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“This is the life,” I said, wiggling my toes in the sand as I watched sandpipers dart back and forth in the surf, their little legs moving so fast I could barely see them. I squinted against the glare coming off the Gulf of Mexico and laughed as a particularly large wave crashed toward the shore, sending the little birds into a tizzy. I could watch them all day. As a water witch and a beach bum, I was in my happy place.

“You’re not gonna be sayin’ that this evening if you don’t apply more sunscreen,” Tempest, my Arctic fox familiar, replied from her spot under the beach umbrella. 

I glanced over my shoulder at her and smiled. She lay stretched out on the yellow beach towel in front of a portable fan, sucking up the breeze from it as it ruffled her black and white fur. 

“I’ve got it.” My boyfriend Colin sat up from his spot beside me and reached for the SPF 20. “You’re not even pink yet, so you’re fine.” 

As he squirted a blob of the lotion into his hand, his stomach rumbled. 

“What time is it?” I asked when my own gut followed suit. “It doesn’t feel like we’ve been here very long, but my belly’s sayin’ otherwise.” 

“Almost two.” He rubbed the coconut-scented sunscreen across my back then kissed my shoulder when he was done. “How does it feel to not care about the time? This time last month, you woulda been checking your phone and making a dozen trips to the tiki to make sure everything was okay.” 

I laid back on the blanket and slipped my shades down, then tipped my face up toward the sunshine. “Heavenly. I know I was a little worried when I hired Cassandra, but I wish now that she’d interviewed the first time I called her.” 

I worked at the tiki bar at the Enchanted Coast, an upscale beach resort for paranormals, and for over a year, I’d split management duties with my friend Bob, who happened to be a Bigfoot. We’d both run ourselves ragged doing all the administrative duties on top of our regular bartending jobs. That had come to a delightful grinding halt a couple months ago when I’d finally found the perfect person to fill the spot. It was nice having my life back, but it still felt weird.

“I wish she’d interviewed then too,” Tempest said. “You were workin’ yourself to a frazzle, and we never got to spend any time just bein’ lazy.” 

I rolled my eyes. It didn’t matter where she was, being lazy was her superpower. Still, she wasn’t wrong. Her life had been impacted as much as mine had, except she’d been dragged along because of my responsibilities. As much as I loved my job, I was glad to be on the other side of the dual roles and happy to go back to just serving and bartending.

Colin moved to reclaim his place beside me on the blanket. “Yeah, well now we should plan a vacation. Somewhere nice. Maybe we could take a cruise or head up to visit your people. I know they’d be happy to see you, and as much as I love the heat, it’s a great time to go see the leaves changing.” 

Aside from Mila and Michael, my family lived in North Carolina. Well, my cousin Cori was in Georgia, but I could probably stop and kidnap her on the way. Like me, she tended to be a workaholic and rarely took a vacation without a firm arm-twisting. The thought of seeing my family sent a surge of longing through me. It had been too long, and my mom wasn’t getting any younger.

Residual anxiety churned in my stomach at the thought of leaving the resort. “I think a trip to North Carolina would be great, but I’d like to wait another month just to make sure Cassandra isn’t just being a rockstar during her honeymoon period.” 

My stomach growled again, and I pushed up on my elbows. “Let’s go get something to eat. Then maybe we can chill in the pool for a bit. I could use some shade.” 

It didn’t take us long to pack our stuff up, and rather than carry it all, I just magicked it all to my place. That way, we could do whatever we wanted without carrying it around with us. 

Business at the tiki was steady but not overwhelming when we got there. Bob also had the day off, so Dimitri, our third bartender, was working. We climbed onto our regular bar stools, and I smiled at him.

“Hey, guys,” he said as he slid a couple of coasters in front of us. The bar fan ruffled his blue hair, and his green eyes glowed—evidence of his fae blood. “You look parched.” 

"Parched," I replied. "And starving too."

He poured two glasses of iced citrus water, then pulled Tempest’s sippy cup from under the bar and filled it before shoving all three across the bar to us. “You have perfect timing. There’s no order in front of you, so there won’t be much of a wait. Are you doing steaks or burgers?"

"Steaks," Colin replied right as I said, "Burgers."

Dimitri laughed. "One rare steak and one medium bacon cheeseburger coming right up." He filled a little bowl with pineapples and orange slices and slid them across to Tempest before heading to the computer to put our order in.

A tall, dark-haired man slid onto this stool a couple down from us, and my senses told me he was a vampire. Regardless of human mythology, they weren't bloodthirsty killers, at least not anymore. For the last couple of centuries, they'd lived among the rest of us peacefully. Their governing body was one of the strictest and most brutal of all magical legal entities, but that was by necessity. Killing anybody or turning them against their will was punishable by death, and they didn't hesitate or offer much mercy. Fortunately, it wasn't an issue they had to deal with often because like the rest of us, most vampires had evolved.

He draped his wet towel over the back of the stool beside him and brushed his damp hair off his forehead as he smiled and nodded at us. "How great is this place? Is this your first time? I've heard about it for the last several years, and now that I'm here, I wish I'd visited sooner. I hadn't quite believed what I'd heard about the charms, but I've been in the sun all day, and I'm not even pink. In fact, I've got a tan for the first time in a fee centuries."

Though most older vampires could tolerate the sun, they tended to burn quickly. To provide a good experience, the architects of the resort had created vampire-specific charms that allowed them to enjoy all the amenities without those side effects.

I returned his smile. "I actually work and live here. I'm glad you're enjoying the resort. Hopefully you'll be able to come see us again."

"Oh, you can bet on it. Most of my companies pretty much run themselves, so I have a lot of free time on my hands. This is so much better than Vegas!"

Dimitri returned with our beers and greeted the new guy. "What can I get you? We’re running a special on Bloody Marys right now, and Destiny here created an amazing sangria made with faux O."

"Sangria it is, then. I'll also have the wagyu tartar. I tried it yesterday, and it's out of this world. And a fruit bowl please.” 

Though vampires didn't need anything other than blood, many did enjoy regular food. That was another way they had evolved over the centuries.

"Coming right up." Demetri turned toward the glass chillers to get our beers and the vampire’s Sangria. 

The man held out his fist toward me. "I'm Owen."

I bumped my fist to his, grateful he’d embraced the new trend of fist-bumping over shaking. In the Florida heat, palms were almost always sweaty, and that was gross. "I'm Destiny, and this is Colin and Tempest. Nice to meet you."

His phone rang, and he glanced the screen. "You mind watching my things while I take this? It's important."

I waved a hand. "Sure thing. Take your time."

He stood up and made his way out of the bar, answering his phone as he did.

Cassandra poked her head out of the office door, and a wide grin split her face. "Just the woman I was looking for."

Normally, that phrase would have made me grown because it would've meant my afternoon off was over, but all that was behind me. I grinned. "Uh-oh. What did I do now?"

She bustled toward me with a yellow folder, then handed it to me. "You made the mistake of coming here while I'm brainstorming ideas for the Halloween party. I figured I'd get a head start on the menu, but I know you love heading it up. I found this order from last year, and I thought maybe I could make your life easier by taking care of it. It looks perfect, but I wanted to make sure you didn't want to add anything or make changes."

I flipped through the folder. As usual, she'd managed to organize my haphazard paper will into a neat file. My brain flipped from leisure to business, though I didn't really count this is work. The annual Halloween party was a big deal to me, and I loved every minute of it from the planning to the partaking.

"This all looks great. We did run out of candy last year, so we might want to order more of it, but aside from that, I think were good. Unless you want to add anything to it. If so, knock yourself out."

"What about the budget for the costume party? I didn't see any paperwork for that."

I flapped my hand. "Don't worry about the budget. It's one of the big holiday expenditures, and Blake gives us pretty much free rein within reason."

She nodded as I handed the folder back to her. "Good deal. Oh, I did have a question about some of the payroll codes. I think I have them all figured out except for a couple. If you don't mind, I run back to the office and grab the sheet. I can't remember off the top of my head which codes I didn't understand."

Considering I'd had the entire afternoon off and didn't have anything to do right then other than wait for my food, I had no problem helping her out for a couple minutes. "Sure thing. I'll be here."

A few minutes later, Owen reappeared, and Dimitri set his Sangria in front of him. "Thanks for watching my stuff," he said, then took a long sip of his drink. "Wow! This is amazing!"

I puffed up a little at the praise because it had taken me months to find just the right recipe. "Thanks! I'm particularly proud of it. Are you here by yourself, or are you with friends or family?"

He took another sip then set his glass down. "I'm here with two friends, but they don't trust the system and have spent most of their time in the casino and spa. I'm going to drag them down here tomorrow though. They don't know what they're missing."

He paused and glanced around, drawing in a long breath as he did. If I wasn’t dating a werewolf, I probably wouldn’t have picked up on the fact that he was using his super-smell, but I’d long since learned what that combination of looking and sniffing meant.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

Owen glanced around the whole bar and sniffed inconspicuously again, furrowing his brow in confusion. “Yeah. I just thought someone I knew was here. I must have been mistaken.” 

Our food came, and we spent the rest of our meal chatting with our new friend. He and his vampire family lived in a small town called Piper’s Hollow, Pennsylvania.

“So how does an entire vampire family live in a small town? I’d think you’d want to live in a bigger city with more ... dining options.” I wasn’t sure how to put that delicately since I didn’t want to come straight out and say “people willing to let them feed.”

He laughed. “Oh, that’s not an issue. We’re all vegetarian, so to speak, at least most of the time. I haven’t had real human blood in a couple centuries, though I do enjoy hunting season even if it is in a different way than my neighbors. We donate the meat to our local butcher, who packages it up and gives it to needy families.” 

The guy was starting to sound like a saint. In addition to feeding the hungry, he was also a small-animal vet who volunteered at the local animal shelter twice a week, and he and his family hosted the local haunted house at Halloween, complete with coffins left over from early days when vampires actually slept in them. 

“So how long have you lived in that town?” I asked. Vampires, like long-living witches and even werewolves to a certain extent, had the extra difficulty of explaining to their human neighbors why they didn’t seem to age.

He wobbled his head back and forth. “This time, ten years. We’ve owned the house since the early 1800s, but we cycle through our properties every twenty years or so. Piper’s Hollow is one of my favorites, so I’m glad we have another decade or so before we have to leave.” 

“That has to be sad,” Tempest said from her spot on my lap. “Where else do you have homes?” 

He smiled and handed her a strawberry from his bowl. “That’s a long list. One of the things about being a vampire is that since we’re immortal shy of being murdered, we have a lot longer to accumulate wealth and property. Between the six of us, we have almost thirty homes all over the world.” 

Tempest’s eyes rounded. “How old are you?” 

I scowled at her. That was one of the questions you just didn’t ask, but it didn’t seem to bother Owen.

“I’ll be five hundred next month.” 

I blinked. Even though I’d met many vampires since I’d started working here, the concept of living that long was still tough to wrap my head around. The man had been around since Copernicus, Henry VIII, and the Aztecs, for Pete’s sake.

“Do you have one in Italy?” she asked, putting her paws on the bar and leaning closer to him in interest. “Because if you do and you’re not using it, Destiny’s been wanting to go there forever.” 

Heat rushed to my cheeks at her brassiness. “Tempest! We’ve just met the man. You can’t just go inviting us into his home!” 

Despite my protest, he reached into his wallet and pulled out a card, then handed it to me, grinning. “We do, actually. It’s a cute little villa on the Adolphe Coast, and we haven’t been there in forever. I’d hardly consider it a home—it’s more of a tax write-off and occasional vacation spot. It would be good for somebody to go stay in it. Just let me know a couple weeks in advance, and I’ll have it aired out and supplied for you.” 

Still blushing, I took the card even though we’d probably never use it. Then again, I wasn’t immortal and didn’t have an obscene amount of cash stashed back for jet-setting. “Thank you. That’s very generous.” 

He lifted a shoulder. “Not really. I was lucky to be born into a wealthy family, so I had a head start on investing for a long life. Once you hit my age, you sorta get over collecting stuff. I can’t even keep track of it all, so my accountants handle it all. I still admit to having a ridiculous addiction to beautiful and rare art, but aside from that, I’ve pretty much lost interest. It would be nice to know somebody’s enjoying my assets for once.” 

I wasn’t one of those people who believed money could buy happiness, but I couldn’t imagine having so much cash I’d get tired of spending it, either. “Then thank you. We’ll think of you when we go.” 

“Good,” he replied with a wide smile as he drained his drink and stood up. “I’m going to go try to drag my people down here for a while to show them what they’re missing.”

We said our goodbyes, and once he was gone, I gathered up our dirty dishes and floated them into the nearest empty buss tub behind the bar. “Wanna go to the pool for a bit?” I asked, but Colin shook his head.

“I think I’m waterlogged and sunned out for the time being. How about we go back to the cottage for a nap?” 

I laughed. “You just need to go sleep off the twenty pounds of food you just ate.” 

He nodded with a sheepish grin. “Something like that.” 

“Okay, but let me track down Cassandra. She never did come back so I could answer her questions about the payroll codes, and they’re due tonight.” 

The bar had filled up while we’d been eating, and Dimitri was hustling. Rather than bother him, I headed toward the office. She didn’t answer when I tapped on the door, and I was surprised when I pushed the door open and found the room empty. File folders lay scattered across the desk, and I frowned. Unlike me, Cassandra was almost pathologically neat and would have never left her desk in such disarray. I closed and locked the door, then went back to the bar.

“Hey, Dimitri. Have you seen Cassandra? She had questions about payroll, but she’s gone.” 

He shook his head as he poured two draft beers at once. “Not since you were talking to her.” 

I rubbed my chin. “Okay then. Will you tell her to call me with whatever questions she had when she gets back?” 

“Sure will, sugar.” He added the beer to a tray that already held two margaritas, then hoisted it up to balance on one hand.

Pushing away my puzzlement, I joined Colin and Tempest where they waited for me on the sun-drenched patio. I’d never admit it, but that nap was sounding pretty good.

“Destiny!” 

Blake’s voice barked inside my head, snapping me awake an hour later. Disoriented, I bolted upright in my recliner, looking around for the threat. 

Colin, werewolf senses always on alert, jumped from the recliner on the other end of the couch fully awake. “What is it?” he asked, taking in every detail of the room as he sniffed and tilted his head to use his wolf hearing, too. “I don’t smell or hear anything.” 

I held up a finger. “That’s because it’s in my head. Blake just yelled my name.” 

Blake, my ex-boyfriend and the resort administrator, only used the mental link we shared in emergencies, so I turned my attention back to him and answered via the link. “What is it?” 

“I need you up here now. Security just found a body behind the tiki, and I we have no idea who it is.” 

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and groaned. “Give us five and we’ll be there.” 

I glanced at Colin, who was snoring beside me. As much as I hated to wake him, murder wouldn’t keep.
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Luckily, Blake had left my security clearance open so that I could teleport directly into his office. Tempest jumped on my shoulder, and I grasped Collins hand as I pulled us into the nothingness that would take us there.

Blake was pacing behind his massive oak desk when we got there. His lips curled into a humorless smile. "You know, I almost revoked your clearance as a safety feature to cover your but, but now I'm glad I didn't."

I waved him off. "Never mind that. Where's the body? Who is it?"

He huffed out a frustrated breath. "I had it moved to a vacant room until we identify him. I have no idea who he is. He didn't have any key card or ID on him."

Here's his picture though." He pulled out his phone, opened up his images, then turned the screen toward me.

I closed my eyes and pulled in a deep breath, releasing it slowly to calm my racing heart. "His name's Owen Wingfield. We met him at the tiki just a little bit ago. He's a vampire."

"A vampire?" Blake tilted his head at me, confused. "Then why didn’t he turn to ash?"

I lifted a shoulder. "Beats me, but I think that question should go to the top of the list, right underneath who made him dead."

Colin stepped forward and cleared his throat, pulling on his business face. As lead counsel for the resort, this was his element. "You notified anybody yet?"

Blake shook his head. "Until I had an absolute identification, I didn't know who to notify. 

Tempest hopped up onto Blake's desk. "He said he was here with family. When he left the tiki, he was on his way to get them from the casino. He wanted to show them how awesome the charms and everything worked at the beach."

"Apparently a handful of sunscreen charms weren't enough to protect him." Blake's lips pressed together in a mix of emotions, none of them good. 

I stepped forward and put my hand on his arm. "Stop that. You know as well as I do that you can't protect them from everything. We already go above and beyond to limit people's capacity to commit crimes. There's no such thing as a spell to protect somebody from everything. When it comes right down to it, we’re all mortal whether we want to admit it or not, and there are bad people out there. This is going to happen, so we have to just deal with it." 

I said the words as much to convince myself as to reassure him. We existed in a world where paranormals could be themselves openly, and despite his zillion charms and security measures, bad people were still going to be bad people. 

He raked his fingers through already must blond hair. "Yeah, yeah. I need to go talk to his family."

"You know what killed him?" Colin asked.

"Not yet. Madame Blackstone is examining him now. Hopefully she'll have an answer sooner rather than later."

I chew my bottom lip. "The vampire counsel is going to be pissed. We’re already on thin ice with them, not that every public place isn't, but we might want to have a few answers before we jump ahead."

Colin shook his head. "I don't think that's a good idea. He was on his way to get them, so there's a solid chance they’re already missing him. Hiding it will just make matters worse."

He wasn't wrong, but there was also the chance that it was one of them who had killed him. I said as much, then gave him a second to think about it. He shook his head. "No, we can't run on that assumption. They're innocent until proven guilty, and from the way he talked about them, we have no reason to suspect that they had anything to do with that."

Since it was his job to make those sorts of decisions, I just nodded. "Then maybe we should get on with it. Like you say, they might already be looking for him.”

Blake pulled their information up on his phone using the resort’s administrative app. "It looks like there are three people looked into their suite. It looks like Joseph Cromwell is the one who booked it, so I'll try him first."

“I’ll call. I know you hate doing that.” I tapped his number into my phone, then waited. A large part of me hoped he didn't answer. This wasn't news I wanted to share, and I wouldn't normally do it by the phone. Vampires, however, were a mercurial lot who could just as easily decide to snap my neck in rage or grief as break down and cry. With their speed, I wasn't confident that I could fire off magic before they got to me, so no thank you. Even though the resort had charms and spells aimed at preventing guests from using hurting one another using magic, they weren't foolproof by a longshot. If magic wasn't involved, anything went.

A man answered, and I spent the next couple of minutes breaking the news to him. I could tell the death hit him hard, and my heart went out to him. "I hate to ask this, Mr. Cromwell, but can you think of anybody who'd want to hurt Owen? I'm going to put you on speaker phone with the resort director and hotel legal counsel."

He barked out a humorless laugh. "Ms. Maganti, we are vampires. Half the people that we meet want to hurt us. I assume you're asking if I can think of anybody in particular though, and the answer is no." He paused for a second, and I got the feeling he had something to add. This was usually the point where people either came clean or made my job ten times harder by making me dig for the information. He chose to come clean. "He has, however, been working on some sort of business deal. Usually he's really open about things like that, but he's kept this one hush-hush."

Colin shot a quick glance at me. Nefarious business dealings sounded like a wonderful place to start looking for a motive. "You have any way to access his records on that deal, Mr. Cromwell? If you could, it would be extremely helpful, if for no other reason than to rule it out."

The man didn't even pause. "Sure. I don’t see why not. Everything we do is on the up and up, and we have nothing to hide. I'll have his administrative assistant send you over information on every deal he's working on." His tone turned to steel and cracked just a little bit with the motion. "I've heard good things about you Ms. Maganti. I've heard you have a way of getting to the bottom of things. I'm counting on that, and if you do, you'll be rewarded nicely. I'll make sure of it. Just find who did this to Owen."

I gave him the information about where to send the files then hung up.

"For what it's worth," Blake said flopping down into his office chair, "I think he was telling the truth."

I nodded. "So do I. I wonder what was so important that Owen wasn't sharing information about this deal with his partners, though."

Colin lifted a shoulder. "It's not that unusual. And he didn't say it was a joint project. Just because they do a lot of business together doesn't mean that he doesn't have his own independent dealings too. In fact, I'd be much more shocked if he didn't."

Tempest arched her back into a stretch. "I'm just glad he has something he was doing on the down-low. That sounds like an excellent place to start looking for a murderer. It's not usually that easy for us."

She was right. It usually took a whole lot of running around before we finally worked through things, and sometimes the only factor that accounted for it was pure, dumb luck. If it came right down to it and luck was willing to give us a break, then I was humble enough to take it.
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As much as I didn't want to look at a dead body, I figured it would be remiss of me not to, especially considering Colin, Tempest, and I had actually seen him in life. We might pick up on something that Madame Blackstone or Blake had missed.

As Blake had said, the room was an icebox when we got there. Madame Blackstone was hovering over the body muttering spells, her wizened face scrunched in concentration. I took the time to let my gaze wander over Owen from head to toe. Other than being much paler than he had been that morning, I didn't notice anything out of the ordinary.

I waited for Madame Blackstone to finish what she was doing before I interrupted her. "Any ideas?" I asked.

She shook her head. “I'm fairly certain he was poisoned with silver, but that means he would've had to have ingested it. It has a specific taste, and I can't imagine he wouldn't have noticed it as soon as it hit his tongue."

Colin stepped forward. "Have you tested for it, or are you just taking an educated guess?"

She shifted her watery grey gaze to his. “Right now, it's just an educated guess, but the test results should be done any minute.” 

She turned back to a cart that held several pieces of equipment that were foreign to me. As soon as she did, one of them beeped. “Here we are now."

The elderly lady tapped the keys of a laptop sitting beside the machine, and what looked like a bar graph popped onto the screen. She gave a sharp nod and pointed at a high red spike. “Yep. Silver. Just like I suspected, but that still leaves us with how he voluntarily consumed it. It doesn't make sense that he didn't taste it or smell it. But there you have it — cause of death. Silver poisoning. That explains why he didn’t turn to dust. Poison does that. Sometimes they go poof and sometimes they don’t. Nobody knows why. My guess is that it’s because it’s not a staking or beheading. Plus, with all the modern adaptations we’ve all made, that could play a part, too.” 

That made sense once I thought about it, but I cringed. Silver poisoning would've been a miserable death, and my heart bled for Owen. He’d seemed like a nice guy, and he hadn't deserved to die that way. 

She'd no sooner made her pronouncement than somebody pounded on the hotel room door. 

"Let me in!" a female’s voice called, a slight edge of panic to it. "It's my brother in there, and I want to see him.”  

I glanced at Blake and shrugged. It was his call, though I had a feeling trying to keep the sister out would do more harm than good. For her, knocking was just a courtesy. If she really wanted in, all she'd have to do is put a little bit of gusto into her shove and her vampire strength would do the rest. 

I stepped to the door and cracked it open. A petite, dark-haired woman who appeared to be in her mid-thirties stood there, pink tears streaming down her face. “I know you guys are working to figure out what happened, but I need to see him. I won't believe it's real until I do."

A little jolt of sympathy shot through my heart. The woman was obviously mourning, and I'd have wanted to do the same thing had I been in her shoes. I stepped back, opening the door. "My name is Destiny Maganti, and I'm sorry for your loss."

She glanced quickly at me as she strode through the door. "Alexi DiMaggio. Normally, I'd say it's nice to meet you, but I'm sure you understand."

I inclined my head at her as she took a few tentative steps toward Owen. "Of course. I'm sorry for your loss."

She stopped beside Owen and placed her hand over his, covering her mouth with her other. Sobs wracked her body, and I looked away. Her grief felt so personal, and I was an intruder on that. We gave her a few minutes with him, but when her sobs receded, I stepped forward. "I'm sorry to ask you this right now, Alexi, but do you know of anybody who would've wanted to hurt him?”

She shook her head. “No. I mean, he recently got out of a long-term relationship. It ended badly and got ugly, but that's been a few months now.” I could practically see the wheels turning in her head. “Though she did threaten him. In fact, she continued to pursue him so aggressively that it was borderline stalking.”  

My gaze shot to Colin and then Blake. Love made even the smartest people do stupid things sometimes, so if there was a recent ex, that gave us another direction the look.

"Do you happen to have her name Ms. DeMaggio?" Colin asked.

She nodded, sliding a knuckle under her eye to wipe away a tear, but she didn’t fully answer the question. "She's a witch, and she didn't take it well when Owen broke it off with her."

Lake stepped forward. "Do you happen have any idea why they broke up?"

Alexi nodded averting her eyes from Owen now that she'd sobbed herself out. "The relationship had just run its course. As vampires, we’re all very careful about getting into serious relationships with morals. It saves a lot of heartbreak in the end, but it also makes for a lonely existence. Owen let this one run on a little longer than it should have, but he really did care for the girl. When he broke it off, he was almost as devastated as she was."

That confused me. "Then why did he break it off? Relationships like that aren't that unusual anymore, and if they cared about each other, surely there was a way through it."

She gave me one of those looks that said I clearly didn't understand the situation. Had it been condescending, it would've offended me, but it wasn't. And she wasn't wrong, either. I'd never been in a relationship like that so I didn't have the tools in my bag to get it.

"When one lives for hundreds of years, Ms. Maganti, you see a lot of people you love die. Because of that, you learn to pick and choose carefully whom you care about, because it's inevitably going to end in grief. We've all had our true loves a couple of times each, and every time we lose them, they take a little piece of us with them. It's brutal."

Call me a romantic, but that didn't make any sense to me. "So what? He called it off before he had a chance to get any deeper? He wasn't willing to risk it for her?"

Alexi's lips curved into a sad smile. "It's never so cut and dried is that. He was looking out for her own well-being more than his in this instance."

I waited for her to say more, but she didn't. "Since you're obviously not going to share anymore, have you considered that love is often a top motivator for murder?"

She placed her hand over his and gave it a final squeeze. "I have. And our people are looking into it. We’ll let you know what we find since she's a witch, but justice, should we determine it's justified, will be ours."

I ground my teeth together. Since I wasn't officially law enforcement, I didn't have a leg to stand on here, but the idea of grieving vampires determining a witch's fate wasn't something I could let slide. "I suggest we work together. You tell me who this witch is, and we'll loop you into anything we learn."

She paused, and I figured a nudge might be in order. "We're our own legal entity. Though we obviously do our best to cooperate with the vampire counsel, the information we share is at our discretion. They agreed to that. It would be to your advantage to either let us do our thing or, at the very least, work in tandem with us."

Irritation flashed across her face, but I had her by the short hairs and she knew it. "Fine. We expect to hear anything you find as soon as you find it. The witch's name is Sandy Ludwick. I have no idea where to find her because the last I heard, she moved away. Up till six months ago, she was living here in Florida up in Clearwater. Beyond that, you have to do your own research. Oh, and if we happen to find her before you do, we’ll let you know. I’ll give you the same leg up we have though—I’ll send you a picture of her.”

From the sour expression on her face as she left the room, it wouldn't bode well for Sandy Ludwig if they found her first. It looked like I'd better get on the stick if I wanted her fate to stay in the hands of people who would ask questions before they decided she was guilty.

A few minutes after Alexi left, my phone dinged with an incoming text from an unknown number. When I opened it up, my blood froze. Staring up at me was a face that had started to become dear to me. Her hair was blonde rather than brunette, and she lacked the tan she'd gained since arriving at the Enchanted Coast, but there was no mistaking who it was. A smiling Cassandra stood beside Owen. His arm was draped around her, and both of their eyes sparkled with laughter.

"What?" Blake asked, picking up my emotion.

I pivoted the camera so that he, Colin, and Tempest could see. The blood drained from Blake's face, and Colin's mouth pressed into a white line of dismay.

"We have to find her," Tempest exclaimed. "There has to be an explanation, and we have to get to her before they do."

Not that she was wrong, but the knot of dread in my stomach warned me of bad things to come. “Let’s go.” 
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Chapter Four
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"Have you seen her today?" Blake asked, coming around his desk.

I nodded. "She was the tiki just a little bit ago while we were eating.” I stopped midstride on my way to the door. "In fact, she said she has some questions about payroll, but she never came back out."

Colin laid his hand on my arm. "We were sitting there talking to Owen. I wonder if she saw him and skipped."

Tempest hopped onto my shoulder. "As much as I want to give her the benefit of the doubt, do you remember when Owen sniffed around and said he thought he caught a whiff of somebody he knew?"

I blew a breath out through my lips, wishing I could go back in time and asked who he thought he recognized. For that matter, if I could go back in time, I’d keep him safe. Since neither of those was an option, finding Cassandra was what we had to do.

"I really wish we had a Marauders Map like on Harry Potter," Tempest said from my shoulder. “Then we could just open it up, see her little footprints, and teleport right to where she was that. Easy peasey. You’d think with all the high-level witches, angels, and other magical creatures that put this resort together, somebody would've thought of it."

Despite the situation, Blake rolled his eyes at her as we stepped out of his office. "Do you know what an absolute pain in the butt that would be to keep up with? Besides, there are close to a thousand people on this resort right now. We’d have to get awful lucky to land on one little bitty set of footprints in that mess."

He made a valid point, but I couldn't help thinking how nice a tool like that would be. Maybe I'd bring it up to Ari, the founding angel who was here the most, the next time he visited. 

Colin strode ahead of us. “Since we don't have any fancy-schmancy magical map, we need to get a move on. If they find her before we do, my guess is that they will judge first and ask questions later. Or never. Does anybody have any idea where she likes to hang out when she's not working?"

"She likes the casino," Tempest said. “I've gone up with her a few times play blackjack."

Blake scowled at her. “You’re not supposed to be in the casino unless you’re with Colin or Destiny. Do I need to put a total ban on you?"

My little fox had been known to count cards a time or two, not for money but for food. Still, the practice was categorically banned in the casino, and it wouldn't do to let her off when others had gotten lifetime bans from the resort for repeat offenses.

She rounded her big blue eyes innocently. "Don't get your knickers all twisted. I wasn't doing anything. I was hanging out with her, if Andre happened to have an extra bag of chips, and he happened to offer them to me, that's not me doing anything wrong. I was just being polite."

Trying to out-logic that would've been an exercise in futility, so I decided to move things along. "Okay then. You can call and check the casino. Blake, you check the tiki, and I'll check her cabin. Surely, between the three of us, we can track down one witch."

Blink held up his fingers in a way that let me know he was about to teleport. “If anybody finds her, let me know through the link. If not, let's meet at your cottage as soon as we check out our assigned places."

I nodded. "Sounds good. See you in a bit."

A minute later, I stood in front of Cassandra's cottage. In the few months she'd lived there, she’d really turned it into a home. Baskets of colorful flowers hung from the porch, and Lacy curtains shifted lazily in the breeze. 

I pulled in a deep breath and strode toward the front door. Better to just get it over with. I knocked twice but got no response. After the third, I sent out feelers to see if I could detect the presence of any being. As far as I can tell, I was the one aside from her dogs. Even though my instincts were generally dead on, I decided an old-fashioned looksee was still in order. I twisted the doorknob, a little surprised to find it unlocked. Her two labs, Whiskey and Tango, lounged on the couch. "Some watchdogs you are. Where’s your mama?"

Whiskey gave a soft woof before plopping his big head back down on his paws. It didn't look like I was going to get any information from him. I stepped through the house room by room feeling like an intruder. I'd visited her here several times since she'd come to the resort. We'd become friends, and I sure hoped I hadn’t placed my faith in the wrong person. When my search yielded nothing, I took a closer look at her bedroom. I half expected to see her clothes and toiletries gone, but everything was exactly where I would've expected it to be. Huffing a breath out in frustration, I left back through the front door and teleported to my front yard. As far as I could tell, I was the first to make it back.

"Destiny!" A female voice whisper-yelled from behind my giant oak. I pivoted toward the sound, pulling my magic to the surface. Cassandra stood there with her hands pushed out in front of her in a sign of surrender. "Just give me a chance to explain, okay? I know I don't deserve it, but I'm begging you. It's not what you think."

Since I wasn't sure what I thought, that was a pretty broad statement. Still, the entire point of hunting her down had been to hear her side. I pivoted a little away from her and held out my hands, muttering some cloaking spells so that if anybody was watching my place, they wouldn't be able to see what was going on. Once I was sure we wouldn't be caught before I had a chance to hear her out, I turned toward the house and motioned with my hand at her. "Come on then. You got some pretty powerful people on your heels, so I need to know what's going on. Now. And it better be good."

Relief flitted across her face as she hustled past me. “Thank you.”

Once we were inside, I twisted the locks then used my link with Blake and Tempest to let them know I'd found her and that we were at my place.

Cassandra sank into a chair at my dining room table and started to speak. I held up a finger as I reached into my liquor cabinet and pulled out the good tequila, a bottle of wine, and glasses to go with them. "You might as well wait a minute until Colin, Blake, and Tempest get here before you explain, or else you'll have to do it twice. Also, I'm having a shot and a glass of wine to go with the story. I have a feeling I'm gonna need it."

I slopped a full two fingers of liquor into the rocks glasses, then opened the wine and poured us each a glass. By the time I finished that, everybody was there. Blake and Colin picked up the shot glasses before I could even offer them and drain them in one gulp. I handed one to Cassandra, but rather than drink it, she swirled it in the glass and stared into it as if the secrets of the universe sat at the bottom.

"I think maybe you should start the beginning," I said once everybody had a glass. "Like, why did Alexis tell me your name is Sandy Ludwick? That's not the name you gave us."

Technically, that was a firing offense, but the thought of finding another bar manager was enough to make me want to reach for the tequila bottle again.

"Ludwick was my maiden name. I changed it after Owen and I broke up, a couple of months before moved here."

"So why did your former employer recognize you under your current name? And I also called you Cassandra."

She lifted a shoulder, then shot the tequila down as the liquor and winced made its way down her throat. "Cassandra is my real name. I've always gone by Sandy, but when I told you I wanted a fresh start here, I meant it. That meant leaving Sandy behind."

Tempest hopped up onto the dining room table. "You didn't answer the question. If you made up your mind to go by Cassandra right before you moved here, they would've known you as Sandy."

Cassandra's face turned red, and she refused to make eye contact. "I might have given you a friend's number and asked her to pretend she was an ex-employer."

I ran my tongue over my teeth, doing my best to tamp down my irritation. "So you're saying he lied on your application? And for that matter, right to my face?"

The expression on her face begged for understanding. "Yeah, but not about everything. I really have worked in all the places I said, but the last one didn't end so well. It's true that we clashed, but it was because of 0wen. They had a thing about vampires, and when they found out I was dating one, they fired me." The look on her face changed from pleading to bitterness. "I turned that place around for them, and then they turn around and fire me because of something I'm doing in my personal life. It's not like I was dealing drugs or rubbing jewelry stores on the side. It was just such an important part of my work history that I was afraid not to list it."

I scrubbed a hand over my face. "And it didn't occur to you that I would've been as repulsed by their behavior as you were?"

She sighed and reached for her glass of wine. "It did, but then again, I never thought they would react that way either. I couldn't risk not getting this job. I desperately needed a new beginning, and you have to admit I fit here like a glove, and I've done a good job."

She wasn't wrong about that, and I could sort of understand why she did what she did. Even good people do stupid things when they're desperate.

Colin stepped forward, swirling his wine in his glass. "So why did you disappear when you saw Owen at the bar tonight? I assume that's why you didn't come back out with the payroll stuff. Also, we're pretty sure he recognized your scent."

She shoved a hank of brunette hair behind her ear and turned her hand palm up. "It was the first time I'd seen him since we broke up. I froze. I didn't know what to say to him, so I opted to make myself scarce and say nothing at all."

Tempest ran her paws down her tail, fluffing it up. "But you would've ran into him eventually."

"That's true," Cassandra replied. "But by then, I would've had a chance to formulate a response and decide how I wanted to act. Our breakup wasn't exactly clean because I felt like he was making this big sacrifice, and I'm a grown woman. I'm capable of making my own decisions."

"What do you mean when you say it wasn't exactly clean?" Blake pulled out a chair and took a seat.

Cassandra lifted a shoulder. "You know. Standard angry breakup stuff. I left mean texts on his phone when he refused to take my calls and discuss the situation like a rational adult. I threw the box of jewelry he'd given me at him in front of the neighbors. I even shoved him that day trying to get him to say something. Anything. He just shut down, and it infuriated me. I know he loved me."

I studied her face. Those were all actions that could be ascribed to either a normally angry jilted lover or a crazy ex. In this case, it was critical that I decided which one. Regardless, if there were witnesses like she said, it wasn't a good look.

Colin scratched the scruff on his jaw, then glanced at me with an expression chock full of meaning. He wanted me to use my magical lie detector. I had no problem doing that. "And you swear you haven't spoken to him or seen him since?"

She shook her head. "Once he broke up with me and my other job fired me, I took it as a sign from the universe. That's why I called Destiny, and the rest is history."

"How long were you two together?" I asked, nodding at Colin. She’d told the truth.

"Two years. We talked about getting married and about all of the places that we'd visit. We even talked about adopting, but not too seriously. I'm kind of past that. The kid life didn't exactly fit into our plans to jet set."

"That's long enough that you might have some idea of who might have wanted him dead," Blake said. "Can you think of anybody off the top your head?"

A tear trickled down her face, and she closed her eyes. "This is just all so much. We broke up because he didn't want to face my death, among other things. And now I'm the one mourning him." She drew in a steadying breath. "But to answer your question, most people loved him, but he was a shrewd businessman. There was one guy in particular whom he really ticked off. Damien West. It was over a land deal. This guy had struggled to hold onto his family homestead for years and finally hit the end of the road. Owen went to him and made him the a fair offer, but Damien turned him down. Three months later, when the house went up the auction, Owen was the top bidder. Damien came to his office one day when I was meeting him there for lunch demanding the original price Owen had offered. Of course, Owen turned him down, and the guy had to be escorted out by security."

"How long ago was that?" Colin asked.

Her lips twitched into a wry smile. "Six months ago. I could even give you the date because that's the day Owen took me out to break it off."

"Okay," Tempest said. "That gives us a place to start. Can you think of anybody else?"

Cassandra chewed on her lip for a second, her forehead creased in thought. "Not off the top of my head, but I'll think about it. You might also want to talk to Alexi and his brothers. They probably have more insight into it than I would."

Blake sighed. "That leads us to another problem. We told the vampires we'd let them know if anything new developed. That includes finding you."

I held up my hand and shook my head. "No way. We’re too early in the investigation, and you know for a fact once they find her they’ll stop looking for anybody else."

Cassandra's gaze darted back and forth between the three of us. "Alexi never liked me. She's not a big fan of witches, or anybody who's not a vampire, really. She thought Owen was wasting his time with me."

Colin rubbed the back of his neck. "I'm with Destiny on this one. I know we promised to cooperate, but we did warn them that we only had to share information at our discretion. My discretion right now is telling me that turning Cassandra over wouldn't be justice. We'll do some digging on this Damien guy, and also talk to Owen’s brothers and see if they can think of anybody.” He turned to Cassandra. “Until then, it might not be a bad idea for you to head to Abaddon's Gate. We have people over there who can protect you."

Tempest trotted across the table and sat down in front of her. "You're gonna love our cousin Mila. She lives with my sister Calamity, and she runs a potions shop. She makes some of the best-smelling, most effective stuff you'll ever rub on your body, and she also makes killer hot chocolate."

Cassandra picked at the hem of her jean shorts. "I hate to impose. Even worse, I'd hate to drag you into this mess with the vampires. If they find out you’re hiding me, it won't go over well. Also, what about my dogs?"

I arched a brow. "First, you're not imposing or dragging us into anything. I'm a big girl, and I've dealt with vampires before. My reputation precedes me just like theirs does, and I can take care of myself. You, on the other hand, can't right now. Mila is powerful, and she has connections. That's the safest place for you to be until we get this mess sorted out. I’ll take care of your mutts who, by the way, didn’t even bother to get off the couch when I went to your place looking for you.” 

She gave me a tired smile. "Then I’ll go along with it. Since the last thing I want to do is end up vampire chow, my fate is in your hands. Let me pack a bag and we can go."

I waved a finger. "Packing a bag is a bad idea. They're going to be watching your place, so you'd be walking into a trap. Mila has plenty you can wear over there since she's about your size. We need to get you over there so I can get back and solve this murder."

I held my hand out to her since she wasn't allowed to teleport on the property. That was a privilege only Blake, Tempest, and I were granted as a security measure.

Two seconds later, we appeared in Mila's back room, and I released the first comfortable breath I'd taken since this whole mess had started. As soon as I'd filled Mila in and made sure Cassandra was safe, I headed back to the Enchanted Coast. I had a murder to solve.
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Chapter Five
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Since it was fairly common to run background checks on guests in order to make sure they had the cash to pay their bills or gamble in the casino, the IT guys had created a ridiculously detailed program that put pretty much every aspect of a person's life right at our fingertips. Very few people knew about it for obvious reasons, but it had come in handy on more than one occasion when investigating crimes committed on or against the resort even though that wasn't technically its primary purpose. As a result, it didn't take me anytime at all to track down Damien West. Colin and Blake hovered over my shoulder, taking turns pacing a path and Blake's high-dollar Oriental rug.

As I ran through his financials and checked out his latest charges, I nearly giggled in glee.

"What?" Colin and Blake asked at the same time.

"You're never gonna believe where he's at right now," I said with a big grin.

Blake caught on first. "No. You gotta be kidding me. That's too easy."

"Mind filling in the rest of the class?" Tempest asked as Colin arched his brow.

"He's right here at the resort. He checked in yesterday." I pulled up the hotel registry and search for his name. "They’re in one of the cabins. He's here with a Scott and Candace West."

I flipped back over to the research program and searched for Scott. "Scott's married to Candace and is Damien's younger brother. They live in Denver though. Damien's current address is in a suburb of Atlanta. They haven't spent much since they’ve been here. It looks like they've been to the tiki, but that's it unless they're paying cash."

A wide smile spread across Blake's face. "Let's go pay a visit to the cabin then. With any luck, we'll have this wrapped up by supper."

Doubt crept over me. Blake had called it — it was too easy. Maybe the universe had decided to drop one in my lap though. The goddess knew I was due. I held out my hand to Colin as Tempest hopped on his shoulder, That I glanced at Blake. "Cabin 2. I'll meet you in that little stretch of woods between it and cabin 1."

Colin groaned but reached for my hand. "Why can't we walk? You know teleporting makes me queasy."

Tempest scoffed. "Suck it up, Buttercup. That's a long walk, and it’s hot as blue blazes out. Besides, we want to catch them before they have a chance to check out."

Blake shook his head. "We don't have to worry about that. I’ve got the resort on lockdown, which is another reason it would be nice to clear this up. You know how grouchy people get when I do that."

I cringed. On the few occasions when we'd had to do that, we'd ended up handing out free vouchers just to keep people from losing their minds. Considering most guests here were wealthy people with hordes of underlings running their businesses for them, they were surprisingly snippy to hear they might have to spend a few more hours or an extra day at a luxury resort. It did provide for a bad experience and a handful of crappy Yelp reviews, but there was nothing for it if we wanted to keep criminals on the resort long enough to catch them.

With Colin's fingers interlaced firmly with mine, I closed my eyes and focused on our destination. The familiar pull of magic washed over me and pulled me forward, and a couple of seconds later we were standing at the edge of a magically grown strip of forest.

Blake appeared before us and strode toward the cabin as Colin bent over, hands on knees trying to regain his equilibrium.

My ex laughed. "I'm surprised that by now you haven’t an adapted to that."

I rubbed Colin's back as he focused on breathing. "Oh, he's progressed in leaps and bounds. In the beginning, he tossed his cookies every time he did it."

Taking a couple more deep breaths, my slightly green boyfriend straightened up. "Let's get this show on the road."

As we got closer to the cabin, Colin sniffed. "You didn’t mention they were werewolves."

I shrugged and was careful to keep my voice down as he had what I replied. "I didn't think to."

"That's probably while they chose the cabin. There's a nice running ground out here, and it’s private." Blake stepped out of the trees and into the clearing, then headed for the cabin. The rest of us followed suit.

A middle-aged woman with long dark hair and tanned skin sat on the swing at the end of the porch wearing a faded red tank top and cutoffs. "Can I help you?"

We let Colin take the lead since he was high up in the werewolf hierarchy in the southeast. Since they were living in Denver, that might not hold much pull normally, but they were in his area. Strangely though, he didn't pull rank. In fact, he didn't tell them who he was as far as the pack went at all.

"My name is Colin Moore," he said, stuffing his hands in his pockets as a sign of non-aggression. I noticed he was careful to keep his body language calm and relaxed. "We have a few questions we need to ask you folks, and I'm afraid they're a bit unpleasant."

The screen door swung open, and two men came out. Both were dark-haired and tan like she was.

One of them ambled down the steps, and I wondered if his chill demeanor was in response to Colin's. Goddess bless the man for knowing just how to approach the situation.

He held his hand out to Colin. “I'm Scott West. This is my brother Damien and my wife Candace. What can we do for you?"

Colin took a deep breath. "We need to ask you a few questions about where you were this afternoon."

Scott tilted his head, and I studied his expression closely. All I found was curiosity and a bit of wariness. Nothing that screamed, "Oh, you know, just off murdering somebody."

My gaze slid to Damien then Candace. If either of them knew why we were there, they were showing it.

"Here mostly," Scott replied. “We did go up to the tiki to grab a bite to eat, but then we came straight back here. We’re here for a week, and we figured we'd spend the first couple days just enjoying the solitude and the beach. We just got back from a run. Why?"

So they'd been at the tiki, but I’d already known that. If Owen had gone back like he'd said, they could've intersected.

Colin cleared his throat. "A man was murdered, and your brother has a connection to him. His name was Owen Wingfield."

Scott pulled in a deep breath and blew it out through rounded lips as he rubbed the back of his neck. His gaze slid to his brother for a second before he yanked it back to Colin. If I had to guess, it had been unintentional. That spoke volumes, but I wasn't ready to jump to judgment just yet.

"We knew him all right, though we didn't have a reason to kill him. Despite Damien's unfortunate outburst, we didn't bear him any ill will. The man picked up a great property for half what it was worth, but that was business. It's what he does. It wasn't his fault the property went into default."

I stepped forward for the first time. "My name's Destiny Maganti. I'm second in command here at the resort, and this is Blake, the resort administrator. I have to say, we talked to somebody from Owen's office, and the scene your brother made there wasn't exactly of the congratulatory type."

For the first time, Damien stepped forward, his expression grim. "Of course it wasn't. The man had just bought the estate that had been in our family for five generations for pennies on the dollar. Maybe the anger was misplaced, but I had to put it somewhere. I called later and apologized, and we worked things out."

Candace scowled at him. "Maybe you shoulda directed that anger where it belonged – firmly toward the man you see in the mirror."

Scott saw her warning glance, but she just lifted a shoulder. "What? It's true. He —"

"That's enough!" Scott barked.

"Actually," Colin said, pulling his hands from his pocket and placing them on his waist, "I'd like her to finish the statement. Please continue, Candace."

It didn't escape me that he used her first name rather than calling her Mrs. In one swoop, he'd kept it informal and friendly while subtly reminding everybody that he was higher in the pecking order.

Candace pressed her lips together and blew a breath out through her nose. "You'll have to pardon me. Losing the estate is still a sore spot. It's one of the reasons we came here. We wanted to smooth things out and get the family back on an even keel. Work out hard feelings."

Blake spoke for the first time. "And why exactly are there hard feelings? It's hard to hang on to large pieces of property nowadays with the way taxes and upkeep costs have increased."

"Yeah," Damien replied, casting his eyes down in what looked like shame. "But in this case, I just mismanaged everything."

Candace glared at him. "You mean you blew all the family money on stupid investments rather than putting it toward the estate like you should have."

Damien scuffed the toe of his flip-flop against a wood plank on the porch. "Yeah, I guess that's exactly what I mean. I didn't realize they were stupid investments until it was too late, but it was my own fault. Then when it was beyond hope, I should've taken the money Owen offered."

I studied Scott's face as Damien spoke. Outwardly, he appeared calm, so I pushed a little bit of magic toward him. Sure enough, there was enough anger bubbling under the surface that I was surprised it wasn't Damien who had turned up dead. Truth be told though, that happened in families.

Colin thought on that for a second, then directed his question at Scott. "I guess the question is why you didn't step in to bail out the estate."

That was showing our hand a little bit because we'd peeked into his accounts which wasn't strictly an okay thing to do. He didn't seem to pick up on it when he answered though. Instead, he clenched his jaw. "Because we didn't know the estate was in trouble until it was too late. It'd already gone to the bank. Damien didn’t dial us in."

I blinked a couple of times. That was a pretty big deal considering he probably had some serious skin in the game. Even though Damien was the oldest, Scott had surely had some percentage of ownership. Still, he seemed to be placing the blame squarely where it belonged.

"So why didn’t you buy it back from the bank?" Colin asked.

Scott ran his fingers through his hair. "We thought about it, but the family money was depleted to the point that we wouldn't have made it another year on the upkeep before it landed on the auction block again. As badly as we hated to see it go, it would've been a bad investment to buy it back." Again, he slid a look chock full of accusation toward his brother. I had to wonder if the two weeks they'd booked at the resort were enough to work out that much of a knot in the family knickers.

"Yeah," Blake said, "but you could've sold it for what it was worth."

"Not really," Scott replied. "Owen was pretty much the only bidder that had thrown out a number that was even close to what it was worth. I have a feeling when he made his last bid, he wasn't just boosting it up so high that the other two guys wouldn't bid again. He was putting some meat on the bone for us."

"Meat on the bone," Candace scoffed. "A little bit of gristle, you mean. If Damien had come to us earlier, we could've at least held out long enough to get a decent price for it."

I didn't need to shove any magic toward her to pick up on the resentment, but it seems to be directed at her brother-in-law.

"I have to ask if any of you knew Owen was here," Colin asked. "That's a mighty big coincidence."

All three of them shook their heads, but it was Scott who answered. "I know it seems suspicious, but that's exactly what it was. A coincidence. Like I said, aside from a quick trip to the tiki to grab a couple drinks and a burger, we haven't left the cottage since we got here. Surely you have some kind of security cameras or something that can verify that."

Rather than admit that we didn't have any cameras around the cabins, Colin just held out his hand. "Thanks for talking to us. We'll be in touch if we need anything else."

Scott shook, then stuffed his hands in the pockets of his green board shorts and rocked back on his heels. "We'll be here for the next week and a half. I hope you find who did it because he really did seem like a decent guy."

We said our goodbyes and made our way back toward the woods. It wouldn't do for them to know that we could teleport. Once we were out of sight, Tempest let out a low whistle. "Boy is there a whole lot of hot mess there. The undercurrents were enough to make my fine hairs stand on end. It wouldn't surprise me if there are more skeletons in that family’s closet then just hard feelings over losing the estate."

I nodded. "I'll do some more digging. Until then, I think we need to talk to Owen's brothers. The West family may not be the only one with skeletons."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Six


[image: image]


Rather than teleport, we decided to walk back up the beach to the tiki. Colin was grateful for the more familiar and comfortable mode of traveling, and we needed a minute to discuss things anyway. Alexi had sent me Cassandra picture, so I had her number. I hated to give them a heads up though and said as much.

"She was in the casino when we went there looking for Damien," Tempest said from her spot on Blake’s shoulder. “She was with two men who appeared to be vampires, so it’s a solid bet that those were the brothers. Since the vampires don't need to eat or sleep, my guess is they’re still there."

I turned to Colin. What was your take on the Wests? You're better at reading werewolf nuances than I am."

He was quiet for a second, weighing his words. "I think Tempest pretty much summed it up with her hot-mess comment. Losing the family estate is a huge deal for anybody, but especially for werewolves. A private, familiar space is necessary to our well-being, and since they were raised on that land, they've run on it all their lives. Honestly, if anybody was going to end up dead over the deal, I'm surprised it wasn't Damien."

Like arched a brow at him. "Isn't murder within a pack instantly punishable by death?"

Colin shrugged. "It is, but first the pack would have to prove it. With today's conveniences, it wouldn't be that hard to make somebody disappear. Without a body, Scott might have lived with a shadow over him, but he would've lived."

I hummed. "I paid close attention when he was talking about Owen. I didn't get any rage toward him, though he was definitely put out with Damien."

Blake heaved a big sigh as he walked barefoot on the hardpacked sand. His magic was tied to water as well, so he was likely refilling his well just like I was. "So what you're saying is that we learned nothing."

Tempest, who had been chasing sandpipers, spoke up. "No, in fact, I think we learned a lot. Did you notice Candace's snark when we talked about Owen bidding the property up? That woman has some serious anger issues, and I don't think it was all directed toward Damien."

I hadn't even considered her, but poisoning was more of a woman's method of murder than a man's. "That's a solid point. Maybe we should do a little more checking on her. See if she has any violence in her background."

Colin cringed. "I don't think we can give as much weight to any minor infractions we find on her as we would to a woman of another species. Werewolves tend to be volatile, and I definitely got that vibe from her. I'd expect at least one or two domestic disputes in her background, and maybe a few related to bar fights."

"Yeah, but I don't think it really matters what species she is. A violent nature is a violent nature," Blake replied.

I tended to agree. Just because violence was in their nature didn't mean they got a pass. In fact, as far as I was concerned, that was a big red flag. "You're a werewolf, and you act as alpha when yours is away. If anybody was gonna exhibit violent tendencies, it would be you. I've never seen so much as an ounce of that though."

He looked at me sideways, a small smile curving his lips. "It's because you've never really seen me in a pack environment. Sometimes ruthlessness is all werewolves understand. If you asked other pack members about me, you'd probably get an entirely different description of my traits than you'd expect. I've had my share of times I've had to assert my dominance, but I'd never murder somebody in cold blood."

We were almost to the tiki, and I caught a flash of opalescent red, green, and blue tails out in the surf. Three teenage mermaids popped their heads out of the water and waved. That meant Amber and Dax, two of our regular guests, were likely sitting at the water bar having their happy hour cocktails. The resort had accommodations for just about every species, and we'd wanted to make a space for water creatures as well. To that end, we'd made a floating bar that extended from the beach out into the water. A 20-foot channel ran underneath of it so that mermaids, selkies, and other water folk could stop by for a drink. It was also popular with land walkers who wanted to sit in the cool water while they had a drink.

Sure enough, as we approached, a dark-haired mermaid waved at us.

"Hey guys!" Amber exclaimed. "What's up? I see Colin and Dez are in beachwear, but you're just a little formal for the beach, Blake."

Blake lifted a hand in greeting. "Yeah, unfortunately, I'm still on the clock. Sort of, anyway. How are you all?"

Dax, her husband, grinned. "I assume when you say sort of that you mean you're investigating the murder. Are you having any luck?"

Blake rolled his eyes. There was no such thing as a secret on the resort no matter how hard we tried to keep them. "I have to ask how you heard about it. We're the only people who knew about it."

I didn't need our friends to answer because I was positive Alexi and her brothers had been nosing around. "Not true. His family knew about it, you know they've been asking questions."

Amber tapped her pert nose. "Got it in one. They were down here just a little bit ago asking if anybody has been here earlier. We were, but we didn't see anything. Of course, we played volleyball and body surfed with the kids for a couple of hours before we settled down."

I stepped down into the cool water, sighing as it washed over my feet. Walking on the beach had helped me recharge, but actual contact was a lot more effective. Energy flowed from my feet up through my body, rejuvenating me.

I suddenly wished I could forget about the murder and joined them for a cocktail. That wasn't my life right then though, so I pushed the longing away. There'd be time for that we solved this murder. Speaking of, I stepped out of the water and slipped back into my flip-flops. "As bad as we hate to, we had to get back to it. The quicker we figure out who did this, the faster I can get back to enjoying my days off."

Amber took a drink from her pineapple rum drink, her jewel toned gaze speculative. "About that, we hear Cassandra is the prime suspect."

I huffed out a breath. "They have no right spreading that, because it’s simply not true. Yeah, she knew the victim, but there's no proof tying her to his murder. If I were considered a prime suspect in every murder where I’ve known the person, I'd do nothing but sit on the sidelines while people investigated me."

She tilted her head. "Valid point. I hope for your sake she doesn't have anything to do with it. You're so much happier now that your actually taking time to smell the sea breeze, and I hate to see you lose that."

My heart warmed her concern, and I replied with little more confidence than I actually had. "You have nothing to worry about. I'm 100% sure she's innocent, and we'll prove it. Now, as bad as I hate to, we need to get back to it. Y'all have a good night."

The sun sat low on the horizon, and I didn't need to look at my phone to know it was close to 9 o'clock. The sun set late this time of year, but between the easy day I'd had before the murder and the little push of energy I'd just gotten from the water, I still had a few hours left in me. I didn't want to waste a single minute because every second that ticked by counted down the time I had left before Alexi and the brothers managed to track down Cassandra. Though I was confident Mila wouldn't let anything happen to her, it would be best all around to avoid confrontation. That meant finding a killer and convincing the vampires I'd gotten the right person before they figured out where I’d stashed their number one, and likely only, suspect. The problem was, I had no idea how I was going to do that.
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Even though it was humid, and my clothes were sticking to me, we decided to walk back up to Blake's office. Margo, the sphinx who guarded the main entrance, lay upon her massive pedestal. Most people thought she was just a statue there for looks, but in reality, she was one of the Enchanted Coast's primary security measures. She could sense what was in a person's heart, and that went a long way toward keeping guests safe.

Of course, it only worked if the people walked past her, but still, she'd been instrumental in helping us catch bad guys on more than one occasion. It helped that she enjoyed chomping people, though we discouraged that. Even if she did it as a last resort, stories tended to get twisted the more they were told. A rumor of a man-eating sphinx would be bad PR, and we did our best to avoid that when possible. It was bad enough we had the occasional murder without people thinking we intentionally let our security run wild.

"Hey Margo," I said, putting my hand on her giant paw.

She turned her massive head so that she was looking down on me, and sand sprinkled down. "Hey yourselves. What are you for doing out and about together so late? I'd think maybe you are all taking a well-deserved night off, but Blake is still in his business clothes."

I arched a brow. Margo was usually the first one to pick up on resort gossip. "I'm surprised you haven't heard."

"Heard what?" she asked. "What did I miss? I spent most of the afternoon chatting with Kathy from the casino. She's having man problems, and I talked her through it."

She shook her head. "I just don’t understand human relationships sometimes. She's a lovely person, and he treats her terribly. She needs to have the heart of a sphinx and just chomp him."

I laughed. "That would create a whole host of problems, the least of which would be she'd probably go to jail. Plus, if people chomped significant others every time they acted like a jerk, there wouldn't be many people left."

Her stone lips curved into a smile. "You say that like it's a bad thing. Is it really a matter of quantity over quality?"

Since I couldn't argue with that logic, I just shook my head. "Not as far as I'm concerned, but I don't make the rules. Now, back to why our merry little band is still out and about. We had a murder this afternoon. A vampire was poisoned with silver, and it just so happens that a man he had a dispute with several months back overland is also here on vacation. I know you don't pay much attention to people's identities, but has anybody passed here with murder in her heart?"

She furrowed her brow. "People have been unusually cranky lately. I don't get that considering they’re in paradise on vacation, but my job is to read them, not understand them. I picked up spousal disputes, people irritated with coworkers, and a handful of folks just miserable in general, but none of them had that level of vitriol in their hearts. I'll keep an eye out and let you know if that changes."

That made sense since the Wests claimed they hadn't been to the main resort, but I'd hoped for a miracle.

"Thanks, Margo," Colin said, grinning up at her. "We'd appreciate it."

Blake's mouth curved into a small smile. "And no chomping, please."

She rolled her eyes. "I realize. Though one of these days I really hope I get to. It's been a while since I've really got my teeth into somebody.” Her expression turned thoughtful. "Sometimes I really miss the old days when punishments were much harsher."

It should have bothered me that we had a bloodthirsty sphinx, but it really didn't. I knew in her heart she was harmless unless she absolutely had to turn to violence, but it was a little disconcerting that she was so willing to do it. Maybe she was getting bored.

"Okay, we're going to the casino to see if the murdered man's family is there. After we track them down, we'll be in Blake's office doing some background checks and checking security videos if you need us. You can still reach me through our mind link, right?"

Her voice reverberated through my head. "Can you hear me?"

I nodded. "Sure can. You know where to reach me."

As we made our way to the massive front doors of the main building, Blake cast me a sideways glance. "Is it me or is she getting a little bloodthirsty?"

"No, it's definitely not you. Maybe she needs a vacation." I thought about that for a second "Do sphinxes actually go on vacation? I mean, can she leave her pedestal?"

"Sure she can," Blake replied. “In fact, she can teleport herself to anywhere in the world anytime she wants to."

"Then why doesn't she?" Tempest asked. “She's been there for the four years we've worked here. She has to be bored out of her mind. For that matter, she has to be stiff, too."

Blake scratched the dark stubble on his jaw. "I hadn't really thought about it, but you're right. I think she takes her duties here very seriously, but maybe I need to have a talk with her. Everybody needs a vacation now and again, and she's a lot like you. I'll probably have to force her to take time off, but in the end, it'll be good for her."

"And the resort," Colin added, putting on his legal hat. "If she gets so stir crazy that she gives herself away, one of our main lines a defense will be compromised."

The visual that put in my head made me shiver. Considering she was at least thiry feet long and fifteen feet tall, that would cause quite the kerfuffle. "Yeah, as soon as this is over, have that talk."

As soon as we stepped through the doors, the cool air washed over my body. Since my clothes were damp, it only took me a couple moments to feel cold. I muttered a drying spell that Mila had recently taught me, then did the same for Blake and Colin. They had to be as sticky as I was. That was one of the only downsides of living in paradise. The humidity hovered at 100% a lot of the time, and it often felt like you were breathing your water.

"Thanks," Colin muttered, pulling his now dried shirt away from him. You have no idea how uncomfortable damp close get when you're a guy."

I huffed out a breath. "I could say the same in reverse, so let's agree that it's a good thing Mila taught me that spell."

We got lucky, and Alexi and her brothers were at the blackjack table. We waited for the game to end before we approached. They sensed our presence before we actually made ourselves known and gathered their chips.

The two men looked nothing alike, nor did they bear any resemblance to Alexi or Owen. That wasn't surprising though because vampires tended to form families based on sires or convenience rather than blood. Well, blood was a consideration, but only because it was exchanged during the siring process. It was a vampire's responsibility according to their laws that if a person took it upon themselves to create another vampire — which was allowed only with consent or in the most extreme, life-threatening situations — they were responsible for that vampire for the first few years of his or her new existence. That gave the new vampire a chance to get past their initial bloodlust and get a handle on their cravings. Most vampires took the responsibility seriously, and as a result would form bonds over that two years that would last a lifetime. With this group, that was almost certainly the case. Both Alexi and the younger of the two men glanced at the older vampire before turning their attention to us.

"Is there somewhere private we can talk?" asked the older vampire.

Blake nodded. "Follow me. There's a conference room in the back that's soundproofed."

Nobody said a word as we wound our way through the casino. Once we were in the room with the blinds drawn and the door locked, the older vampire spoke. "Have you found the witch?"

Rather than answer the question, Colin held up his hand. "First things first. I'm Colin Moore. I'm head legal counsel for the resort. This is Destiny Maganti, second-in-command, and that's Blake Murphy, the administrator."

He paused, waiting for them to make their introductions.

"I'm Joseph Cromwell," the older vampire said, "and this is Matt Whitlock. You've met Alexi."

Matt stepped forward and gave a Smith so obvious it was almost impolite. "A werewolf and two witches running the place. That figures."

I narrowed my eyes at him. "We have a wide variety of people on our Board of Directors, a few of which are vampires. Perhaps you know the name Artemis Hensley. He's a founder and takes an active role in the goings-on of the resort."

Artemis was the head of one of the oldest vampire families in existence, and his name was both revered and feared in the vampire community.

All three of them sucked in a breath. Hopefully the name drop would earn us an extra level of cooperation. Though Artemis had a huge heart, he had a dark side. A man didn't live for 2000 years without having one, and his ability to be ruthless was legendary even outside of vampire circles.

Matt smirked. "Maybe we should bring him into this. At least then we'd know for sure that everything possible was being done to solve Owen's murder."

Joseph glared at him. "I'm sure that won't be necessary. Artemis is a busy man, and if he trusts these people, that's good enough for me."

I suppress a grin. Most vampires chose to stay under Artemis's radar, and my guess was that Matt hadn't existed long enough to learn that lesson. Joseph, on the other hand, was well aware.

"And why that's the case," Blake replied. "Though he's always willing to step in and help, he's a busy man, as you said."

Colin cleared his throat. "This might be a bit uncomfortable, but you know we have to ask. Where were you three earlier today around the time Owen was murdered?"

Joseph stared at Colin for a few moments as if he were taking his measure. "Matt and I were in the casino, and Alexi was at the spa. I'm sure your cameras will confirm that."

I nodded. "We'll check. In the meantime, can you think of anybody who held a grudge against Owen big enough to want him dead?"

Joseph looked down his nose at me. "He was a vampire, Ms. Maganti. Many people wanted him dead just because of that. As far as anything business or personal related, we've already told you about the witch, and Owen’s assistant should have faxed over his workload."

"About the witch," Alexi said, stepping forward, "you didn't answer the question. Have you found her?"

I wasn't normally prone to lying, but in this case, somebody's life was on the line. Without missing a beat, I shook my head. "No, but I'm sure we will soon. She hasn't cleared out her cabin and her dogs are still there, so she couldn't have gone far."

Obviously, we wanted to get much more from these people. Even if they had information that might lead to another suspect, they had such tunnel vision aimed at Cassandra that they wouldn't share it. Rather than stand around and dance around the issues, I decided it was time to go. My time would be better spent checking security cameras or even twiddling my thumbs.

Blake apparently thought the same thing. "We'll let you get back to your gambling then. Thanks for talking to us, and we’ll keep you posted if we come up with any new leads."

Joseph's expression was cool. "See that you do. Artemis and I are old friends, and I'd hate to drag him into it."

I barely resisted rolling my eyes because his initial response when I'd mentioned the ancient vampire's name had not been one of a man familiar and on friendly terms with him. I was willing to let it slide in the name of preventing further hostility though. It wasn't a battle worth picking. Still, I couldn't resist matching his condescension just a bit. "I agree. I'd hate to have to bring him in unnecessarily. He does get cranky when people waste his time."

Blake opened the door, and the vampires filed out. He closed it behind them and turned to us. "So was that vampire arrogance, or do you think they're hiding something?"

Colin shrugged. "It's hard to tell with vampires. They're so suspicious of everybody and so pretentious that it could be either or even a little bit of both. I say for now we take anything they say or do with a grain of salt."

My phone rang, and I was a little surprised to see Mila's face on the screen when I pulled out of my pocket. "Hey. Is everything okay?"

She paused. "It is for now, but I'm not sure how long this can last. Michael just called. there's a group of vampires in the Gate actively looking for Cassandra. She's well hidden, but if they have anything of hers with her scent, I'm not sure even my wards will protect her."

My mind spun as I tried to think of a better hiding spot. Mila's wards and charms locked her place down tighter than Fort Knox, but she was right. Shy of shutting her store down, which would look suspicious considering everybody knew of our relationship, there was a risk that a vampire would wander in and catch Cassandra’s scent. After that, it will all be over but the hanging. The clock in my head ticked louder, pushing me to action. Surely, there was something on the security tapes that would point us in the right direction.
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An hour later, I rubbed my eyes. I'd been scrolling through security footage around the casino, the spa, and the Tiki. Owen had been at the bar most of the afternoon, but none of his family had joined him.

As far as I could tell, they'd told me the truth. Joseph and Matt had spent the day going back and forth between blackjack and five card, and Alexi had gone into the spa at about the time we'd been talking to Owen at the tiki and not come out until after security had found the body.

I leaned back in Blake's chair and rolled my head on my shoulders. All I had to show for the last hour was a stiff neck and dry eyes.

Colin and Blake had split up, with Colin going to the tiki and Blake heading to the casino to ask questions as inconspicuously as possible. I don't know why they bothered trying to hide it though. News of the murder had already spread like wildfire throughout the resort.

Somebody tapped at the door, then Colin poked his head in. "Any luck?"

I shook my head. "Nope. The vampire family in the West family was nowhere to be seen. We really do need to install security cameras down around the cabins, but the entire point of them was to provide privacy."

He sighed. "Yeah, but this is the third time we've needed them and haven't had them. Everywhere else in the resort is covered, so it's not like we haven't set precedent. Security has to be first and foremost."

"If we do that, we'll have to do it around the Faerie pools too, and one of the promo points for both areas is privacy."

"Too bad," Tempest said. "Privacy works both directions. It's great for a romantic getaway when a guest wants some time to themselves, but it's also a great cover for murder, stealing, and squatting."

She wasn't just making those up as hypotheticals, either. We'd experience all three over the last several months, so security in place is the promise privacy wasn't a hill I was going to die on. In all three cases, cameras would've put things to bed right away.

"What I don't understand, though, is how they got the poison into his food. Did Mme. Blackwell mention how long it would've taken the killing?"

I shook my head. "No, but it was silver. I'm assuming it would've been as quick-acting on him as it would be on you."

Though silver wasn't necessarily deadly to vampires like humans thought, a case like that, it could be. It did burn them, and it was innocent. It only made sense that if it did damage immediately to the skin, it would do the same to the insides.

Colin shuddered. "Just thinking about that makes me feel bad for him. He seemed like such a nice guy, and that had to have been a horrible way to go."

I swallowed as residual tendrils of his horror drifted toward me. My resolve hardened, and I flipped back to the video the tiki. "There has to be something here. These people didn't just magic the poison into his food."

I sped through until I found Colin standing at the bar waiting for a drink. He was chatting with a Faerie I didn't recognize, but my heart sped up a little bit with hope when I saw a familiar face. Stephanie, a Valkyrie who was a regular at the bar and was also one of my best friends, stood with her hip propped against her customary stool playing on her phone.

Colin glanced at the screen over my shoulder. "I didn't realize Stephanie was here. Maybe she saw something or overheard something that the cameras didn't catch."

I pulled out my phone and opened the resort's app then pulled up one of the penthouse suites. She preferred rooftop so that her Pegasus warhorse, Buttercup, could spend time with her or access her quickly if she was needed. She didn't always stay the night when she came, so I crossed my fingers that she had tonight. Sure enough, her suite was booked.

Closing the program on the laptop just in case somebody managed to break through the gazillion wards Blake had on his office, I jumped up from the chair. "Come on. This is the first lead we've had, and Stephanie loves nothing better than people watching."

Tempest scrunched her face up as she jumped onto my shoulder. "That's not technically true. She loves to smite people more than anything else. People watching is a close second though."

I shook my head and looked heavenward. "Fine, but she doesn't smite people while she's here. Or at least she only has once. Generally, her favorite pastime is observing."

We made our way out of Blake's office, and I reached out to him through the mental link. "Any luck?"

"None other than busting a couple gargoyles counting cards," he replied. "You?"

"Maybe. I found Owen talking to a faerie I didn't recognize down the bar. Normally that would just be frustrating, but Stephanie was there. She booked her suite, so were heading up to talk to her now. You want to go?"

"No, you go ahead. You don't need me for that. Just let me know what you find out, if anything."

I punched the button for the elevator. "Will do."

The glower on Stephanie's face when she jerked open the door was enough to send most people running in terror. At over six feet tall, she was solid muscle. The tattoos that ran down her arm and the gold bracelets on her wrists informed the entire world what she was, and nobody in their right mind messed with a Valkyrie.

When she saw me though, her expression switched to delight, and she swung the door open to let me in. "Destiny! I didn't expect to see you since I heard there was a murder. Who was it? I heard it was a vampire, but nobody seems to have a name."

"His name was Owen Wingfield, but I doubt you knew him. This was his first trip to the resort, and he was poisoned with silver thar somebody put on his food or in his drink. You might not have known him, but you did see him. He was at the tiki at the same time you were this afternoon."

Recognition crossed her face. "Ah, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Bitey? That's a shame. He was a good-looking man, and he seemed really nice too. We shot the shit for a while until that Faerie showed up. When did he die?"

I took a seat at the table in the kitchenette. Not long after he talked to the Faerie. Did you happen to overhear what they were talking about?"

She gave me a disbelieving look. "Of course I did. It's what I do. How useful it will be though. It was just a bunch of back-and-forth getting-to-know-you chatter."

Tempest jumped up onto the chair next to me. "Did you happen to catch a name?"

Stephanie blinked at her with her best duh look. "Seriously, do you two even know me at all? Her name was Ensley though I didn't catch the last name."

I waved a hand. "That's enough. I can track her down with that as long as she's registered. Did you see her with anybody else? Any other faeries that looked like family?"

Stephanie shook her head. "No, she said she was here alone for now. Her family’s joining her later in the week, and they rented a cabin over by the Faerie pools. I don't know if she’s staying over there now or if she has a regular room until they get here. She didn't really say."

That was information I could find in about two seconds since I now had a name.

Tempest cleared her throat. "You didn't by chance bat a thousand and see her dump something in his food or drink did you?"

Stephanie laughed. "No. I'm pretty sure I would've mentioned that before now if I had. I went to the pool for a while though, and they were still standing there talking when I left the bar." She turned to Colin. "You're being unusually quiet. Cat got your tongue?"

His mouth turned into a wry smile. "No, you all just seemed to have a conversation under control, and I didn't really have anything to add. It's good to see you again though. Hopefully we get this solved and we can all hang out tomorrow. Are you here?"

She nodded. "Yeah, I don't have any jobs booked for the next week. I figured I'd take the time off now before the resort gears up for the holidays. Those are fun times, but they're not exactly relaxing."

"Awesome," I said, standing. "Cross your fingers that we wrap this up. Owen's family aren't exactly the patient types, and right now, Cassandra is their top and only suspect."

She scratched her forehead in confusion. "Cassandra? Why?"

I flapped my hand. "It's a long story that I'm going to have to deal with as soon as this mess is over, but the short version is that she used to date the victim, and it ended badly. Her family assumes that since she was here and he ended up dead, it's a logical leap."

Stephanie gazed at me for a second. "You do realize that they're not wrong, right? I know you like her, but I don't think it's a good idea to knock her clear off the list. After all, we don't know her very well, and we don't know what happened between the two of them."

Colin nodded. "That occurred to me too, but it doesn't feel right. When we talked to her about it, I didn't scent even a whiff of fear or guilt except when we mentioned his family. They scare her, but that's only healthy. Somebody told me the vampire family was after me, I can't say I'd be too confident either."

Stephanie pressed her lips together then tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. "Just be careful. I know you've come to care for her, but you can't let that get in the way of catching a murderer."

I gave her a quick hug. "You're right. And I'm not completely discounting her. I'm just making sure she gets a fair shake, I think that includes investigating other people."

She hugged me back then pushed me away a little bit. "Go solve this case so we can hang out tomorrow. I don't need to drink a whole pitcher of sangria by myself, but I will if you make me."

With a smile, I turned and followed Colin out the door. At least we had another string to pick at now.

As it turned out, Ensley was saying in the cottage that her family had booked. That meant either teleporting or walking almost a mile when you took into account how the paths curved around all the pools, and we'd be navigating in the dark. Depending on what kind of Faerie she was, her magic might be stronger at night, and that made me a little leery of going into her territory, so to speak.

Instead, I veered back toward Blake's office, filling him in via our mental link on what we'd learned as I went.

"It might be better if we put this off till tomorrow," Colin said, swinging the office door open. "I have faith that the two of us could take her down under most circumstances, but your night vision sucks, and I can't really sense magic. It's not a strategically sound decision for us to go over there in the dark."

As bad as I hated to admit it, he was right. Fatigue dragged at my limbs, and that was no way to head into an unknown magical situation. Faeries were flighty and fickle. They also tended to live by their own rules because their lifespans were so long. Considering she could take all three of us out and then disappear into the Fae lands, it was best to meet her on more even ground. First thing in the morning would have to do, and that would give me a chance to learn as much about her as I could. I sighed and scrunched my shoulders as I sat back down in front of the computer. When this is over, I was taking an extra day off.
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I woke up the next morning feeling groggy. I hadn't slept well though that wasn't surprising. My dreams had been filled with angry vampires bent on destroying my friend, and Owen had appeared before me, prodding me to find his killer. Unfortunately, that's all he'd done. I subconscious hadn't revealed anything my conscious mind hadn't already known.

Colin was already up and had coffee made when I stumbled into the kitchen. He didn't look like he'd slept any better than I had. Dark circles smudged his eyes, and his hair was mussed as if he'd tossed and turned.

"At least I'm not the only one looking rough this morning," I said, accepting the cup of coffee he shoved toward me.

"Nope. I assume you slept as poorly as I did."

Luckily, he'd added a little ice to my coffee because otherwise I'd have scalded my mouth with the gulp that I took.

"I did," he replied. "We need to put this all to rest today. I have a feeling the vampires are going to catch up to Cassandra sooner rather than later."

Tempest ambled into the kitchen, her fur sticking up in all directions. "Wow, you to look like crap."

I popped a brow. "You obviously haven't looked in the mirror yet, pot."

She stretched. "Yeah, but I always look good even with my for a little messy. You two have dark rings under your eyes, and your skin is pale. I don't have that problem."

If everybody had the confidence of my little fox, the need for antidepressants would cease to exist.

"Now that everybody's awake, let's get on with it. I'd rather catch her before she leaves her cottage. That way, if she ends up being the murderer and starts a fight, nobody else will be in the line of fire."

Colin ran his tongue over his teeth as he examined me. "What makes you think she's a killer? We don't have any evidence against her other than the fact that she was talking to him in the tiki bar. According to that logic, we're suspects too."

I thought about that for a second because he was right. "I know, but I can’t shake it. It's just a gut feeling. Maybe I'll know more after we talk to her."

He'd already made us to-go cups of coffee, and he snapped the lids on top then handed me mine. "Then by all means, let's get to it. I've never known your gut to be wrong, so even though I don't understand it, I'm not willing to ignore it."

Tempest jumped on to Colin's shoulder, and he took my hand. A moment later, we were standing at the edge of the forest near the clearing to her cottage. Despite the heat, smoke curled from the chimney.

"Looks like she's home," Tempest said. "What's with the fire?"

I shrugged. "Depending on how old she is, it could just be the way she cooks. A lot of the Fae prefer to use the old ways."

We made our way toward the cabin, and before we could step onto the porch to knock, the door swung open. A pretty Faerie with platinum hair and emerald eyes stood before us wearing a red bikini and holding a bowl of something steaming.

She glanced back and forth between us, her expression curious. "Good morning. I don't think I've ever seen anybody venture out here, but come on in. Are you hungry? I just cooked porridge, and I have some blackberries to put in it."

I desperately wanted to put out some feelers to see if I could get a read on her emotions, but the Fae were aces at picking up on tricks like that. The last thing I wanted to do was put her on her guard, so my human instincts would have to do. It didn't help that her people could be both ancient and childlike at the same time, making it hard to get any kind of or read at all on them. Right then, the only thing rolling off of her was curiosity.

"No thank you," I replied, reminding myself that no matter how hungry I was, she was a potential poisoner. "My name's Destiny Maganti, and we'd like to ask you a few questions about the vampire you were talking with at the bar yesterday."

Her face lit up with a smile. "Oh, him. He was quite delightful. We had a lovely conversation. What would you like to know?"

Colin cringed a little as we followed her inside. "Unfortunately, he was murdered shortly after you spoke with him. We'd like to know if you saw anybody near his food or drink."

Actually, that wasn't what I wanted to know. I wanted to know if she put anything in his food or drink, but that probably wasn't the best way to approach it.

Her expression pinched in thought. "I didn't see anybody else touch his food, but he did. He sprinkled something in his sangria. When I asked him what it was, he said it was a pack of at dehydrated plasma. Apparently, he tended to run a little anemic, and that helped."

I took a second to absorb that. I'd never heard of dehydrated plasma, but then again, I didn't have any vampire friends. I supposed it made sense in a weird sort of way.

"Did he happen to mention where he got it? Did he interact with anybody else while you were there?"

She shook her head and gave a tinkling laugh. "No, men aren't in the habit of interacting with anybody else when their attention is on me. He did eventually turn me down though. That was a bit of a surprise, but it does happen every once in a while."

"Were you there when he left?" Colin asked. The two of them had drifted away from the camera and out of sight, so I wasn’t sure when either of them had left. Again, it was a security oversight because there were holes in our areas of visibility, but down there, we were mostly focused on the register and the immediate bar area.

"I was. There were two other faeries there, so when he left, I joined them."

"Did you happen to get any names?" Tempest asked.

Ensley nodded. "Aiden and Cyri. They’re an adorable couple, and we chatted for a couple of hours."

That could have been possible, since I'd stopped watching the tapes after Owen's time of death. Aiden and Cyri were regulars, so if we didn’t wrap this up, I could talk to them. "Did he mention anything suspicious?"

She shook her head. "No. We mostly discussed the resort and how nice it was." She waved a carefree hand. "He did tell me a little bit about what he did, but to be honest it bored me, and I zoned out. Something about land acquisition and maybe he mentioned banking."

I had a feeling we'd gotten all from her that we were going to, so I thanked her for her time. "If you think of anything else at all, here's my card. Feel free to call me anytime."

I reached into my wallet and plucked out a business card Blake had insisted I needed. 

She took it and smiled. "Will do, but I doubt you'll hear from me. It wasn't an important conversation even though he was quite attractive. Are you sure you wouldn’t like something to eat before you go?"

Colin smiled at her. "No thank you, but thank you for offering."

With that, we made our way back to the edge of the forest, and I teleported us to the Tiki.

Once there, we set the bar and sipped our coffee.

"What do you think?" Colin asked. "I've never even heard of dehydrated plasma, and I'm in tune with most things like that. Also, where's Bob?"

"Bob's doing the same thing that I am. He's taking some well-deserved time off. He and Jolene took the kids up to visit family and won't be back until next week."

Bob was another bartender who also happens to be a bigfoot. After our original manager had been murdered, Bob and I had taken over the managerial duties until Cassandra had finally made her way to us. It'd worn us both to the bone, and  if his wife Jolene wasn't the amazing person she was, he would've probably ended up divorced.

I drained my coffee cup just as a cute brunette made her way around the edge of the tiki behind the bar. "Morning kids," Elena, who was filling in for Bob, said. "You're up awful early. Headin' to the beach?"

I shook my head. "I wish. We have to solve this murder first."

She drew her brows down as she filled up the bucket of sanitizer. "Murder? How have I not heard about this?"

I shrugged, then Colin replied. "It happened yesterday evening. We didn't see you down here, but you're probably the only person on the resort who doesn't know about it."

She shrugged as she flipped the lights under the bar on. "Probably. I took the day yesterday to clean my house, then relaxed. With Bob being gone, I’ve been working a lot of hours. The money is great, but I'm getting behind on my shows."

I almost gave myself a forehead slap when I realized Elaine might be able to answer a question for us. She was, after all, a vampire. "Have you ever heard of dehydrated plasma?"

She dropped a fresh bar towel into the bucket of sanitizer, then wrung it out and started to wipe down the bar. "Sure. It's a new thing though. The only reason I know about it is because a friend of mine was in the drug trials. I saw where it passed the vampire counsel's testing process. It supposedly does the trick for anemic vampires."

That phrase just seemed weird to me. "And how, exactly, do vampires become anemic?"

A sad expression crossed her face. "Now that we've stopped feeding on humans, most of us depend on a combination of animal and synthetic blood. Not all of the fake stuff is created equal though. It's just like human food. Some of it’s just processed crap, and then you have brands on the level of  organic veggies and grass-fed steak. It's not really regulated, which is a real problem. There's no real quality control except what the manufacturer wants to do, so the good stuff doesn't always do it. And for some people, their bodies just don't process it properly. Also, if we eat too much human food or go on an alcohol bender, our body can get depleted. Regardless, we become anemic. That’s why most of us supplement with animal blood, but not everybody has that opportunity, especially if they live in a city. That's where the dehydrated plasma comes in. Just dump a packet into your fake blood or over your food, and you're good to go. Pretty much like human supplementation. I’m a little surprised you’ve heard of it since it was only recently released on the market."

Colin scratched his nose. "Is it widely available?"

Elena shook her head, sending her brunette bob swinging. "Sort of. You can only get from one place right now. They hold the patent, so until somebody else figured out the process, it's going to be spending hard to get a hold of."

I leaned forward on my elbows. "And who might this patent holder be?"

“I can't remember the name of the company, but I did notice with a little bit of fangirling that they're here this week. Alexi DiMaggio is the scientist who invented it, and her sire, Joseph Cromwell, is the one who brought it to production."

I flopped back in my chair, poleaxed. It looked like Owen's family had some more questions to answer.
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"You don't know for sure that's what killed him," Collins said as Elena filled up my coffee cup.

"No," I replied, blurping some milk into my cup. "But it's the closest we got to a lead right now."

"If you don't mind me asking, how did he die?" Elena asked.

He was poisoned with silver," I said.

"Oh Gods," she replied, closing her eyes and shuttering. "That was a miserable death for him. If his own family did that, there's not much they wouldn't do."

Colin braced his elbows on the table and stared into his coffee cup. "That's the part that doesn’t make any sense. They seem truly upset these dead. Alexi was crying yesterday when she came to view him, and the two guys are genuinely enraged. There was no mistaking that only spoke with him yesterday."

Tempest took the orange wedge that Elena handed her. "Yeah, but if murderers walked around looking like murderers, they'd be pretty easy to pick out of a crowd. We have yet to run into one that was an easy guess."

She had a point, and if somebody in his family did it, he didn't explain my gut feeling about the Faerie. That was still niggling at me because my gut had never steered me wrong.

"Let's go talk to them," I said, becoming restless. "We'll just get it all out of the open and see how the room reads."

"We need to call Madame Blackstone and see if she found any packets of the dehydrated plasma on the body."

That only took a second, and I was happy to discover that she had. Since testing for silver was an easy process, she did it right while we were on the phone. Unfortunately, all of them came back negative.

"Well that's all there is to that then," Tempest said, sighing. "I really thought we were onto something."

"Don't be so quick to drop it," Elena said. "That's about the only way I can figure you to get silver into a vampire. The taste is sort of metallic, so I can see where it could hide the flavor. Plus, whoever poisoned him might have just slipped one packet into his supply. I mean, it's not hard to come by even though only one company produces it. You can get it in most of the major vampire supply stores."

"Yeah," said Colin, "but how would they get it in the packet?"

I arched a brow at him and pulled a sugar packet toward me. I swirled my finger over it and muttered a few words. The paper peeled back to reveal the contents, and then I muttered a few more words to seal it back.

Understanding crossed his face. "So you're saying it either came from the supplier that way or somebody with magic did it."

I lifted a shoulder. "They seem to be the only two options, and to be honest, the manufacturing bit sounds complicated. They'd have to interrupt what I'm sure is an automated process." I shook my head. "No, my money is on somebody magical."

One more piece of the puzzle clicked into place in my head. So far, the only magical people involved in the entire situation were Cassandra and Ensley. Owen's family had an obvious distaste for witches, so I couldn't see them working with one of us to make this happen. Not when there were so many other ways they could've taken him out on their own.

I tapped my finger on the bar, then stood up. "I'm telling you, that Faerie is involved in this somehow, and I'm going to figure it out. We need to go talk to her again."

"Destiny," Colin said, "I totally understand where you're coming from, but what makes you think she's going to have anything more to say than she already has?"

I lifted my shoulders in a helpless shrugged. "I don't know, but something is telling me I need to go back out there. Talk to her again."

He sighed and stood up. "Okay, but I think it would be a better use of our time to go watch the security tapes again."

I waved him off then tightened my ponytail. "We can do that when we get back if this doesn't net us anything."

I held out my hand, and he took it. Tempest took the last bite of her orange wedge and tossed the rind onto her napkin before jumping onto my shoulder.

Just like before, I teleported us to the edge of the woods by the cottage. I peered through the foliage, hoping she was still there. I sucked in a breath when I saw her sitting on the porch with another familiar face. I put my hand out to stop Colin from moving forward, then muttered a few words to cast an eavesdropping spell.

"That witch and her werewolf boyfriend were here this morning," Ensley said to Candace.

Candace scoffed. "Don't worry about them. They’re clueless. There's no way anybody can connect us."

Even from that distance, I could see the worry etched on Ensley's face. "It was a bad idea for you to show up here."

Candace looked at her, surprised. "He called me and told me to come."

Ensley fidgeted with the bow on her bathing suit. "I know. It just freaked me out when they showed up out of the blue. There's no reason why my name should have ever came into the equation. I'm sure he flirted with more than just me at the bar, and I was careful to keep it light. It was easy to slip the packet into his pocket when I gave him a hug. I shouldn't have hung around so long."

Candace huffed out a breath. "I thought it was something important. I don't have time to hold your hand just because you're scared of a ditzy witch and a dumb ox of a werewolf. Don't contact me again. You've been paid, and there's no reason for us to have any more contact." She narrowed her eyes at the Faerie. "Don't go growing a conscience, either. I recorded our conversation when you agreed to do this, and I have no problem throwing you under the bus too."

I turned to Colin. "I think we’ve heard enough."

He nodded. "More than enough. Go get Blake."

I glanced at the two women on the porch. "They might be gone by the time I get back."

He arched a brow. "Then I suggest you hurry."

I snapped my fingers and landed in Blake's office. Fortunately, he was a man of habit and was at his desk doing paperwork just like he was every morning. Without so much as an explanation, I snatched two sets of magical cuffs from a peg on the wall, then laid my hand on his arm and teleported us back to the edge of the woods.

He scowled at me as he stumbled to catch his feet. "What the hell Destiny?"

"We caught the murderer. Or rather, murderers."

I took ten seconds to give them the Reader's Digest version, then pulled him into the clearing before Candace could leave. "You take the werewolf, and I got the Faerie."

We didn't give either of them a chance to react. Instead, I gathered my magic into a magical net and focused on binding Ensley. As soon as I felt it close, I muttered the words that would knock her out. That wouldn’t last for long, but I needed to get the magical cuffs we kept for such occasions on her before she came to. I wasn't sure how strong her magic was, but I couldn't risk her being stronger than me. I needed to null her magic as quickly as possible.

Candace took a running leap and shifted before Blake could contain her. Colin burst into his werewolf form and was on her into giant leaps. No matter how many times I saw him do that, it always sent a little thrill down my spine. He put her on her back and held her there until she shifted back. "Don't kill me! I surrender."

Colin shifted back too, scowling when he looked over his shoulder at his ruined clothing.

I waggled my brows at him and gave him a teasing grin. "Personally, I think you look great."

He rolled his eyes and grumbled as he snapped the cuffs on the Candace. Blake jogged into the cabin and came out with two towels, then tossed one to Colin and wrapped the other magically around Candace.

We shoved both of them onto the front steps, then stood back.

I crossed my arms. "I don't get it. I mean, I sort of understand why you wanted him dead, Candace, but how did you manage to drag a Faerie into it? They live by the mantra of do no harm to any living creature."

Ensley's gaze fell. "I owe some people a lot of money. I'm not proud of what I did, but he was just a vampire. They’re unnatural, and since he was already dead, it's not murder."

I shook my head. Even in today's times, that sort of thinking was a cancer in our community.

"Then you can explain that to the vampire counsel," Blake said. "I'm sure they’ll be interested in your point of view. You know, right before they hang you."

Her eyes grew around with terror. "You can't do that. I'm a Faerie ruled by Fae law."

Blake shook his head. "Not here, you're not. When you signed the paperwork, you agreed to abide by all the laws and conditions of the resort, and even in the magical community, an act of violence against a vampire falls under their jurisdiction."

Tears streamed down her face as she realized what she'd done, but to her credit she kept her mouth shut.

Candace remained stone-faced. "He got what he had comin’. He stole our family lands and refused to give it back when we offered him fair market value."

I took a second to try to follow that train of thought. "So what? You thought the land would come back up for sale if he was dead?"

She rolled her eyes. "I'm not that stupid. I know that land’s gone, but he won’t be doing that to any other werewolf family."

I glanced back and forth between the two women, one crying and the other sullen.

Colin laid his hand on my arm. "Don't try to figure it out," he said softly. "They're, broken, and down that path lies madness."

He was right, but I still couldn't help but try to wrap my head around it. No matter how many times I saw it, murder never made sense.
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"That's cheating!" I exclaimed, laughing as Stephanie puffed out her chest. "It doesn't count as a basket if Buttercup noses it in."

"Why not? He's allowed to play if Tempest is."

I shook my head. "She’s not. We're playing one on one. She just ran and got the ball for us a minute ago."

Stephanie's cheeks turned pink. "Oh. Then let's make this two on two. Just look how much fun he's having."

It was true. Her giant warhorse had his wings tucked close to his back and was jumping up and down on his front feet, bobbing his enormous black head in pleasure. Who could turn that down?

"Fine, but that one doesn't count. It was before we changed the rules."

I jogged to the umbrella table where our drinks were sitting and took a long draw off my rum runner. It was my second one, so as far as I was concerned, unicorns might as well join in the game too.

Colin and Blake were in the pool a few feet away playing volleyball. I took a second to watch them enjoying themselves. We'd wrapped the murder up and handed Candace and Ensley over to the vampire counsel after advising the werewolf alpha and the queen of the Fae. They'd both agreed to abide by the rules. In fact, they'd both been so repulsed by the act that both phone calls had taken less than five minutes.

"It's nice to see Blake enjoying himself," Stephanie said. "It's rare to see him down here, at least in casual clothes. It seems like all he does is work."

I nodded. "Sometimes I worry about him. I wish he'd find a girlfriend because he deserves somebody to love and to love him. For that matter, I wish that for you too."

My friend swirled her bare toe in the sand. "I'm a Valkyrie. I was created by the gods to be a weapon of war. Love isn't in the cards for me."

I sighed. "That was a long time ago, and things have changed. Plenty of soldiers have significant others and happy home lives. It can't be all violence all the time."

She lifted a shoulder, and a small smile slid across her beautiful face. "There it is this one demigod..."

I nudged her with my elbow. "Then I expect to see you with him at some point in the near future. Demigods know how to have fun, and I think that will be good for you."

Her smile turned into a full-on grin as she adjusted the bottom of her gold bikini. "Maybe I will at that. He's been asking me out for the last few months, and I keep telling him no. Perhaps next time I'll say yes."

That made my heart smile, and as I looked around at my adopted family, I realized I really did have it all.

#
[image: image]


* * *
[image: image]


OEBPS/Images/image00060.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00059.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00058.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00057.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00056.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/cover00061.jpeg





