us,” I said. 
 
    The three of us murmured a little spell we knew to keep whoever was in the car from seeing us. It wasn’t much, but we didn’t need much. The darkness was already cloaking us well. 
 
    A minutes later, the lights went out inside and Theodore came out and got into the car. When his ride pulled away, we made our move. 
 
    I could immediately tell the air inside the funeral home was different than the last time we’d been there. It wasn’t just me that felt it either. 
 
    “What do you think’s causing that?” Annika asked. “You guys are picking up on it too, right?” 
 
    “I think it’s a restless spirit,” Remy said. “What do you think, cat?” 
 
    “Well, human… it doesn’t feel demonic, but I am definitely picking up on something confused and possibly angry.” 
 
    “I wonder if there is a body in here somewhere?” I mused. 
 
    “But as far as we know, nobody has died, right?” Annika asked. 
 
    “I mean, how can we know for sure?” was my response. “People did die from the zombies. We just dealt with ghosts. The wife died of something else, but she took her husband with her.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Remy said. “And our family isn’t going to bring anyone back whose spirit already moved on.” 
 
    “You think that’s why the ghost is here?” I asked. “Maybe we need to get some witches here to help?” 
 
    “It might have been someone who died outside of Coventry too,” Remy said. “I’m sure the funeral home services the surrounding area too. Not all of the small towns have their own.” 
 
    “So what do we do first?” I asked. “Look for clues about Councilwoman Landers or see if we can figure out who the spirit is?” 
 
    “Maybe the ghost will leave us alone,” Annika said. 
 
    Crash 
 
    Or not. 
 
    The sound came from the viewing room. “Well, either that was a huge coincidence, or the spirit is telling us it’s not going to leave us alone,” I said. 
 
    “Why aren’t they just manifesting?” Annika wondered with a hint of annoyance.  
 
    “Maybe they can’t,” I offered. “Perhaps they don’t have the strength.” 
 
    “As much as it’s not what we’re here for,” Remy began, “why don’t we check the basement and see if there is anyone in storage?” 
 
    “Maybe if we check the spirit will be happy,” I said. 
 
    A light thump came from around the corner. It happened to come from the location of the stairway to the basement. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes,” I said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



We left the hallway area where we’d been congregated and headed down the stairs. For a brief moment, we’d considered using our phones’ flashlights instead of turning the lights on, but Meri was the voice of reason. 
 
    “We’re underground, wieners. No one will be able to see the light from outside.” 
 
    Of course, no one considered the small windows that sat just below the ceiling but above ground. It was amazing that we’d ever solved one murder given how easily we overlooked such a crucial detail, or how effortlessly we could be goaded by Meri calling us wieners. 
 
    Once downstairs, we flipped on the light in every room. Not because we needed them all, but because none of us knew which room would have a body. One of them was a large storage area, but it was all supplies. The second was the room where they did the body preservation, but there was no body storage in that room either. The third looked a little like a salon. There was a bench with makeup and hair products. It was a bit sad thinking of that last time that each person had their hair and makeup done for their families, but I wouldn’t let myself dwell on that. I knew they were moving on to somewhere else. 
 
    The final room was where we found what we were searching for. A large room with white subway tiles lining the walls and even larger white tiles on the floor. The back wall held a drawer storage. One step into the room and the air temperature dropped twenty degrees from the hallway. The scent of antiseptic burned my nose. 
 
    “I guess we look in each drawer,” I said. “Remy you take the left, Annika you take the right, and I’ll take the middle.” 
 
    “What should I do?” Meri asked. 
 
    I began to answer before I realized he was just being snarky. “Make sure no one sneaks up on us,” I said flatly instead. 
 
    “Whatever.” He sauntered off to the hallway. 
 
    I had to wonder if he was putting on a brave face. It was unusual for him to be afraid of anything, but we all had our fears. 
 
    We found her in under a minute. I should say Remy found her. Landers was in one of the drawers he was opening. The sight shocked us a little for sure. Why was she in the Coventry funeral parlor instead of at the county medical examiner? 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t expecting that,” Remy said. 
 
    “I know. What is she doing here?” It was more of a rhetorical question. 
 
    “She should be at the coroner’s office,” Annika said what I’d been thinking. 
 
    “Huh,” Meri said as he peeked in from the hall. 
 
    Again, I found myself taking photos. And again, it wasn’t that I wanted pictures of a dead councilwoman on my phone, but I had to have proof she was there. It would be too easy for someone to just say she was never at Coventry Eternal Rest Funeral Parlor. 
 
    Something loud fell over down the hall. It sounded like it came from inside one of the rooms.  
 
    “Think the spirit is trying to tell us something again?” Remy asked. “Or did the cat knock something over?” 
 
    “Wasn’t me,” Meri said from the hall. “I think I know where it came from, though.” 
 
    Remy closed the drawer that held Landers’s body, and we filed out into the hallway. Meri walked across to another door. One that I hadn’t noticed before.  
 
    “What do you think’s in there?” Annika asked. 
 
    “Besides a ghost? I don’t know, but we’re about to find out,” I answered. 
 
    What was inside was an office. It was Theodore’s office, to be exact. In my opinion, the décor left something to be desired. It looked like something straight out of a horror movie. While it didn’t help that the room was dark, even with the lights on, and windowless, the collection of knick-knacks and artwork was almost cliché. 
 
    “Are those real?” Annika asked. 
 
    I turned to see what she was looking at and found myself staring at various body parts in jars. They appeared to be something you’d have bought in a Halloween store, but given that we were in a funeral home, I was going to go with authentic. 
 
    “I think they are,” I said, and Annika shuddered. “And he’s got them in his office.” 
 
    “The guy does spend his whole working life with dead bodies,” I offered. “It’s probably not all that strange to him anymore.” 
 
    “Well, this certainly is strange,” Remy said.  
 
    I walked over to the wall and considered the painting he’d been studying. That was my turn to shiver. It was a battle scene, but there were many fallen soldiers rendered in grotesque detail. The gory depiction of their wounds wasn’t the worst part of the piece, though. No, the worst part was the sad and pained expressions on their faces. I could feel my chest get tight looking at their anguish. 
 
    “Let’s just look around and see what we can find,” I said. “And then get the heck out of here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Annika said. “I’m getting a definite bad vibe from this place. Not the whole building, but this office particularly.” 
 
    I scanned his computer quickly while the other two went through his file drawers. There was a closet too, and Remy disappeared into that to investigate. 
 
    None of the files on his computer or emails in his account gave me any clues. A lot of it was disturbing, but none of it was incriminating. 
 
    Before I got up, I went through his drawers. The two on the side were a bust. There was nothing in them but blank notebooks, lots of unopened office supplies, some sort of word processing device that operated independently of a computer, a dictation recorder, and three large bags of candy. Theodore had a sweet tooth as all three bags were at least half empty. 
 
    The thin center drawer was where I hit the jackpot. If you could call it that. There were three prescription pill bottles inside. One was an anti-anxiety drug, and the other two were anti-psychotics. All of them Theodore’s. 
 
    “Look at this,” I said and lined them up on the desk. 
 
    “Wow,” Annika said. “He’s dealing with some stuff for sure.” 
 
    “Do you think…” I started to ask. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Remy said as he emerged from the closet. “If he’s taking the medication, then he should be fine, right? Anti-psychotics don’t mean he’s dangerous. Even if he’s not on them, it doesn’t mean he’s dangerous.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said and put them back. “But, still. It’s worth filing in the mental drawer, right?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Remy relented. “It’s possible that it’s something, but I still think it was an actual vampire.” 
 
    “Brighton’s right. He could think he’s a vampire. I know you both want to be sensitive and all, but let’s not dismiss it. Those are some powerful drugs. Plus, the ghost wanted us to come in here. Perhaps that’s what she wanted us to find,” Annika said as she sat a rather large wood and gold crucifix back on the shelf. 
 
    Almost the entire time I’d been going through the computer, she’d been picking up things off Theodore’s shelf looking over his macabre collection. Everything but the jars o’ body parts. I’d guessed there hadn’t been much in the file cabinets. 
 
    “What next?” I asked with a yawn. 
 
    It was getting late. I was getting tired, and more than a little hungry. I reminded myself it wasn’t because of the zombie thing but because I hadn’t eaten in a while.  
 
    The answer to my question came in the form of another crash. Meri came into the office from the hall. “That one came from the storage room.” 
 
    “The body storage room, or the storage storage room?” Annika’s face went ghostly pale. 
 
    She must have thought he’d meant it came from the cold storage. I wasn’t used to seeing her scared like that, but we were all on edge.  
 
    “The storage storage,” Meri said, and Annika visibly relaxed. 
 
    We went inside and found what had been knocked over. It was just a box full of pamphlets for the funeral parlor. Not exactly a clue. 
 
    “Let’s just look,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    The metal shelves were lined with things like pamphlets, boxes of little white pillows that had flowers embroidered on them, and cleaning chemicals. It was the least frightening room as far as the funeral part of the building went. 
 
    “Hey, what’s this?” Annika asked from a dark corner of the room. 
 
    I walked over and joined her. “That’s probably a health code violation or something,” I said. “No wonder Landers was on him.” 
 
    “You think?” Annika asked. 
 
    “I mean, I’m sure there’s got to be a more official way to dispose of old embalming equipment than shoving it into a garbage bag and leaving it wide open in your storage room,” I said. 
 
    “You think he meant to get rid of this stuff and just hasn’t yet?” Remy asked. “Like, he’s disposing of evidence?” 
 
    “That or he’s just a lazy slob,” Meri said from behind us. 
 
    “You don’t think it’s a clue?” I asked. 
 
    “Seems convenient is all I’m saying,” Meri answered. 
 
    “What else is in there?” Annika asked. 
 
    She used one finger to peel the edge of the bag back a little. It looked like tubing and various metal implements. 
 
    “I’m so not digging through there,” I said. “I think I’m ready to get out of here.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Annika responded. “Nothing we found here is going to get Kyle out of jail tonight.” 
 
    “We’re not giving up,” I said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About those windows we hadn’t noticed. We were fortunate enough to be outside of the funeral home before the sheriff’s cruiser pulled around the building. I didn’t realize it at the time, but the universe had helped us leave at exactly the right moment. 
 
    Someone had either called Gunner or he’d been out on patrol and seen the lights on, but at least we were outside when he rolled up. All we had to do was figure out what to say. 
 
    “So are you guys authorized to be in this particular building?” Gunner asked after he’d stepped out of his vehicle. 
 
    His feet were planted on the asphalt parking lot, and his chest was puffed out like he was attempting to intimidate us. If only he knew who he was dealing with. Our interactions with Sheriff Gunner Black would have been so much easier if he knew that his new town was full of witches that could turn him into a goat with a snap of their fingers. I couldn’t do that, but I knew that both Annika and Remy could. Heck, I was fairly certain that Meri could do it too. 
 
    “Oh, to heck with this.” 
 
    “What did you say to me, boy?” Gunner’s eyes were laser focused on Remy. 
 
    The only problem was that it wasn’t Remy who’d said it, but we were saved by the fact that Gunner thought it was him. Meri jumped out of the bag I’d been using to carry him and sprinted over to where Gunner stood with his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Are you carrying a cat around in your bag?” 
 
    Obviously, that had caught him slightly off guard. I didn’t have time to answer, though. Meri brushed up against his leg, and Gunner folded like a cheap suit. 
 
    Remy realized what was happening and used a little magic to guide the sheriff down to the ground gently, so he didn’t hit his head on the pavement. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Meri said as he turned and ran toward the car. 
 
    “What did you do?” I asked, but we all followed him. 
 
    “I knocked him out,” Meri said proudly. “He’s going to sleep there for a little while.” 
 
    “Meri, you can’t do that,” I said. 
 
    “Who says? You can’t do that, but I totally can. And I did. Besides, even if you go with the witch rules, I did it to protect you and I didn’t do it for personal gain. I wasn’t going to jail for trespassing.” 
 
    “Is he right?” I asked Annika and Remy as Remy started the car. 
 
    I half expected lightning to strike our car or for the engine to blow up, but it didn’t. Remy looked like he was trying to suppress a smile, and Annika wasn’t even trying to hide hers. 
 
    “Thanks, cat,” Remy said. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    It seemed that Meri could do that. Nothing bad happened to us on the way back to Hangman’s House, and none of our powers were diminished. 
 
    “Is he going to be all right?” I asked as Remy pulled into the driveway. “I mean Sheriff Black. He’s a little annoying, but I don’t want anything bad to happen to him while he’s laid out in the funeral home parking lot.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Meri said. “I included a protection spell with his main dish of being passed the heck out.” 
 
    “He’s not going to be happy,” I said as we got out of the car. 
 
    “He won’t tell anyone what happened,” Meri said. “Think about it. He would sound completely nuts. And for what? Technically, he caught us in the parking lot.” 
 
    “We don’t know if someone called it in or if he saw the lights on when he drove by,” I said. “If he saw the lights, and I still can’t believe we all missed those stupid windows, he knows we were in there.” 
 
    “But he can’t prove it,” Meri said. “That’s what matters.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not evil Meri?” 
 
    “Evil Meri is gray now, remember,” Annika reminded me. 
 
    “Right. Anyway, is now a good time to talk about evil Meri?” 
 
    “I gotta go,” Meri said right before he darted into his hole in the living room wall. 
 
    “That’s convenient,” I said, but he was already gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” I heard Brody say at the top of the stairs. “How’d it go?” 
 
    He sounded far less accusatory than I’d expected given the last conversation. In fact, Brody almost sounded remorseful.  
 
    “Not as well as we would have hoped,” I answered. 
 
    He came down the stairs and gave Annika a quick kiss on the forehead. She flinched a little. I noticed. Brody didn’t. 
 
    “There was a murder,” Annika said. “It looks like a vampire did it.” 
 
    “And you’re friends with one of these things?” Brody asked. 
 
    The stricken look on Annika’s face said it all. She took a step back from Brody, but he didn’t really notice that either. 
 
    “These things?” Annika practically hissed. 
 
    “Hey, guys. Come on now. Tensions are high, but let’s not fight,” I said. “But Brody, that really was a horrible thing to say. Vampires are not things. You shouldn’t dehumanize them like that.” 
 
    “Well, they’re not exactly human, are they?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s not the point,” I said. 
 
    Remy and Annika were retreating toward the kitchen. Remy was guiding her there in an attempt to stem the argument we knew was brewing. As far as what was wrong with Brody, I had no idea. 
 
    “Well, then what is the point?” he asked. 
 
    “One of them is trying to help us, and the humans in Coventry arrested him. They don’t know he’s a vampire, so we don’t know why he was here or why they thought he did it. His vampire council came to me, though. They’re going to give me the blood I need if I get him released.” 
 
    “Maybe he was here because he killed someone,” Brody responded. 
 
    “Annika thinks he’s good, and I met him. Brody, I don’t think he did it either.” 
 
    “Oh, Annika thinks her secret vampire friend is good, huh?” Brody snarked. “Well, that’s just rich.” 
 
    “Brody, what is up?” 
 
    “What’s up is that vampire boy might not be as awesome as you guys seem to think.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “This peaceful vampire village you guys went to, it might not be so peaceful.” 
 
    “I mean, they didn’t hurt us or anything while we were there.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably because it’s more like a prison camp for vampire offenders than a hippie commune for vampires who just love humans so much, they don’t want to hurt them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense. Kyle moved there with his family when he was little. He’s still living there now.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t that make sense?” Brody asked. “Do you know why he had to leave Coventry? Does Annika?” 
 
    “Okay, so maybe his parents did something, but that doesn’t explain why he’d still be living there.” 
 
    “Maybe because he moved there when he was a kid. If it’s all he knows, then perhaps it was easier to stay,” Brody said. “Or, and I know you and Annika don’t seem to want to think about this, he’s not good. If he was raised by parents who were sent to a prison colony, then perhaps he grew up to be a criminal too.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    I wanted to argue with him, but how could I? Annika and I had no idea if Kyle was really good or not. We were going based on how we felt. More accurately, we were basing our assumptions on how she felt. 
 
    Kyle had made her feel good, but perhaps that was just a part of his vampire nature. His whole existence was drawing people in so he could feed from them. Was he just a predator that had drawn us in? 
 
    But then why did he come to Coventry? 
 
    Ugh. What I needed to know was why Lundgren had arrested him. If I had that information, I could put those particular pieces together. That was barking up the wrong tree, though. Lundgren, and definitely Sheriff Black, were not going to give me any information. 
 
    “What else do you know about Kyle’s village?” I asked. “And where did you get the information?” 
 
    “You doubt me?” Brody scoffed. “Typical.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt you, Brody. I just want to look into this further. I need to know what’s going on. My life literally depends on it.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Let me get my laptop.” 
 
    I went into the kitchen to get a glass of water while Brody went upstairs to retrieve his computer. Annika and Remy were both at the table having a cup of coffee. They got quiet when I came into the room. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re just worried about him,” Remy said. 
 
    “Yeah, I can understand that.” His attitude and mood were worrying to me as well. “But he’s coming back in a minute with his laptop to show me some info he found on Kyle’s village. So let’s pick that particular conversation up later.” 
 
    “Okay,” they both agreed. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, Brody came back downstairs and joined us at the kitchen table. “I’m not sure we’re supposed to be on here, but I’m going to show you anyway.” 
 
    What he was showing us was a layer of the dark web that was below the one humans knew about. Not that Mariana Trench thing that supposedly needed a quantum computer to access, but deep enough. 
 
    “These are mostly paranormals,” he said as he typed something in. “I think humans manage their way on here from time to time, but when they’re discovered, they’re usually hunted down and killed.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Remy asked. 
 
    “Because I found a website with a list of the humans who had interfered and had been killed for it. I cross-checked the names, and they really were murdered. Some of them in horrifying ways.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Annika asked. “Is it because you’re jealous?” 
 
    For a moment, it felt like all of the air went out of the room. I expected them to start fighting. Remy and I looked at each other. The glance we exchanged was one of agreement. We’d take our respective relatives aside and keep things calm. 
 
    It didn’t come to that. Brody just smiled at Annika. It was strange gesture, but he didn’t say anything cruel. His eyes looked as though he would, but he didn’t. He reminded me of our mother just before she said something to shatter my self-esteem. 
 
    “I’ll show you the website,” he said. More tapping on the keyboard, and then he turned the laptop around for us to see. “Pick a name.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Laurence Collins,” Remy said without missing a beat. 
 
    Brody turned the laptop back around and began to type again. A minute later, he turned the computer for us to see. 
 
    Laurence Collins was murdered in his home five years before. The police had originally thought it was a home invasion for the purpose of robbery, but nothing was stolen. Later theories suggested it was a cult slaying, but those theories were widely dismissed. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “So the list is real. What does that have to do with the village?” 
 
    “I just wanted to prove that the source was, at the very least, potentially reliable,” Brody said. “Would you agree that I’ve done that?” 
 
    What he showed us next was a collection of historical documents about vampires. They’d been stolen from the council and possibly one of the vampire paranormal societies and posted on the paranormal deep web by shifters.  
 
    He scrolled to a document that talked about vampire prison communities that were isolated and strictly watched by the vampire council. The document included a map of those colonies. One of them was in the exact location of Kyle’s village. 
 
    “It doesn’t mean he’s a criminal,” Annika said defensively. “His parents moved there when he was a child.” She turned her attention to Remy. “Do you remember why they left town?” 
 
    “Not well. Maybe because the father got a job somewhere else? But that could have been a cover story. If the vampire council sentenced them to live there, it’s not like they needed to run it by the witches for permission,” he said. 
 
    “There’s only one way we’re going to figure out why he’s living there,” I said. “We have to find out from Kyle himself.” 
 
    “He’s in jail,” Annika said. “And it doesn’t seem like the current law enforcement in Coventry is going to be too keen on letting us talk to him. We’re not lawyers, so…” 
 
    “Then we go to the source,” I said. “We’ll go to his house and see what we can find.” 
 
    “You’re going to walk into a prison community of vampires and break into a house?” Brody asked. “Ridiculous. I’m going in to work at the archives. I’m assuming you’re taking another day off?” His question was aimed at Remy. 
 
    “Thank you for covering for me,” was Remy’s only reply. 
 
    Brody left the room with nothing more than a grunt, and no one stopped him. The air instantly felt lighter when he was gone. It was troubling, but I had to focus. Neither Annika nor Remy said anything further about it. 
 
    In truth, I had an idea of what was going on with my brother. His behavior was nothing new to me. The only difference was it was him instead of my mother or grandmother. Somewhere deep inside, I knew that he could turn out just like them. It made sense after all. They’d treated him far better than me, and at the same time, they’d turned him against me. I’d thought after his fiancée was murdered, we’d have another chance. It was becoming clear that we might not. 
 
    “We’re going to need a good protection spell.” Annika was the first to break the silence. “I wouldn’t be afraid of Kyle, but who knows about the rest of them.” 
 
    “I’ll begin getting the circle ready,” Remy said. 
 
    “I’ll get the supplies,” I said. 
 
    Ten minutes later, we had a circle set up in the living room. Meri had even come down to join us again. My familiar joined us inside the circle of salt and white candles. 
 
    For protection against vampires, we invoked the Goddess. It was a more complicated spell, but not as difficult as drawing down the moon. Once the ritual was complete, I swept up the salt and put away the candles. 
 
    The drive over to Kyle’s village was solemn. Even Meri was quiet. It seemed there was something on his mind, but I didn’t even know if Meri could have things on his mind. Sure, he could talk and all, but he was still a cat. As if he could read my mind, he looked up at me through narrowed eyes. I turned my attention out the window and watched the trees go by instead. 
 
    Just to be safe, we parked the car a mile away from the village. Remy pulled it in behind an area of trees and dense bushes. 
 
    We thought it was safe to park the car a mile from the village and walk through the forest. No one thought about the fact that we could have been walking through vampire hunting ground. Or if we did think about it, we dismissed it. Kyle had said the vampires didn’t hunt humans, and I believed him. It made sense too. They were in a sort of prison. For one thing, they had to avoid drawing attention to themselves, and for another, it could have served as a type of punishment. 
 
    The walk to the village took less time than I’d expected. Every crunch of leaves or stick broken by our feet made me flinch. I had to remind myself that those sounds were muffled by our protection spell. Remy had combined it with a cloaking invocation. We weren’t invisible, but no one would see us unless they were looking specifically for us. 
 
    Kyle’s house was on the edge of town. We’d parked on the same side as his home to avoid having to walk all the way around or through the village. I’d originally planned on trying to investigate inside of town, but my nerves got the better of me as we approached. I hoped that we’d find what we needed in Kyle’s house so we could leave. 
 
    His door was locked, but that wasn’t an issue for us. Meri insisted on going in first to make sure there weren’t any traps. I didn’t know what kind of traps he meant, but I could imagine. Not that I believe Kyle would be trapping victims in his house, but Meri wanted to be absolutely certain before we went inside. We also needed to make sure he lived alone. Our protection spell probably wouldn’t work if we ended up face to face with a roommate or spouse that we hadn’t known existed. 
 
    The house was empty, so we slipped inside. It had looked like a cabin from the outside, and not surprisingly, it looked like one from the inside too. Perhaps the vampires had taken over an old village. While the house had some upgrades, it was obvious it had been built a long time ago.  
 
    There were only three rooms. We’d walked into a living room area, and behind that was a kitchen. Off to one side was a bedroom. The kitchen had a fireplace and no modern appliances. When I walked to the window and looked out, I could see a water pump in the yard. Vampires didn’t eat food, so the kitchen had never been remodeled or upgraded. There was no bathroom either, but I supposed that made sense as well.  
 
    There was electricity, but we didn’t turn on any of the lights. There was plenty of daylight for us to at least be able to see our way around.  
 
    One wall of the living room area was taken up entirely by a massive bookshelf. There was also an eReader on the coffee table. While I doubted there was Wi-Fi, it wouldn’t have been that hard for Kyle to go somewhere to occasionally download books. 
 
    Right by the door where we came in were two pairs of hiking boots. One lighter pair and another that was heavily lined for winter. Did vampire’s feet get cold? I reasoned that it was for the extra grip on the soles. 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” Annika said. “He lived like a monk.” 
 
    “What about closets?” I asked. “Drawers?” 
 
    Remy emerged from the bedroom area. “His closet has three pairs of black pants, three black shirts, and a black jacket. There’s also a tuxedo in a bag, but that didn’t look like it had been opened in a very long time. Two pairs of shoes on the floor. That’s it. There are no shelves and no boxes. His nightstand drawers are empty, and there’s nothing under the bed.” 
 
    “What about trap doors?” I asked. “Did we look under all of the rugs?” 
 
    “There are no rugs, Brighton,” Annika said. 
 
    I looked around and she was right. Then, I remembered the library in the attic at Hangman’s House. “There could be something in the books,” I said. 
 
    “Hang on,” Meri said.  
 
    We all watched as he paced back and forth in front of the shelves a few times. He stopped in the center for a second, and then went back to pacing. 
 
    “All right,” Meri said once he’d stopped near where the living room met the kitchen wall. “There’s something in the third book from the left, second shelf down. That’s it. None of the other books have anything.” 
 
    I pulled the book down, and sure enough, there was a hollowed-out section inside of it that contained an old key. As soon as my fingers touched the key, I knew it was important. What I didn’t know was why. 
 
    “Does it go to anything in the house?” Remy asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” I said. “Annika, did you see anything that might fit this key?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I wonder if it’s considered stealing if we keep it?” I asked. 
 
    “If you’re not comfortable doing it, I will,” Remy said. 
 
    He held out his hand and gave me a reassuring smile. I loved him because he would do what needed to be done, and he would do it for me if I wasn’t ready. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “But I’ve got it.” 
 
    I slid the key into my pocket. I could feel its weight against my leg, and I knew it was more than just the weight of the metal. Whether the key had anything to do with the case or not, at least we were keeping such an important item safe for Kyle while he was in jail. 
 
    “Any more ideas?” Remy asked. 
 
    As soon as the question was out of his mouth, the front door to the cabin flew open. Villagers stepped through, and one of them grabbed Annika. 
 
    They surrounded us and we found ourselves being dragged to the center of town. I wasn’t sure what to do. I knew we could use magic against them, but they had Annika. One of the vampire’s long, pale fingers was wrapped around the back of her neck. 
 
    Remy and I were allowed to walk on our own, but I could only guess that was because they knew that we knew they could end Annika so fast we wouldn’t be able to utter the first word of a spell. 
 
    “Let her go.” I heard Meri practically hiss. 
 
    “Oh, isn’t that cute? The witches have a talking cat,” one of them said. 
 
    “Meri, stay calm,” I said. “I don’t know if we can hurt them without hurting her.” 
 
    “You can’t,” that same vampire said. 
 
    “Oh, but I think I can,” Meri said. 
 
    “It’s okay, Meri,” Annika said soothingly. “Remember, you’re not even my familiar, so you’re not responsible for me.” 
 
    “I’m responsible for who I say.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Annika said again. 
 
    By that time, we’d reached the center of the tiny hamlet. We were still surrounded, but they shoved Annika into the center of the circle. 
 
    “We can’t kill them,” a soft, female voice came from the edge of the circle. “We’re forbidden. We’ll never get out of here.” 
 
    “You don’t need to kill us,” I said. “We’re here to help Kyle. We were trying to find information to solve the murder that occurred in Coventry so we can secure his release.”  
 
    “If you’re here looking for information, it’s to implicate him,” another voice said. “Don’t try to play us.” 
 
    “Or, we were trying to exonerate him,” Annika said. “That’s what we want.” 
 
    “It’s what your council wants too., I added. “I was asked by the council to secure his release. I’m here at their behest.” 
 
    “The vampire council wanted you to come into our village and poke around in Kyle’s house?” a pale face with long black hair asked. 
 
    It was weird how we couldn’t focus on one of them for long. They seemed to morph and shift. Their voices always sounded disembodied. 
 
    “I find that very hard to believe,” another voice chimed in. 
 
    “They didn’t ask us to come to your village,” I said. “But I was tasked with solving the murder. I assumed that meant they wanted me to do whatever it took.” 
 
    “Well, let’s find out,” the one with the pale face and black hair said. “One of you ride with him.” He extended a long finger in Remy’s direction. “We’ll escort the women home ourselves.” 
 
    “No,” Remy said. “I will not leave them alone with any of you.” 
 
    “They won’t be alone,” one of them said. “We’ll keep the women with the cat. Little kitty thinks he can kill us, so they’ll be fine.” 
 
    Before Remy could speak again, the world went blurry and I felt like I was falling off the face of the earth. When it stopped, Annika, Meri, and I were in a black Cadillac with two vampires. 
 
    “Your friend will be fine,” the one in the passenger seat said. “Try to stay calm, please. Your panic makes your blood smell that much more enticing.” 
 
    “If you even try to hurt them,” Meri hissed. 
 
    “It’s okay, Meri,” I said and pulled him onto my lap. “It’s all right.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    When the Cadillac and Remy’s car pulled up into a parking space at the Coventry town square, all of the regular humans hurried away as if spelled. Skeenbauer witches began to emerge from different buildings. I turned and saw Marius strolling down the street from the direction of the inn. 
 
    By the time we got out of the cars and were marched into the town square, Amelda and Marius were squared off. I could feel the ley line under us pulsing with energy and magic, and I wondered if the vampires knew what they had gotten themselves into. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Amelda demanded. “How dare you come into my town and presume to treat my grandchildren this way. Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “They were trespassing in our home,” one of the vampires said. 
 
    “Shut up,” Marius hissed at the lesser vampire. “No one asked you to speak. No one asked any of you to speak.” 
 
    “It seems that you need to get your subjects under control,” Amelda said. “I would appreciate if they would all take a very large step back from my family.” 
 
    Marius looked around and every one of the vampires stepped back. They had no idea the power that ran under us or that the witches could tap into it. I could tell by the look in his eyes that Marius knew, though. 
 
    “It would have been better if they had come to me before going to the village,” Marius said diplomatically. 
 
    “Do you want them to free your friend from the human jail or not?” Amelda asked. “Because we won’t hurt the humans to do it, and we certainly won’t allow you to do it either.” 
 
    “I understand,” Marius said. 
 
    When the entire council was present, they had made it sound like they would go to war with the witches if necessary to get Kyle back. Marius alone was not so bold. 
 
    “You should go home,” Marius said. “You were not authorized to leave your village. Do it again, and I will bring the rest of the council here for a trial.” 
 
    Most of their shoulders slumped in defeat, but as they turned to leave, something unexpected happened. Sheriff Black rolled up in his cruiser. 
 
    “What is he doing here?” I whispered to Remy. “The rest of the humans dispersed.” 
 
    “Maybe he just hasn’t been here long enough for the magic to work on him,” Remy offered. “Perhaps not enough of it has seeped into him.” 
 
    “Or, he’s just that stubborn,” Annika said. “Some humans are more resistant that others. Thorn was.” She bit her lower lip. “I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t bring him up.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, totally fine, cuz,” Remy added. 
 
    “Figures the humans would somehow manage to find another human resistant to magic to work as sheriff.” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Gunner cut off our conversation. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “No problem, officer,” Marius said. 
 
    “I don’t know you, and I wasn’t talking to you.” Gunner turned his attention to Amelda. “Ma’am, is there a problem here?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Amelda said. “Just a bunch of good friends having a little get-together.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like a bunch of friends having a party,” Gunner said and narrowed his eyes. “I’ve seen a lot things, and it looks to me like something bad was about to go down here.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Marius said. 
 
    “He’s right,” Amelda added before Gunner could snipe at Marius again. “But our friends were just leaving. Weren’t you?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Marius said. “I’m going back to my room at the inn to read, and the rest of my fellow… The rest of my friends were going home. Please, friends, let’s disperse.” 
 
    Marius waved his hands, and the vampires began to file back to their cars. Amelda looked around at the witches that had gathered, and they began to retreat to what they were doing as well. 
 
    Amelda stayed put and watched as the vampires and Marius left. That left five of us and Meri. Everyone just stood there staring at each other for a moment, but then Gunner spoke first. Because, of course he did. 
 
    “Did you folks need anything else?” he asked as if we were supposed to leave too. 
 
    “Sheriff Black, do you need anything else?” Amelda held her ground. 
 
    She would not be cowed by a human even if he was huge, intimidating, and from what I could gather, a retired Marine. Coventry was her town, and he was a guest. 
 
    “You folks call me if you need anything.” 
 
    If looks could kill, the look Gunner gave us as he walked away would have put holes in our heads. It was obvious he thought he was onto us, but since he had no way to prove anything, he must have decided to let it go for the time being. We were definitely on his poop list, though. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I woke up in the old cemetery. Meri was bumping my head with his and repeating my name. 
 
    “Brighton, wake up,” he said and smacked my nose with his paw. “Wake up, woman.” 
 
    I tried to sit up, but the world spun and I fell back into the grass. “I’m awake. Stop hitting me.” 
 
    “I’m going to go get Remy,” he said.  
 
    “You can’t just leave me here like this,” I said. “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I woke up this morning and you weren’t in bed. I did stay here with you until I could get you awake, but now we need help.” 
 
    My stomach growled loudly. “You should go. Before I eat you.” I clamped my hand over my mouth. I couldn’t believe I’d said that. 
 
    “What?” Meri asked, but he did back away from me a bit. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m so hungry.” 
 
    And my neck hurt. I reached up and winced when pain shot into my head and down my spine. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Meri asked. 
 
    “There’s something on my neck. Can you look?” 
 
    I moved my hair out of the way, and Meri came around to investigate. “Oh,” he said. “You’d better take a look.” 
 
    “How am I going to do that?” 
 
    “Your phone is in your other hand, genius.” 
 
    “You should be nice to me. I’m obviously in a pickle here.” 
 
    “Just look at your neck.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. 
 
    “Whatever,” he said. 
 
    I turned on the front facing camera on my phone and took a picture. When I lowered the phone to look, I couldn’t believe what I saw. 
 
    “That looks like a vampire bite,” I said. 
 
    “Sure does.” 
 
    “How would a vampire have gotten me? I wasn’t drunk last night, and the house has so much protection magic on it, I’m surprised we can get in and out.” 
 
    “Maybe you were sleepwalking and let one in? Perhaps you saw something outside and wandered over here again?” Meri offered. 
 
    “I don’t sleepwalk,” I said. 
 
    “You didn’t sleepwalk before, but now you’re half-zombie with vampire blood keeping you alive. Things change.” 
 
    “I did have vampire blood keeping me alive, but I think that’s going to be an issue now,” I said. “Also, I need fried chicken like my life depends on it.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Meri said. “So you really did mean the thing about eating me.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I’m going to get Remy.” 
 
    “I think I’m just going to stay here. It’s nice in the grass under this tree. I don’t really feel like moving just yet.” 
 
    “Okay…” Meri said. 
 
    “Bring fried chicken when you guys come back.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    I must have drifted off again, because the next thing I knew, Remy was next to me shaking me awake. 
 
    “Brighton? Please wake up.” 
 
    “This seems to happen a lot,” I said. 
 
    “It sure does,” Remy chuckled. “I’m just glad you’re okay. I thought you were…” 
 
    “Do I look that bad?” I asked. “I look dead?” 
 
    “You’re just very pale,” he said. “I called Annika. She’s getting Marius, and they’re coming here.” 
 
    “More blood?” I asked. 
 
    “More blood.” 
 
    “But what if he’s the one who did this?” 
 
    “I doubt it was. We’ll know because he won’t come to your aid, and then I’ll kill him.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Marius said. 
 
    He’d moved so quickly and quietly that we hadn’t heard him approach. He had another vial of blood. I was happy that I wasn’t going to have to get it directly from the source. 
 
    “I thought I couldn’t have more until I solved the case,” I said. 
 
    “I have to make an exception when one of our own hurt you,” he said.  
 
    “How did this happen?” Marius asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I do,” Meri said as he ran back into the cemetery. “I didn’t notice it before because I was so worried, but the protection wards around Hangman’s House are all down.” 
 
    “How could that be?” I asked. “Only you or I could do that.” 
 
    “Maybe one of the vampires hypnotized you or something,” Annika offered as she walked through the tree line and joined us. “Or Brody did it. The house is his family house too.” 
 
    “That…” 
 
    I wanted to say it was impossible, but was it? While I had no idea why he would have done it, that didn’t mean he hadn’t.  
 
    “You really think he’s capable of doing something like that?” I asked Annika. 
 
    “In the past, I would have said no. Anymore, and I really don’t know. It’s the simplest explanation,” she said. 
 
    “So what vampire did this to me?” I asked. “Was it the killer, or was it one of the villagers who was just angry about yesterday?” 
 
    “Marius, do you have any idea?” Remy asked. 
 
    His anger was barely contained. You could tell that he was furious someone had tried to hurt me, but I didn’t want him turning dark again.  
 
    “I’m okay,” I said to Remy. 
 
    I took his hand and gave it a squeeze. He relaxed a little and gave me a kiss on the temple. 
 
    “That doesn’t make what happened okay,” 
 
    “I don’t know who did it,” Marius said. “I can assure you that the council did not want anything like this to happen. If you’ll continue to work on the case, we’ll do our best to find who did this to Brighton.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Remy said. “This is over.” 
 
    “It can’t be, Remy,” I said. “We still need the blood. I don’t have enough to completely cure me.” 
 
    “I’ll go into that jail and get enough myself,” he said. “This ridiculousness is done.” 
 
    “Remy,” Annika protested. “Please. We can’t just leave Kyle in jail and you can’t hurt him.” 
 
    “Baby,” I said to Remy, “I appreciate how protective you’re being even though it’s not like you. Remember, I can hold my own. Kyle is innocent and we can’t just leave him in jail. You can’t steal his blood either. None of this is his fault.” 
 
    “Why would your brother do that?” Remy glossed over what I’d said and changed the subject back to Brody, but I took it as acceptance. “Why would he take the protection spells and wards down?” 
 
    “Somethings not right with him,” Annika said. “He’s been changing.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s working with the vampire?” I mused more to the universe than to my companions. “Or, do you think he took it down because he was mad at me, and the vampire who did this just took advantage?” 
 
    “We’ll figure that out,” Remy said. “Right now, what we’re going to do is put the protection spells and wards back up at Hangman’s House, and we’re going to include a new one to keep him out. He’s got his own home, and he can stay there until we’ve got this all sorted out.” 
 
    “He’s my brother,” I protested. 
 
    “Yes, and if he loves you, he’ll understand,” Remy said. “He might not like it, but he’ll understand.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Marius went back to the inn after that, and Annika, Remy, Meri, and I went back to my house. We spent the morning putting up new wards and spells. Well, Annika, Meri, and I spent the morning putting up new spells. 
 
    Remy went down to the basement and boarded up the tunnel again. He didn’t want to take any chances that someone could sneak into the house. With the vampires lurking around, it wasn’t safe to have it open anyway.  
 
    When it was done, we met back in the kitchen. “So are we going to find out if Julian did this or are we going to tell Marius to have the council take him?” Remy asked. “Your call.” 
 
    “I want to go to his house and look around,” I said. “If we find anything that looks like he might be guilty of hurting anyone, we’ll tell Marius to turn it over to the council.” 
 
    “We should just turn him over,” Annika said. “It couldn’t be anyone else.” 
 
    “It could,” I said. “And that’s why we need to investigate first.” 
 
    “All right then, that’s what we’ll do,” Remy said. 
 
    “We’re going to need a powerful protection spell. Something much stronger than we used when we went into Kyle’s village. Meri, can you come up with something?” 
 
    “You realize that vampires are the greatest predators on earth, right? That’s why they were able to see us before,” Meri replied. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Whatever. I can totally do it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The ritual to protect us at Julian’s house was easier and faster than I thought given that I knew we needed the most powerful spell Meri could conjure. It turned out that it wasn’t the complexity of the spell but the intention behind it that made it more powerful. That, and Meri put a lot of himself into the magic too. I gave him extra salmon and a tuna steak to make up for it. 
 
    Once we were protected, we took Remy’s car over to Julian’s block and parked down the street. The idea was that we were going to watch for him to go out and then go inside. 
 
    “Don’t you think it would be better if we just went inside?” Annika asked. 
 
    “I think we need to wait for him to go hunt for food.” 
 
    “It’s daytime,” she said. “We should go in now.” 
 
    “Annika, we already know that vampires aren’t actually nocturnal. If we go in there now, even if he is sleeping, he’s not vulnerable to sunlight.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” she said with a sigh. “But you think he’ll go hunting at night?” 
 
    “He’s less likely to be seen if he does, and if he’s really hunting animals, the forest will be quieter.” 
 
    Sure enough, at sundown, we watched Julian slip out his back door and disappear into the field behind his house. For a brief second, he seemed to turn his attention in our direction, and I thought we were had. But I must have been being paranoid because the protection spell worked.  
 
    No one moved at first. 
 
    “We should do this,” Remy said. “Now or never. I imagine he won’t be gone long.” 
 
    The problem with the protection spell was that it protected us from vampires and not annoying human sheriffs. Like the one who turned onto Julian’s street the second Remy popped the lock and we opened the front door. 
 
    We were busted, and that time, Sheriff Black saw us doing the whole breaking and entering thing. It wasn’t like the last time where he’d just seen us outside and we could count on his embarrassment to keep him quiet. 
 
    Nope, that time he was… gunning for us. Meri was able to get away, but the three of us ended up in handcuffs in the back of the sheriff’s cruiser. Even worse, Julian showed back up as he was putting me in the car and told Sheriff Black that he most certainly wanted to press charges. 
 
    I would have thought he’d have been more afraid of Amelda than that, but people… vampires included… did stupid things. Or he wasn’t worried about Amelda because he planned on fleeing Coventry the minute that Gunner pulled away from the front of his house. 
 
    We were taken to the sheriff’s station where we were all photographed, fingerprinted, and thrown into the holding cell without our phones. “What about our phone call?” Annika asked indignantly as the cell door slammed shut on us. 
 
    “You can have that when I’m done with the paperwork,” Gunner said. “Which will probably take a while considering there are three of you. Get comfortable.” 
 
    “Figures,” I mumbled as he walked away. 
 
    “What’s that, Ms. Longfield?” he called back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    The good news was that the jail cell they used for holding was within earshot of the one that held Kyle. Once Gunner was gone, Kyle called out to us from a cell cattycorner to ours. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “We were arrested breaking into someone’s house,” Annika answered. 
 
    “Really?” Kyle asked. “That doesn’t sound like you at all.” 
 
    “Then you don’t remember me very well,” Annika huffed. 
 
    “I mean the part about you getting caught. The part about you trying to break into someone’s house sounds completely like you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, and I noticed she’d blushed a little. 
 
    Kyle, the vampire, really had an effect on her. It wasn’t the time or the place for flirting, but at least she wasn’t sad about Brody. And she wasn’t distressed about being in jail either. When I looked at Remy, he looked completely serene as well. Neither one of them seemed too upset that we were sitting in the slammer. 
 
    “It’s going to be all right,” Remy said when he noticed that I was on edge. 
 
    He took my hand, and I took a deep calming breath. I didn’t like being trapped like that, but then it dawned on me that we were only trapped because we were consenting to it. We could have gotten out of there at any time, but we might have had to hurt Gunner to do it. Even just making him pass out again wasn’t an option because he’d already fingerprinted and photographed us. So we would just wait calmly. For what, I didn’t know, but Remy and Annika seemed at peace. 
 
    The only person who might be coming for me was Brody, and that was a fat chance. I decided to use my time wisely, like Mr. Carter had said the one and only time I got detention in school. I knew my mother was going to lay into me for causing problems. Never mind that Brody got detention at least once a week. I was distraught because I tried so hard to be perfect just so that I could have some peace at home. “Ms. Longfield, you might as well use your time wisely,” he said with a soft, reassuring smile. Mr. Carter was my favorite teacher. He hadn’t given me the detention, and the look in his eyes told me that he’d have sent me home on time if he could. But that was neither here nor there while we sat in jail. 
 
    “Kyle,” I said. 
 
    “Hello, Brighton,” he answered back. “I wish we could have met again under better circumstances.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll get another chance,” I said. “But in the meantime, I wanted to ask you something.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Why are you in here? Why did Deputy Lundgren arrest you?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s an easy one. He saw me leaning over the body. I tried to get away before he could catch me, but I knew he was a human and I couldn’t use my speed in front of him,” he said. “And before you ask, no I didn’t kill her. She was dead when I found her on the square. I was trying to help, but of course, it didn’t look that way.” 
 
    “Why were you there?” I asked. 
 
    “Because you called me and asked me to meet you there,” he said. “I haven’t told anyone that. I wanted to talk to you first. You didn’t really seem like the type to kill a woman and frame a vampire.” 
 
    “I didn’t call you,” I said. “It wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, the voice was a little deeper. Still sounded like you, but I figured maybe you had a cold or it was an effect of the zombie virus?” 
 
    I knew who it was. My conscious mind didn’t click right away, but somewhere deep down inside, my mind made the connection. “I need to ask you about something else.” 
 
    “Yeah, go ahead. Ask me anything.”

“I’m sorry about this, but we went to your house to investigate. I hope you aren’t too mad because we were trying to get you out of here,” I said. “But we only found one thing of interest.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “There was a book on your shelf that had a cutout inside. We found a key in there.” 
 
    “A key?” he sounded surprised. 
 
    “Yeah, an old key.” 
 
    “That’s not what I kept in that book, Brighton,” he said, and it almost sounded like he was near tears. I couldn’t see Kyle, but there was a definite hitch in his voice. “It was a letter from my parents that proved that at least at one point, I knew where they were.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    “The reason I’m still living in that place, which I have no doubt you’ve figure out is a prison colony by now, is because my parent left when I was a teenager. They ran away and no one has been able to find them. I’m still there because I volunteered to serve their sentence in exchange for the council not hunting them down and killing them,” he said. 
 
    “And you should have turned the letter over to the council,” I said with a sigh. 
 
    “Yeah, but I got that letter years ago. Over a decade has passed. I was still so young when I got it, and I was still so full of hope that they would come back and do the right thing. That maybe they would come back for me.” 
 
    “How would anyone know the letter was there?” I asked. 
 
    “Someone could have been watching me. Perhaps even another villager. They might have sold the information. It’s not like I’m super popular there. I think it makes the others uncomfortable because I’m innocent. Makes them feel convicted.” 
 
    “You’re not going back there,” Remy said. “When we get you out of here, you’re not going back there.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment,” Kyle said. “But my parents’ sentence isn’t done. I’ve got no choice but to go back. Plus, I’ll probably have extra time added since I left to meet Brighton. It was worth it, though. I’d do it again.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why you shouldn’t be in there or here,” Remy said. “You sacrifice yourself for the people you care about without a second thought. You deserve better.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it’s without a second thought,” Kyle said with a chuckle. “I’ve cursed myself many times for taking on my parents’ burden. I had plans for when I was of age, you know. Plans to leave that place and find someone I’d lost.” 
 
    Annika blushed furiously and tears welled up in her eyes. Kyle had planned to find her when he turned eighteen, but he’d taken on his parents’ prison sentence. 
 
    “He’s right,” Annika said. “You’re not going back there. My grandmother is a powerful woman. She’ll help you if I ask. She’ll do it for me.” 
 
    “I can’t ask you to do that,” Kyle said. 
 
    “You’re not,” she said. “I’m doing it because it’s what I want. I want my grandmother to help you.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil and she shall appear,” Amelda said with a smile as Gunner let her into the cell area. 
 
    “Grandma!” Annika explained. “You’re here.” 
 
    “Your grandmother tells me that she owns the house the three of you were entering and that she’d sent you there on official landlord business. While it would have been better if you’d alerted the tenant beforehand, there’s nothing illegal about it. So the three of you are free to go,” Gunner said. 
 
    “What about Kyle?” Annika asked as Gunner approached the cell to release us. 
 
    “He’s here on murder charges,” Gunner said through narrowed eyes. “I’m assuming your grandmother doesn’t have anything to say about that.” 
 
    He cast a look over his shoulder at Amelda. She shook her head no. 
 
    “I do not,” Amelda confirmed. 
 
    Before she let us drive away, Amelda told us to leave Julian alone. Remy protested that I had been attacked by a vampire and the only other one in Coventry at the time was in jail. 
 
    “That’s not true,” Amelda said. 
 
    “You don’t think it was Marius?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t,” she said with a sigh. “For whatever it’s worth, I trust their council. I also don’t believe it was Julian, so please leave him alone.” 
 
    She wouldn’t tell us any more than that. No matter how many times Annika and Remy asked, Amelda was keeping her secrets about Julian. My guess was that he’d gone to her or she’d gone to him, and whatever he’d said to her during their discussion had been convincing. 
 
    That left two possibilities. Either it was the funeral director who had murdered Landers and made it look like a vampire kill, or Kyle was guilty. 
 
    There was so much that didn’t add up. Or it did, and I didn’t want to admit it. Two of those pieces began to click into place when we pulled up to Hangman’s House. 
 
    It took me a moment to recognize the strange car in my driveway, but it was none other than the one that had picked Theodore up from the funeral home the other night while we waited to break in. 
 
    “Guys, do you recognize that car?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s the one from the funeral home the other night, right?” Remy asked. “The one that picked up Theodore. What’s it doing here?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said. 
 
    At about that exact moment, Brody came around from behind the house. He offered us a friendly wave and a smile I hadn’t seen in a long time. 
 
    “Be careful,” Remy said as he got out of the car. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Brody called to us. “My house key doesn’t seem to be working. Brighton, did you change the locks?” 
 
    I hadn’t changed the locks, but they were magically warded against him. It was then that I noticed his smile wasn’t actually reaching his eyes, and that Brody was sort of baring his teeth at us. His mouth was barely open, but if you looked closely, you could tell. He was only just holding back rage.  
 
    “Is someone here with you?” I asked and nodded my head in the direction of the car. 
 
    “Nope. That’s my new car. I bought it a couple of weeks ago.” 
 
    I looked at Annika and she shrugged. Brody kept his car in the garage after it was finished, so no one noticed he’d switched vehicles. I would have thought Annika would have noticed, but she either got rides with Remy or drove the car Amelda had given her as a gift. She and Brody must have been more distant than I’d picked up on, but then again, he’d become far more distant from all of us over the last six months. I felt a pang of guilt for not noticing. 
 
    “You’re just like mother said.” He’d stopped moving toward us. “I can see the wheels turning in your head. You’re trying to figure out exactly when things went bad, and you’re pretending to feel bad for not noticing.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” I said. “I’m not pretending, Brody. If things were going bad for you, why didn’t you come to me?” 
 
    “Or me,” Annika added. 
 
    “We could have helped you,” I said. “I would have wanted to help you.” 
 
    “I’d thought about it before that night,” he said and his shoulders slumped a little. “But the way I felt when I saw him killing her, I knew I was never going to be what you wanted me to be.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I’ll skip over the part where we had to use magic to subdue my baby brother until Gunner could get there to arrest him. It’s too difficult for me to talk about. I will tell you, to the best of my recollection, what happened to Councilwoman Landers. Buckle up, because it’s not a pretty story. 
 
    Brody had been in the archives looking for something that evening. He was done and was getting ready to leave for the night, but when he stepped off the elevator, he heard something. The sound traveled down the elevator shaft to him. He’d described it as a scream that had been cut off.  
 
    He took the elevator back up and found Theodore standing over Councilwoman Landers. The funeral director was strangling her. She wasn’t dead yet, and Brody could have saved her. Instead, he got the vaguest idea of a revenge plot. Theodore wanted no part of Brody’s plans, but Brody threatened to rat him out to the sheriff unless they worked together.  
 
    Theodore and Brody took Landers back to the funeral home and held her captive for a short while as they worked out the plan. Brody wanted to frame Kyle for the murder. He figured Theodore could make that happen. 
 
    The twist is that Theodore said they could probably get Kyle to kill Landers himself. They didn’t need to pretend. He’d come running for a human victim if he thought he couldn’t get caught. 
 
    Brody was skeptical, but he made the call. It turned out that Theodore was right. What he knew that no one else knew, even Brody, was that the funeral home had been disposing of bodies for the vampires for a long time. No one in Coventry knew. The vampire council didn’t know. None of the victims, until Vivian Landers, had come from Coventry. They were just disposed of here. 
 
    So Kyle came and he happily killed Vivian. All of the stories he’d told us in jail where complete garbage. The key was to the funeral home. He had it so he could leave bodies there for Theodore to cremate after hours.  
 
    When Lundgren had seen him, Kyle wasn’t trying to save Vivian. He thought he could use his vampire speed to leave the body there and no one would see him. Except something tripped him up long enough for Deputy Lundgren to see him. It was probably Brody’s magic. 
 
    Lundgren was lucky that Kyle didn’t get the chance to kill him. I had no doubts he would have murdered him too.  
 
    Kyle never turned Theodore in and vice versa. Both of them thought they had enough dirt on each other to keep the other quiet. What they didn’t count on was that Brody had lost the plot completely. He’d become a full-on dark witch. 
 
    The vampire he’d let into Hangman’s House to attack me confessed to everything he knew in order to be spared. He wasn’t. Kyle only survived because he was in human custody. Amelda made sure to cast a spell that would hold him captive. We figured out he’d only been staying in jail to avoid casting suspicion on himself. Amelda took care of that. Not that he’d ever want to leave jail. The vampire council had vowed to hunt him down and take his head.  
 
    Theodore never got to the point of being arrested. Before Brody parked his new car in my driveway and tried unsuccessfully to break into Hangman’s House, he’d paid Theodore a visit. That was one loose end he’d been able to tie up before his bloodlust took over and he came for me and Annika. 
 
    It all came down to greed and jealousy. Theodore wanted Councilwoman Landers dead because she was on to him. Not the vampire thing, but she knew something was wrong. Vivian was just doing her job, and she paid with her life. As far as why her body was at the funeral home, well, the county morgue was full. 
 
    Theodore happily volunteered to hold her until they had room, but he wasn’t doing a good deed. My guess, and it’s just a theory, was that he intended to “accidently” cremate her to eliminate evidence. It’s just my intuition, though, I had nothing concrete to back it up. 
 
    Okay, back to my brother. Brody was jealous of Kyle. By that point, he viewed Annika as his possession. Seeing her have even the slightest inkling of feelings for someone else had flipped a switch in him. 
 
    I’d just like to say that it wasn’t because he was a witch. That dark seed had been planted in him at a young age. It was my mother’s doing. She was a twisted individual. The human definition is narcissist. Mother had tried to poison Brody and I against each other, but all she’d done was poison her golden child. He’d never be okay. 
 
    After that day, we didn’t see evil Meri anymore either. As best as we could figure, it was a demonic version of Meri manifesting to serve as Brody’s familiar. The evil in the world apparently had big plans for him, but his personality disorder made it impossible for him to become some sort of nemesis. Brody’s malice had burned too hot and he’d taken himself out. 
 
    I got the feeling it wasn’t the last attempt, though. The evil in the world needed to balance the equation. Amelda said it could get worse. Remy and I getting married was one step closer to some sort of prophesy of peace. When it was fulfilled, Tuttlesmith and Skeenbauer witches would come together and do great things. The darkness wanted that stopped at any cost. 
 
    “I have faith in you,” Amelda said. “I’m sorry we weren’t kinder to you when you came to us. I was blind, but luckily, my grandchildren knew better.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    It was a nice evening, so we decided to sit out on the front porch and drink some lemonade. Meri was sprawled out in the grass soaking up what was left of the setting sun. 
 
    I felt a twinge of annoyance when the sheriff’s cruiser pulled up in front of my house. Not only was I keenly aware that Gunner Black didn’t like me very much, but the sight of that car pulling up at my house still brought back a twinge of unsettling memories. It had faded with time, and I was very much in love with Remy, but the sight was still unnerving. It was as if I still expected Thorn to come rolling back into town and make a selfish attempt to ruin everything. 
 
    But, that didn’t matter just then. It wasn’t Thorn, it was Gunner, and he was probably at my house to lecture us about something. Like, he knew we were up to no good, and he was going to figure it out. 
 
    He got out of the car and strode confidently up the driveway. “I need to talk to you,” he said once he reached the bottom of the porch steps. 
 
    “What about?” I asked. 
 
    “Not you,” he said. “Her.” Gunner nodded toward Annika. 
 
    “You want to talk to me?” she asked, but she stood up and set her lemonade down. 
 
    “Would you like a glass of lemonade?” I offered. 
 
    “Thank you, but I won’t be staying long,” he said with a stiff smile, but he was trying. 
 
    Annika joined him at the bottom of the steps. “What’s up, officer?” 
 
    “Can we go somewhere…. Maybe a little more private?” he said and looked at me. 
 
    Annika scrunched up her nose and narrowed her eyes at him. She was as confused as I was about what was going on. 
 
    “We can talk here. I’m going to tell them everything you say anyway.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” Gunner said and rubbed the back of his neck nervously. “Okay. Here’s the thing. You pick terrible men.” 
 
    I had half a mind to protest since one of them was my brother, but Gunner was right. I had to stifle a giggle at the look of abject indignation on Annika’s face, though. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I don’t mean to offend you, Annika, but you seem to gravitate toward horrible men.” 
 
    “So, what does that have to do with you anyway?” Her nostrils flared when she said that part. 
 
    “I bet it’s been a long while since you had a real man treat you like a real woman should be treated.” 
 
    “So?” Some of the fight had gone out of her already. 
 
    “So let me.” Gunner softened considerably too. 
 
    “Let you?” 
 
    “Come out with me tonight, Annika. Dinner, a movie, or whatever you want. I know it’s probably too soon but screw it. I know you’re hurting right now, and I think I can make it better.” 
 
    “Right now?” she asked. 
 
    “Right now,” he said with a smile. 
 
    She turned back toward me and Remy. We both offered her a nod. 
 
    “All right. Sure.” 
 
    When they were gone, I turned to Remy. “We’re never getting rid of him now.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Remy answered. “We’re probably going to have to invite him to the wedding too.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I said. 
 
    “He’s good for her. If anyone needs someone like him, it’s Annika.” 
 
    “She’ll give him a run for his money for sure,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, but in the end, she’ll twist that man around her little finger. Did you see him? He was already halfway done in.” 
 
    “Not as done in as you are for me,” I said. 
 
    “Not even close.” 
 
    “Oh, gawd, you guys are gross,” Meri called from his patch of grass in the front yard. 
 
    “Mind your business, cat,” Remy responded. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    The whole scene made me smile on the inside and out. Maybe we could finally get some peace. I was going to get married to the love of my life. We had a beautiful sunset bathing us in beautiful shades of orange and pink. The air was crisp and cool. It wasn’t there yet, but there could be a new season around the corner. Literally and metaphorically. So, of course, a strange car I didn’t recognize pulled up in front of the house as I was getting up to get more lemonade. 
 
    “Now who could that be?” 
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