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      "I don't know, Sam,” I said to my second-in-command. I leaned back and kicked my booted feet up on the corner of my desk. "You might just enjoy a spa day."

      "I seriously doubt that," he replied, scratching his whiskers and rolling his toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. His steel-blue eyes lit with amusement. "I've gone sixty-five years without putting cucumbers on my eyelids or having somebody else scrub my hands and feet. I think I'm gonna keep the streak going."

      I rolled my eyes. “You should at least consider a massage. They're life-changing."

      He quirked one corner of his mouth up into a half smile. "Believe it or not, I've actually had a massage. I used to get them after a hard day of field training, and you're right. I'm just not sure I'm willing to go to some froufrou spa to get one."

      I cocked a brow at him. “But Sean gave us lifetime passes for Christmas, and you’re a sucker for a deal. Case in point—you hate carrot-anything, yet you took the complimentary carrot muffin at the coffeeshop three days in a row just because it was free.”

      “Not true.” He tried to scowl, but the defensiveness in his tone took the bite out of it. “I don’t hate carrot. It’s just not my favorite. I didn’t hear you complaining when you were eating it later.”

      I laughed. “True, but what about all the complimentary can koozies you pick up anywhere and everywhere?”

      He waved a hand. “You can never have too many koozies.”

      “You can definitely have too many koozies,” I replied, my tone dry. “You gotta have fifty of them. Seriously, you could clear out three drawers if you went through and tossed all but a dozen of them. No human needs more than that.”

      He rolled his toothpick and gave me the stink-eye but didn’t take the bait. “I don’t know if openly embracing Sean’s project is a good look. You know the shifter community is divided on it, and it might be best for us to remain impartial.”

      I rubbed my chin, considering that. The resort backed up to two hundred acres of woods that had been used by shifters as a private place to shift and run since the town was founded, and there’d been some pushback because the resort was going to attract humans to an otherwise-rural area.

      “Yeah,” I said after a few moments, “but are we really remaining impartial by avoiding it? I mean, it’s happening regardless of how many people aren’t happy about it. I’m the wolf pack leader as well as the sheriff and treaty representative, so I feel like it’s my duty to get everybody on board. Sean owns that property and can do what he wants with it despite what anybody else thinks.”

      I was referring to Sean Castle, the vampire founder of Castle’s Bluff, my little berg. Though he usually did a great job of staying hands-off, he’d gotten it in his head several months back to rebrand the town as a tourist spot for supernaturals. He was including humans out of necessity, but his decision was controversial. We were a sleepy southern town, and a good portion of the population—both paranormal and human—didn’t want to disrupt the status quo by bringing a bunch of strangers into the mix.

      In truth, I was one of them, but I owed it to Sean to be open-minded. The project was already bringing jobs to people who needed them, and I was right when I’d said it was happening regardless. As far as I could figure, it was best for all involved if I got behind it.

      Sam lifted a shoulder. “That’s true too, but don’t you think you’re skipping a few steps? You’re the pack leader, sure, but only of the wolves. You’re more of a token leader to everybody else, so if you just throw your support into the resort without addressing the issues, you’re gonna look tone-deaf. Maybe you should talk to Sean. Let him know there are some hard feelings and see if he has a solution. He’s good at that.”

      And that was why Sam was my second-in-command at the office. Formally, according to pack tradition, Alex Dixon, my boyfriend, filled that spot in the pack. In reality, though, Sam was my unofficial backup second there too. He had experience and wisdom on his side and understood the intricacies of pack politics better than nearly anybody despite being human. That was probably due to his experience leading people in the Army.

      I sighed. “You’re right, and I’m a little irritated at myself for not seeing that. I’ll call Sean and set up a meeting.” I gave him a sassy grin. “That way, you won’t have an excuse not to use that spa pass.”

      He curled his nose and started to reply, but my desk phone rang before I could push his buttons any more. It might take me a while to convince him, but he’d end up on that massage table sooner or later. Despite the fact that Sam seemed bulletproof, he was getting up there. I knew he had aches and pains from a lifetime of hard physical living, and massages would help. I’d do what I could to get him there.

      I scooped up the receiver as my desk phone trilled for the third time. “Sheriff Cori Sloane.”

      I was surprised to hear Mila, my sister who lived in a supernatural town in Florida, respond. “Hey. Why aren’t you picking up your cell? I was worried.”

      I leaned forward and picked up a few folders on my desk to find my phone, then checked my top drawer. When I didn’t find it, I reached back and checked the only other place I’d have put it—my back pocket. Nada.

      “Because I seem to have misplaced it,” I replied, frowning and shuffling the folders again in case I’d missed it. “What’s up?”

      “Color me shocked,” she replied, amusement woven into her tone.

      I was notorious for losing or breaking phones. To be fair, between being a cop, a werewolf, and a witch, I didn’t exactly live a sedentary lifestyle.

      “I was just wondering if you could do me a huge favor. I have a big furniture delivery coming to the new shop today. I’d planned to be there to sign for it, but something came up down here, and I got a late start to my day. Could you go over and take care of it for me?”

      Mila ran a shop called Potions & Lotions in Abaddon’s Gate. Much to my surprise, she’d taken Sean up on his invitation to open a second store here at his resort even though she was already running around like a madwoman between her own shop and some super-secret work she was doing for the Witches Council.

      "Sure. What time are they going to be there?" I had some extra time, and I wanted to go out and check out the progress of the place anyway.

      She blew out a relieved breath. “You’re an angel! They just called and said they’d be there in about a half hour. I know it's short notice, but these potions are takin’ longer to brew than I thought they would, and there's no way I can leave them. If you can't make it, though, I can reschedule."

      She’d already delayed the shipment once, and there was no need for her to do it again. “Nah, you don’t have to do that. I can scoot on out there. I haven't had a chance to see your store since you got it painted, anyway. Do you need me to have them put it anywhere in particular, or should I just have them put it all in the main room and you'll deal with it?"

      "If you could have them put the office furniture in the smaller space off the main room, that would be fabulous. I didn’t order any cauldrons or anything. I’m going to do all the brewing and mixing here, so at least I don't have to worry about that."

      I raised a brow in surprise. "That's a lot of product to move back and forth. How are you gonna manage that?"

      She sighed. "I have no idea, but for now, it's the best I can do."

      “You have the space in the back. Are you gonna do everything here eventually?" I asked, frowning. “It’ll be a lot easier than haulin’ everything back and forth.”

      I could almost see her rubbing her forehead. She always did when she was stressed. “I know. But right now, I just don't have the time to do everything twice."

      I paused, not wanting to rain on her parade, but I was worried she was going to overextend herself. "Are you gonna be able to do this second store without cloning yourself? I know you've had a lot going on down there, so if there's anything I can do to help you on this end, just say the word. Aside from the furniture today, I mean."

      She laughed. "Be careful what you offer, Sis. I might just end up taking you up on that."

      Castle's Bluff pretty much ran itself. As a small town, we had very little crime. Mostly, we dealt with little old ladies complaining about their neighbors. There was the occasional bar fight that we had to break up, but that usually just involved knockin’ a couple heads together and making sure they got home safely to sleep it off. That meant I usually had a flexible schedule.

      "Don't worry about that. I wouldn't have offered if I didn't mean it. I don't have your skill for potions, but I can always mix up a few batches of stuff that doesn’t require much magic.”

      It wasn't my favorite thing to do, but Mila and I had always been tight. I wanted to see her succeed, and if it meant I had to make a few products for her in my spare time, I had no problem with that.

      She was quiet for a minute. "If you're serious, I could really use the help, at least until I get somebody hired and trained. I'd like to have the place fully stocked over the next week since we're so close to opening."

      The entire resort was doing a soft opening in just a little under two weeks and then doing a grand opening a week after that. Mila was a little OCD about her business, though, and I knew it had to be bugging the crap out of her that everything wasn't already ready. "Say the word, and I'll do it. You just have to send me the recipes and spells.”

      She hummed in thought. “I’ll think on it because I'm still not sure exactly what I want to offer. I had to make some adjustments since a lot of my stuff here is geared toward people going to the beach."

      "Okay, do that. Just let me know. For now, I'll head out there and let them in."

      "You have no idea how much this helps," she said with relief. "Thank you. When I get up there, dinner and drinks are on me."

      We hung up, and I glanced at Sam. "Wanna ride over to the resort with me and check out Mila's new shop? She has some furniture coming in, and she's not going to be able to make it up here in time to let the guys in."

      He took his feet down off the desk and stretched. "I'd love to. If I sit around here much longer, I'm gonna sprout roots. Gertrude hasn't even been in to file any complaints."

      If Sam was starting to miss Gertrude, our local little old lady who complained about literally everything, then things really were dead.

      "Shh," I said, placing a finger over my mouth. " If you say her name, you might just summon her. Let's get out of here before she has a chance to appear."

      I scooped my bag and badge off my desk and headed toward the back door, Sam hot on my heels. No matter how boring it got, neither of us really wanted to deal with Gertrude and her complaints about everything from her neighbors’ dogs and kids to the color scheme of the courthouse flowerbeds. The woman was enough to push the cheese right off my cracker, which is why we usually tried to take the chicken route and let Ms. Ellen, our all-powerful front desk sentry and office manager, deal with her. She enjoyed mowing down her adversary of fifty years like she was the lawnmower and Ms. Gertrude was a patch of thistles.

      It was time to go.
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      We decided to take my truck because the AC was on the fritz in Sam’s, and no way was I riding without one if I didn’t have to. It had been a hot, humid week, and there wasn’t any relief in sight. It had made for some awesome lake weather, but if you had to function in something other than a bathing suit, it felt like you were breathing underwater.

      Sam turned the vents toward his face and sighed as the AC kicked on. “I gotta get mine fixed, but I just haven’t had the time to get to it.”

      I raised a brow at him as I pulled out of the courthouse parking lot. “You know you could just take it over to Billy’s Garage and he’d have it fixed for you by the time you got off work, right?”

      He took his hat off, rubbed his salt-and-pepper crew cut, and put it back on. “Yeah, but there ain’t no need to spend that kinda money when I can do it myself.”

      I scoffed. “C’mon, Mr. McDuck. Dip into your vault of gold and let go of a few of those pennies. It won’t kill ya, and you won’t have to worry about dying of heat exhaustion every time you have to go anywhere.”

      He flashed me a grin that still sent the ladies at the auxiliary into titters. “Yeah, but I plan to live forever. I’m gonna need those pennies to buy bait and beer into eternity.”

      “Not if you roast to death on your way to the lake,” I pointed out.

      We spent the next ten minutes bantering, and when I rounded the curve that led to the entrance to the resort, I sighed. Four beat-up pickups sat along the side of the road, and twenty or so people—shifters, mostly—stood with picket signs protesting the resort.

      I put my truck in park and scanned the faces, then ran a hand over my face when I saw Donald Wilson and Chuck McKnight. Don was the alpha of the local coyote band and was usually easygoing. Chuck, on the other hand, was the alpha of the local bobcat clowder. He wasn’t a bad guy, but he was older and hated change. I’d had a little trouble with him when we’d organized the regional treaty a while back, and unless I missed my guess, more was on the horizon if we didn’t nip this in the bud now.

      Sam huffed a breath out through puffed cheeks as he took stock of the situation in front of us. “How do you want to handle this? I can usually get through to him, but I don’t want to step on your toes.”

      I paused long enough to evaluate Chuck’s demeanor while considering the best way forward. I was the local shifter leader, but there were times to flex that position and times to use alternative means. I hated forcing people to obey by pulling that card and only did it when I had no other choice. Carrot before the stick and all that. I’d get firm if necessary, but in this case, it felt like a soft touch was in order.

      They didn’t look like they were ready to cause trouble, so I made the decision to use the carrot. “We’ll go together and talk to them. I know what their beef is, and in truth, I don’t entirely disagree with them.”

      “Yeah, but it’s our job to enforce the law, not bend it to suit us,” he reminded me as he pushed the truck door open. “And they can’t be picketing out here. I mean, technically they can, but I’d rather smooth their feathers and find a solution that’ll get them home. This is the sort of thing that’ll snowball fast if they stay here.”

      I sighed as I opened my own door. A quick trip to help my sister had taken a frustrating turn. “Agreed.”

      Don and Chuck stepped toward us as the other guys moved into a cluster behind them and cast nervous glances our direction. I preferred to run things by using my words, but I wasn’t afraid to knock some heads when needs must, and several of them had run into that side of me a time or two because they couldn’t behave themselves when they were drinking. I made eye contact with a few of them but was careful to keep my expression neutral.

      “Don, Chuck,” Sam said as we approached. Rather than hold out a hand, he hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. Even though he was getting up there in years, he was still well over six feet tall and had maintained his military bearing and physical strength. His body language said he was relaxed but in control of the situation. “What’s goin’ on here? Don’t you boys have anything better to do than stand around outside private property?”

      Don scoffed. “Private property. That’s rich. It ain’t gonna be private much longer, and it backs right up to land that needs to stay private, and you both know what I mean. That’s been a runnin’ ground for over two hundred years, and a lot of us ain’t got nowhere else to go. What if one of the kids gets a little outta line and forgets where they are and some human sees ‘em? Or worse yet, what if some of them ritzy humans comin’ for massages and hundred-dollar steaks decide to cross the fence for an after-dinner stroll?”

      I sighed. His concerns were legitimate, so I was in a bad spot. There was only one person who could fix this, and I made an executive decision to toss this particular ball into his court. After all, I’d warned Sean this was going to be an issue. “What if I set up a meeting with you guys and Sean? You two, and I’ll call Sully and loop him in too.”

      Sully was the leader of the local bear shifters and the owner of Sully’s Tavern. Everybody knew and loved him, or at least respected him. He had a good shot at keeping these two knuckleheads on a leash so I’d be able to walk the fine line between being both the sheriff and another concerned pack leader.

      Chuck shifted his beady gaze from me to Don, who rubbed the back of his sunburned neck as he thought for a minute. “I reckon it’ll depend on what he has to say. I’m down with meetin’ with him, though.”

      Sam crossed his arms over his broad chest and raised a brow. “And you’ll clear outta here until you meet with him.” It wasn’t a question.

      Don scowled. “We will, but if we don’t like what he has to say, we’ll be back.”

      He motioned for the group to disperse and glanced at me. “You gotta be worried too. You got a lotta new cubs in your pack, and they’re gonna need a place to run and learn too.”

      I nodded once, unwilling to deny it but not wanting to fuel the fire. “Sean’s a good guy, though. I’ll call him and get back to you this afternoon. He’ll do the right thing somehow.”

      He always did, and I had to have faith that he wouldn’t let us down now.

      The whole lot of them cleared out, grumbling a bit as they did. A few shot me dirty looks, and I returned them and then some. I appreciated their displeasure, but I wouldn’t tolerate insolence or disrespect. I couldn’t, even though I understood where it was coming from.

      As soon as we were back in the truck, I called Sean and explained the situation.

      He listened, then hummed. “Let me think about this for a day. Will they be satisfied with a meeting tomorrow afternoon? Say one?”

      I let out a relieved breath. He was a great guy, but he was also an ancient vampire who was richer than Midas and used to getting his way. He cared about the town, but sometimes he wasn’t really good at seeing the individual trees because he was so focused on the forest as a whole. “I’m sure it will. Where’s good for you?”

      “I think Sully’s would be best for everyone,” he replied, and I grinned at his strategy. It was a place where the shifters were comfortable, and Sully didn’t tolerate anything but civility. He and Sean were also friends, so it was truly a neutral place for all involved.

      “Then we’ll see you at one tomorrow at Sully’s,” I said, delighted it had been so easy. Now just to trust that he’d come up with a solution.

      “See you then. And Cordelia?” His cultured voice held a hint of compassion.

      “Yes?” When he reverted to the formality of using my real name, I somehow defaulted to that too.

      He softened his tone and gave me a glimpse of the big heart behind the stern exterior. “I’ll make this right. Don’t worry. Like I promised, this resort is going to be good for everybody.”

      I smiled as a little of the stress lifted from my shoulders and felt much better as we disconnected. Sean was a lot of things, but he wasn’t a liar. If he said he’d make it right, he would.

      While I’d been on the phone, the crowd had piled back into the pickups, and two had left. The red Ford that I knew was Don’s and a green Chevy I remembered belonged to Chuck remained, and several men stood around the back of Don’s, their elbows braced on the bed as they talked. They’d put their signs in the beds, though, so I wasn’t too concerned.

      I leaned my elbow out the window as I pulled up beside them and motioned to Don and Chuck to come closer. “I just talked to Sean. He wants to meet at Sully’s tomorrow at one. That’s me, you two, and Sully. If you know any other alphas, they’re welcome, but we’re not turning this into a town hall.”

      Chuck nodded. “Thanks, Cori. We’re not tryin’ to cause trouble. We’re just worried. Folks come crowdin’ in here, and soon we won’t have no place to go at all. Castle’s Bluff needs the jobs, but we need our space too.”

      “I hear ya,” I replied, scrubbing a hand over my face. “Let’s see what he has to say and go from there. If we have to find our own solution, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      He gave a sharp nod, and worry clouded his lined face. “Then we’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I waited for them to get in their trucks and leave before I pulled out.

      “Don’t worry,” Sam said with a sympathetic smile. “It’ll work out.”

      “It always does, one way or another,” I replied, shifting into drive. “And now it’s a problem for future me. Let’s go see about some furniture.”
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      “I can’t believe how fast he’s gotten this thing up and running,” I said as we drove down the main street of what was essentially a tiny town of its own. Storefronts lined the brick-paved road, each with its own elegant yet welcoming scalloped burgundy awnings. Some of the storefronts already had names painted in gold scroll on them, and some even had displays already. That would make Mila nuts if she saw it because it would make her feel like she was already behind. My sister was one of those ‘if you’re on time, you’re late’ sort of people.

      Young ornamental trees lined the sidewalks in decorative concrete planters, and colorful heat-hearty flowers sprang from red mulch in long rectangular cutouts between the sidewalk and street. The overall look was homey and understated, but you could feel the money underlying it all. This wasn’t a place people would come to bargain shop.

      “Yeah,” Sam replied as we passed a trendy coffee shop, “he didn’t burn any daylight, that’s for sure. But then again, did you really expect him to?”

      I laughed. “Not even for a minute. I’m honestly surprised he’s kept it this tame.”

      When Sean had first tried to sell me on the idea of branding Castle’s Bluff as a supernatural resort town, he’d presented it to me by proposing we start with a spa to see how it went. One. Little. Spa. I’d been less than enthusiastic even for that, but like little towns all around the world, mine needed jobs. That’s how he’d sold me on it, though I hadn’t gone in blind. I’d known Sean was pathologically unable to do anything in half measures, but I was putting my faith in his love of the town.

      The street led to a cul-de-sac with a huge sandstone building that housed the spa that had been the only facility in the original concept, except it was now built into a four-story luxury hotel. Mila’s shop was the last one on the street, and the furniture guys were waiting for us. From the size of the truck idling outside the store, they must have brought everything she’d need for the whole place.

      “Looks like we’re gonna be here awhile,” Sam said as I swung into one of the slanted parking spots on the side of the street.

      “Looks like,” I agreed, putting the truck in park and shutting off the engine. “You know Mila—she’s not exactly a minimalist, and she has both the store and the apartment above to furnish.”

      I was thankful to see four barrel-chested guys with arms the size of small tree trunks pile out of the truck. I was no lightweight, but I didn’t want to haul furniture all day, either.

      “You must be Cori,” the driver, a tall blond with a crew cut and full-sleeve tattoos said, holding out a hand.

      “That’s me,” I replied, taking it. “And this is Sam.”

      “Zeke.”

      They shook hands, and we made the rest of the introductions before I led them inside and told them where I needed everything.

      We spent the next two hours bringing in couches, tables, product racks, chairs, and even her bedroom and living room furniture for the upstairs apartment.

      “Wow,” I said, mopping my face on my sleeve as they pulled the last dining chair from the truck. “She wasn’t kiddin’ when she said she bought enough to furnish the entire place from y’all. I can’t believe you got all that on one truck.”

      Zeke laughed. “Years of practice. You should see how I pack a suitcase. I hate making more than one trip, so I’m strategic. No wasted space.”

      I grinned as I pulled some bills from my wallet and handed them to him. “I’ll keep your number for the next time I move. My packing skills can’t touch yours.”

      “Deal,” he replied, smiling as they climbed into the truck and left.

      Though we’d unloaded everything, and the guys had put most of it into the correct rooms, the whole place was still a mess. Since we hadn’t gotten any police calls, I figured we might as well take the time to organize everything a little. The least we could do was get the bed set up and the office furniture organized. I had no idea how Mila wanted the front of the shop set up, so I left it alone other than to clear a path.

      We’d just finished putting her bed together when I got a call from an unknown number. “Sheriff Sloane.”

      “Sheriff? This is Arty Booker down at Sew & Sew’s. You need to come here, quick.” His voice was an octave higher than usual, and he was speaking like he was trying to set a speed record.

      I brushed the dust off my hands and glanced at Sam. “Hi, Arty. Slow down and take a deep breath. What’s going on?”

      Arty was an old-school vampire who was typically laid back and quiet, so whatever had his suspenders twisted must be bad. A finger of dread slid down my spine.

      “It’s Lily Armstrong. She came into the shop for a fitting and, well, fell over dead!” The pitch of his voice had raised to a near-panicked shriek, and I held my phone away from my ear.

      Lily Armstrong was a local celebrity, famous as much for her philanthropy as her acting skills. Everybody loved her.

      Sam had turned his attention to me when he heard who I was talking to, and Arty was speaking loud enough that people in the next county over probably heard him. “How does a vampire just keel over dead?”

      I lifted a shoulder as weariness settled over me. I should have known the peace was too good to last. “Great question. Not by themselves, that’s for sure. I suppose we should call Sean.”

      Vampires have the ability to live forever, but they’re not immortal. They are incredibly durable, though, despite human myths, a stake through the heart isn’t the only way to kill them.

      Sam rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, we’ll have to loop him in, but hold off ’til we get there. I’d rather see the scene first before anybody else tramples all over it.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Arty, do you have other customers?”

      “No, this is my appointments-only day.” His voice was still shaking, but it was no longer at the level of breaking glass. Hopefully, he was coming down from the adrenaline rush.

      I grabbed my soda from the counter and headed toward the front door. “Good, we’ll be right there. Please just close up shop and sit tight. And don’t call anybody else.”

      He agreed, but I knew our time was limited. Just like everybody else, he liked to talk, and this was one juicy piece of gossip. Since he was also a vampire, he’d feel an obligation to tell Sean.

      After locking up, we headed out, and Sam called Colleen, our medical examiner. As we left the resort, I was glad to see the shifters hadn’t returned, but I wasn’t naive enough to believe it would last if they weren’t happy with what Sean had to say the following day.

      Sam knew me inside out, so when we passed, he shook his head. “You might be facing some pushback there, and it’s not unfounded. What are you gonna do if they don’t reach an accord tomorrow?”

      I sighed. “I’ll cross that bridge if I come to it. Right now, we have a suspicious death to investigate. Displeased shifters are gonna have to take a back seat.”

      I was happy to see that the parking spots in front of Sew & Sew’s were empty and the closed sign was on the door. Arty let us in and led us to the back, twisting his silk scarf between nervous fingers as he did.

      He stopped before the doorway of what I knew from experience was his private fitting room. “She’s in here. If you don’t mind, I’d rather not go in.”

      I nodded as I pulled the privacy curtain aside and took a peek. Sure enough, Lily Armstrong was splayed on her back, her blue eyes wide open and her mouth covered with pink-tinged foam. “That’s fine, Arty. I get it. Just tell us what happened.”

      He waved a hand in front of his face to dry his tears, then pursed his lips and blew out a breath. “She tried on the gown I made her for Sean’s upcoming Halloween ball. She was telling me how much she loved it when she sorta choked and coughed. Within a few seconds, she fell over, thrashed, spit out that foam for a few seconds, then went limp. I didn’t even have time to do anything.”

      “Did you call Sean?” Sam asked as he stepped through the curtain.

      Arty shook his head, then chewed on his lip for a second, worry scrawled across his face. “I figured you would. I did call Ms. Ellen. She’s the one who patched me through to you.”

      “You did the right thing,” I replied, pulling out my phone as I followed Sam into the room. Even Sean couldn’t get there in the three minutes it would take me to examine the scene, though with his super speed, it wouldn’t take him much longer than that.

      I mashed my lips together as I studied Lily. She was lying tilted slightly toward the door, her legs bent and mostly covered by a crimson satin gown. I’m not exactly a fashionista, but even I could see why she’d been so happy. It was the perfect blend of Southern belle and modern lines that reflected just how talented Arty was. Cream-colored gloves covered her hands and arms, matching the fabric that peaked out from under the gathered hem and laced bodice of the dress.

      A spendy Coach purse sat on a small table along with a bottle of fancy spring water and a bedazzled cell phone. What really caught my attention, though, was a fine white powder on the floor.

      “Arty,” I called, taking a couple steps back. “What’s this powder?”

      He poked his head through the curtain and looked to where I pointed. “That’s finishing powder. She wanted me to take a picture of her, so she powdered her nose.”

      Sam’s gaze shot to me. “How soon after she did that did she choke?”

      Arty looked between us, wringing his hands. “A few seconds, I suppose. Just enough time for her to tuck it back into her handbag.”

      Sam took my arm and pulled me toward the curtain. “We need to get out of here.”

      I followed, careful not to breathe until we were back on the other side of the curtain, then blew out a breath. I suspected we had our cause of death. Not a whole lot could kill a vampire, but they were almost as susceptible to poisons as humans were. “Thanks, Arty. How close to her were you when she powdered her face?”

      “Several feet,” he replied. “She was way over there, and I’d just come through the curtain.”

      I pulled out my phone and called Sean just as Colleen made her way through the store to me.

      “Hey,” she said, pulling her curly bob back into a ponytail and stuffing it into a blue plastic medical hat. “Lily Armstrong, huh?”

      I nodded, and she shook her head as she moved closer to the curtain, snapping on gloves as she did. “That’s a shame. She did a lot of good in this town.”

      I put my hand on her arm. “There’s a powder residue in there, and Arty says she powered her face right before she died.”

      “Thanks,” she said, scrunching her forehead in concern as she gave me the once-over, then turned to Sam and Arty. “I’ll need to lock the place down, then. Are any of you feeling weird? Dizzy, nauseated, itchy, headache, or having problems breathing?”

      We all shook our heads.

      “Good,” she said, blowing out a relieved breath. “Now get out of here so I can do my thing. My team’ll be here any second, and I need to take some precautions. I’ll call you when I have anything.”

      She nudged us toward the door right as Sean charged through it. She held up her hand. “We suspect poison, and I’m locking the place down until I can figure things out.”

      He opened his mouth to argue but snapped it shut when Colleen gave him the hairy eyeball. She was short but mighty, and even Sean knew that.

      “I have an emergency test kit that’ll confirm if it’s cyanide or arsenic. Anything above and beyond that, I’ll have to confirm at my lab. Let me suit up, and I’ll have an answer for you one way or the other in just a couple minutes. Wait outside, though, rather than leaving. I want to make sure y’all are okay before I turn you loose.”

      Sean gave a sharp nod as we stepped through the front door. “Who would have done this?”

      I shrugged, bone-deep mental exhaustion creeping over me already. “I don’t know, but I promise you, I’ll find out.”

      Colleen’s team pulled up in their big black SUV, and she rushed toward them. While they suited up, Sean, Sam, and I cordoned off the area with crime scene tape, then when they went inside, we went around and blocked off the back entrance too.

      We’d just finished doing that when Colleen stepped out the back door in her contamination suit. “It’s not cyanide. I do suspect some sort of poison, though, based on her appearance. I think you’re in the clear because it’s probably in powder form, but if any of you start experiencing nausea, headache, racing heart, muscle weakness, or trouble breathing, call 911 and me right away.”

      She raised a brow and made a point of making eye contact with all three of us. “Don’t be alone for the next couple hours just in case, either. I’ll have crime scene pics emailed to you in just a bit, but I don’t think you’re gonna find anything of use in them.”

      “I’ll take a copy of those too,” Sean replied, his tone brooking no argument.

      I made it a policy to read in group leaders when one of their members was a victim of a violent crime, so I had no problem with that. “I’ll forward them to you as soon as I get them. Can you think of anybody who wanted her dead?”

      He pressed his lips together and was quiet for so long that I thought he wasn’t going to answer. Since he didn’t deny it, I figured he had an idea but was going to try to deal with it on his own. I had no problem reading him in, but I wasn’t handing it over to him.

      I put my hands on my waist and squared my shoulders. Now wasn’t the time to beat around the bush. “You have to tell me, Sean. C’mon, you know justice around here is my job. If you go off taking it into your own hands, you’re signaling to everybody else that it’s okay to do that. I have enough problems without you lighting that particular powder keg.”

      He sighed. “Talk to Jackson Ware. Lily was a die-hard vegetarian, and they had a rather lively clash of philosophies at my place two nights ago. Lily thinks drinking human blood is barbaric in these modern times, and Jackson, of course, makes his living selling it. She’d heard rumors that some of his procurement methods are … morally controversial, and he denied it. He’ll freely tell you all about them, I’m sure.”

      I cocked a brow at him. Jackson was the uber-wealthy owner of a string of blood banks that included the one in Castle’s Bluff that had been there for at least the twenty-five years I could remember. “And just how lively was that clash?”

      “Lively enough that it doesn’t look good for him that she’s dead,” he replied, rubbing his forehead. “Do you want me to go with you?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve got it. And Sean?”

      He raised his gaze to mine, and my heart went out to him at the grief reflected there. “Thank you. And I promise, I’ll find who did this.”

      His gaze hardened, and the affable expression I was used to was nowhere to be seen. In its place was that of the ancient apex predator he was at his core. “And when you do, I’ll take it from there.”

      Not only did I understand where he was coming from, I agreed with it. The rules of our treaty clearly stated that a criminal is dealt with by judiciary committee of the race of the victim. In this case, that would be the vampire tribunal, which Sean headed up.

      Now just to hold up my end of the deal so he could see justice done.
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      Once we were back in the truck, I turned to Sam. “What do you think?”

      He thought for a minute, rolling his toothpick back and forth in his mouth. “I think Lily had a heart of gold, but she also took some controversial stands and wasn’t shy about defending them. I don’t think a lack of suspects is gonna be a problem.”

      “Great.” I sighed as I pulled out of the parking space and pointed the truck in the direction of the blood bank. “Heaven forbid we have an open-and-shut case.”

      He gave me a grim smile. “C’mon, now, Sunshine. How much fun would that be?”

      Gallows humor was sort of our thing. Though our town was peaceful most of the time, we had our fair share and then some of violence just because of the nature of our citizens, and sometimes it was either laugh or cry.

      “Super fun,” I replied, my tone dry. “In fact, if somebody would just confess or come forward with video footage of somebody poisoning that powder, I’d dance and sing with joy.”

      He scoffed. “And that, young lady, is exactly why the universe is now gonna make this as difficult as possible. Nobody wants you to sing.”

      I scowled at him but couldn’t really come back with anything because I truly was a hideous singer. I sounded much better howling at the moon than I did singing to a crowd. Chaos, my fox familiar, even groused at me for singing in the shower.

      My phone rang. “Saved by the ringtone.” I smiled at Sam as I pushed the button on my steering wheel to answer.

      “Hey, beautiful,” Alex, my boyfriend, said when the call connected. He’d been out of town for several days, and it was nice to hear his voice in surround sound.

      “Hey, handsome,” Sam replied in a high-pitched tone before I could, grinning at me and winking. He and Alex had become tight over the last several months, which made me happy. At first, I’d been worried that Sam would think I was trying to edge him out by bringing Alex in as my official second, but it hadn’t worked out that way at all. I joked that I wasn’t sure what Alex spent more time doing—hanging with me or fishing with Sam.

      Alex laughed. “What’s up, Sam? I assume you’re in the truck. Y’all headin’ out to get somethin’ to eat?”

      “Nah,” I replied. “I wish. We’re on a case. Lily Armstrong was murdered, and Sean pointed us at the guy who owns the blood bank.”

      He whistled. “Wow, that was a lot of info in one sentence. That’s a shame about Lily. She was a good egg who made a lot of people’s lives better. What’s the blood bank guy have to do with it?”

      I took a right turn onto the street where Jackson’s business was located. “They had quite the dust-up at Sean’s the other day, apparently. She didn’t drink human blood and thinks it’s barbaric. Sean referred to some of his alleged procurement methods as controversial. I’m not sure what he meant by that, but I’ll find out.”

      His voice cut out a little. “I can answer that for you, at least generically. The whole blood collection thing has turned into a big deal as vamps turn to non-violent ways of eating. Blood banks can’t keep up, so just like any time there’s a situation of high demand but low supply of something, opportunistic people find a way to get rich. In this case, it’s sort of a black-market deal. Nobody asks where it comes from as long as it shows up. You have to take the supplier’s word for it that it was voluntarily donated and safety tested.”

      That gave me the heebie-jeebies. I was aware of vampiric dining requirements, but I chose not to overthink it. The rules in our territory were clear: no killing humans or using magical persuasion, coercion, or force to feed off of them. What people chose to do willingly was outside the scope of my responsibilities. As long as it was ethically sourced, so to speak, that’s all that mattered to me.

      “Okay, thanks for that. We’re almost there, so I gotta get off here,” I told him.

      “Sure thing. I just called to let you know I’ll be home in an hour or so. I’ll meet you at your place, and since you haven’t eaten, I’ll grab something.”

      My heart skipped a little as we said our goodbyes and hung up. Even though we’d been together for a while now, he still spent a considerable amount of time out of town fulfilling his pack duties for my parents. I missed him, and the more time we spent apart, the more I was rethinking our decision to live in the moment and let things coast along. The problem was that I’d agreed to it and didn’t want to rock the boat if that’s still where his heart was.

      “There it is,” Sam said, breaking my train of thought when he pointed toward a sterile-looking white building on the left-hand side of the road. It simply had Blood Bank written in red on a sign atop it. “It doesn’t look open.”

      “It rarely does,” I replied, “unless he’s doing a drive. And I’m not even sure if he does that in-house anymore. They have a bus that they drive around now for portable collection.”

      Sam turned toward me with an irritated look. “I’ve donated to that. Are you telling me it wasn’t for people at the hospital?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “Maybe. Maybe not. I suppose you can see the upside and know it went to somebody who needed it one way or the other.”

      I pulled into the gravel parking lot, noting that there was a newer-model green pickup and a white Prius parked there. I slid my sunglasses down off the top of my head as we stepped out of my truck. It was a perfect fall Georgia day—warm but not hot, and the sun was shining. It was my favorite time of year.

      The sign on the front door listed the donation schedule as every day, nine to eight, but when we stepped inside, the lobby, which looked like any standard doctor’s office, was empty. A twenty-something blonde woman whose name badge said Monica sat behind a long faux-marble counter typing away on a desktop. She looked up when we entered, and her lips spread into a genuine smile. “Good afternoon. Are you here to donate?”

      I returned her smile. “Not today. We’re here to talk to Jackson Ware. Is he around?”

      Her smile slipped a bit as her gaze shifted to the badges we were wearing on our belts, then darted to a door that led to the back. “I’ll have to see if he’s available.”

      I pulled myself up to my full height and put a touch of command in my voice as I made eye contact. “He’ll want to be available. I’m Sheriff Cori Sloane, and this is my Deputy Chief, Sam Cassidy.”

      She rolled her eyes and picked up the phone. “Don’t get your tail all twisted. No need for the shifter drama. I seriously don’t know if he’s back there. Sometimes he slips out for coffee.”

      Apparently, he was there because after a moment, she said, “The sheriff’s here to see you.”

      She listened for a second, then agreed to something and hung up, then turned to us. “He’s back there. Follow me.”

      She led us through the side door and down a carpeted hallway decorated with hunter-green, textured wallpaper and tasteful landscapes. All in all, the place was classy and felt legit, which surprised me a little. I’d been expecting cut-rate sterility, not a comfortable, professional healthcare atmosphere.

      I pulled in a deep breath through my nose, trying to sniff out what the receptionist was. Vampire. I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing for Jackson or a bad thing. For some reason, the business would have felt less shady to me had she been human. That felt a little judgy to me, though, so I shoved it aside. I did know that depending on how old they were, vampires were more prone to bend modern rules than other supernaturals were. It was tough to get with a program that tried to change the way you’d lived for hundreds of years. Just because I understood it didn’t mean I cut any slack for lawbreakers, though.

      I debated asking her when she’d been turned, but that was a personal question akin to asking a woman how much she weighs or how old she is. The best I could do was feel her out to see if she was a loyalist or just an employee there for a check. “So how long have you worked here?”

      She turned to me and smiled. “Since Jackson turned me fifty-two years ago. He literally saved my life when I was dragged for over a mile by my horse. There was nothing the doctors could have done—I was bleeding out from a gash in my arm, several bones were broken, and both my lungs were punctured.” She turned and gave me a pointed look. “Even then, he asked me if I wanted him to turn me. Needless to say, it was a lot to wrap my head around in thirty seconds, but I didn’t want to die. I’ve never regretted my decision.”

      A loyalist then, so asking questions likely wouldn’t net me anything. “It was lucky he was there, then,” I replied, smiling. I didn’t know her story, and I’d only met Jackson a couple times in passing. They could both be perfectly nice, law-abiding citizens, and I wasn’t going to let the current situation cloud my judgement. Just because somebody took a different stance than I did on a controversial topic didn’t make them bad or even wrong, for that matter.

      She nodded as we passed the last of four doors, then rapped lightly on a door at the end. A deep voice called for us to come in, and when Monica opened the door, a dark-complected man who appeared to be in his late thirties glanced up at me, his expression friendly but professional.

      He folded his hands in front of him. “Hello, Sheriff, Deputy Chief. What can I do for you today?”

      What I lacked in singing skills, I made up for with an ability to read people, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t be fooled. I had to keep in mind that he was much older than he appeared, which meant he’d had a lot more years than most folks to learn to school his features.

      I stepped through the doorway and made room for Sam before I continued. “We’re here to talk to you about your disagreement with Lily Armstrong. Could you tell us what happened?”

      His face clouded over with anger, but it was gone as fast as it appeared. His voice, however, was tight. “Did she file some sort of complaint against me? I assure you, my paperwork is in order. I know she disapproves of what I do, but I can’t believe she went this far.”

      Sam held up a hand. “She didn’t file a complaint. We just need to know what the disagreement was about. We understand it got heated.”

      Jackson glanced back and forth between us, wary. I reminded myself to thank Sean later for not calling in advance. He wouldn’t have done it to warn him, but he did tend to be a bit of a control freak and was probably chomping at the bit to figure out who killed Lily.

      He pulled a deep breath in through his nose and blew it out through pursed lips. “I don’t understand why it’s relevant, but Lily Armstrong doesn’t believe in drinking human blood at all because she was turned against her will by a vampire who lost control. She thinks we should all be making the switch to that synthetic crap because then accidents wouldn’t happen. By her thinking, real blood brings about temptation, and she also disagrees with some of the less ethical collection practices. For the record, so do I. We both got mad and said some things we shouldn’t have, but Sean stepped in and sent us to separate corners before it got too ugly.”

      I crossed my arms and raised a brow. “Was one of those things you shouldn’t have said a threat, by any chance?”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Maybe. She threatened to tell people I was buying from the black market, which I’m not. It’s true that I’ve had to get creative to meet the rising demand, but I don’t break the law. In fact, I’ve even started selling synthetic to help keep up. I told her if she started spewing her theories in public, I’d make her regret it. Like I said, I was mad. Now would you mind telling me what this is about?”

      I was quiet for a second trying to get a read on him. Vampires were tougher than other races because I could usually use stuff like increased heart rate to tell if somebody was lying. Even the most skilled liars usually had biological responses to the stress of the situation, and with my wolfy senses, I could concentrate and pick them up. Vampires, however, didn’t have a heartbeat. Still, he wasn’t fidgeting, his eye contact was good, and he seemed calm overall. Now to throw him a curveball and see how he reacted.

      “Somebody killed her,” I replied, my tone flat.

      Jackson blinked a couple times, then scrubbed a hand over his face and took a deep breath. “And you think I did it.”

      Sam shook his head. “No, we don’t know who did it. That’s what we’re trying to find out, and you had an admittedly heated argument with her. You can see why your name popped up.”

      “Yeah, I suppose I can, but I didn’t do it. What time was she killed? I’ve been here all day. Monica can attest to that, and I’ve had a few donors stop in who can vouch for me too.” His gaze shifted to his assistant, who nodded. “Besides, just because we argued doesn’t mean I disliked her. In fact, I supported several of her causes both financially and philosophically.”

      I glanced at Sam, trying to decide how much to share. Arty knew she’d been poisoned, so the cat wasn’t gonna stay in the bag long on that one. Might as well go all in. “We don’t know for sure when she was killed. She just died an hour or so ago, but it seems her face powder was poisoned. The killer could have tampered with it anytime between the last time she used it and the time she died.”

      “So an alibi won’t help, then,” Monica said, speaking up for the first time.

      I shook my head. “No, not in this case.”

      Jackson rubbed his eyes. “Look, Sheriff. Lily Armstrong and I didn’t see eye to eye on our dietary habits, but that woman did a lot of good in this community. She was a voice for people who didn’t have one, and she left behind a long list of success stories who would have ended up on the streets or worse had she not helped them. I didn’t snuff out that light.”

      “Somebody did,” I said, my tone soft. “And it’s up to me to figure out whether or not you’re telling the truth. We’re going for now, but please don’t leave town.”

      “Of course,” he said, and he looked twenty years older than he had when we’d come in. He handed me a business card. “If you have any more questions, there’s my cell.”

      I plucked the card from his fingers and glanced at it, then slipped it into my back pocket. I needed to talk to a few other people before I cleared him, but for now, I was leaning toward believing him. That meant I needed to talk to Lily’s friends and coworkers to see who else might have wanted to close the curtain on her for the final time.
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      “What now?” Sam asked as soon as we were back in the truck. “It’s getting late.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I replied, starting the truck. “I’d like to talk to the people at the theater. I know they’re spooling up for a two-week run of Romeo and Juliet, but I doubt they’re still there now. Besides, I want to talk to Kat and get her take on this rather than just rushing in blind. Our time might be better spent doing that first.”

      Kat was my roommate and also a vampire who bartended at The Rusty Hook, our friendly neighborhood dive bar. She knew a ton of people and had a firm finger on the pulse of the vampire community. I’d no doubt do better after picking her brain than I would walking in with what little information I had now.

      “I agree,” he replied, “and not just because I’m starving. Drop me off at my truck, and we’ll meet up again in the morning.”

      I pulled out of the parking lot and pointed my pickup toward the office. “But you had plans to go fishing in the morning. Alex will be here to back me up. I can manage without you.”

      Though he would never admit it, Sam was getting up there. The entire reason I was sheriff and he wasn’t was because he was ready to slow it down and spend more time in his boat and less time listening to little old ladies complaining. He’d spent years in the military, then had come home to serve as a cop. He’d earned his retirement, though he refused to commit to it fully. I doubted he’d ever be able to get clear out of the game; he wasn’t a person who could face a day without something to do.

      My goal was to convince him fishing and working on boats—another hobby of his—were actually doing something, at least part of the time. I didn’t want to lose him, but I did want him to take more time to do all the things he loved and had earned the right to do whenever he wanted.

      He shrugged. “Those fish’ll be there once we solve this. I have a feeling you’re gonna need me.”

      I sighed but didn’t push it. One of the many things we had in common was that there was no point in arguing with him once he’d made his mind up. “Suit yourself, then. If you’d rather chase bad guys than bass, far be it from me to stop you.”

      “Ha!” he exclaimed with a grin that made him look twenty years younger. “Shows what you know. I don’t have to chase the bass. After a couple hours of sittin’ there real quiet, they get curious and jump right into the boat of their own volition.”

      “Ah,” I replied, returning his grin. “So that’s what you’re doin’ out there in your shady spots along the edge. Playin’ hard to get. And here I thought you were drinkin’ beer and napping.”

      He winked. “I’m a master multitasker.”

      A few minutes later, I dropped him at his truck.

      He leaned on the doorframe and ducked so he could look at me after he climbed out. “Seriously, I’ll meet you in the office in the morning. My gut says you’ll need me.”

      I didn’t point out that I’m both a witch and a werewolf and am perfectly capable of taking care of myself even without Alex. If he wanted to give up his day off, I wasn’t gonna say no, especially before I talked to Kat and got an idea of how many people I’d need to talk to. Divide and conquer.

      I assured him I would, then waited as he got in his old rattletrap and started it up.

      “Drop that thing off to get the AC fixed,” I called through the window as I pulled out. The sarcastic thumbs up and fake smile he gave me didn’t exactly give me hope, but I let it go. He was more stubborn than any mule I’d ever met.

      The sun was setting, so rather than run the AC, I just left my window down and enjoyed the cool breeze on my way home. Alex was sitting on the porch swing with Chaos curled up beside him when I got there. I swear, my little fox liked him better than she did me sometimes. That’s why I was surprised when she picked her head up, her green eyes shining, when I climbed the steps.

      “I’m glad you’re home, I didn’t think you were ever gonna get here,” she exclaimed, her furry black and white tail twitching.

      “Aww, I’m glad to see you too,” I replied, smiling as I leaned forward to give Alex a kiss and her a scratch behind the ears.

      She twitched her whiskers, then stood and stretched, pushing her back up into a catlike pose. “Well, I mean, I am glad to see you, but also, Alex brought Chinese, and he said we had to wait for you.”

      And there it was. Never let it be said she didn’t have her priorities straight. This time, though, I agreed with her. My stomach rumbled at the thought of food.

      “Bourbon chicken?” I asked.

      He laughed as he pushed up from the swing. “Of course. And crab rangoon.”

      We made our way into the kitchen, and while Alex pulled the food from the bags, I poured us both a glass of wine, then chugged half of mine in one go before topping it off.

      Alex raised a brow as he took his glass from me. “That kinda day, huh?”

      I nodded as I took a seat at the table. “And then some. I did get Mila’s furniture mostly set up, but then the whole murder thing took over the rest of the day. I only had time to talk to one guy today, but that’s okay. I wanna run the situation by Kat before I talk to anybody else.”

      “Run what situation by Kat?” My roommate strolled into the kitchen looking better fresh out of bed than I could after an hour at the beauty parlor. She was one of those women who’d won the genetic lottery with her Italian complexion, dark eyes, and long, lean physique. Of course, all vampires are attractive—they’re the perfect predator—but I was certain she’d been just as beautiful as a human. It was sad that we had no way to know that or anything else since she had no memory of her life before she was turned.

      “About Lily Armstrong,” I replied, dunking a crab rangoon into the sweet-and-sour sauce.

      “What about her?” she asked, pulling a juice box of Faux-O from the fridge and popping the straw into it. Though she did drink real blood on occasion, she typically stuck to the synthetic stuff.

      I refilled our wine glasses and pushed a sippy cup of tea toward Chaos. “She was murdered today. Or rather, she died today, and it was murder. I’m not sure yet when the act was actually committed because somebody poisoned her face powder.”

      “Wow,” she said, blinking the rest of the sleep from her eyes. “That’s a whammy right out of bed.”

      I cringed because I hadn’t even tried to soften the delivery. Just because I hadn’t known Lily well didn’t mean Kat hadn’t. “That was harsh, and if you knew her, I’m sorry.”

      She waved a hand as she took a long pull of her breakfast. Since she bartended at night, she usually slept during the day. That worked with the whole vampire thing too, even though she was old enough to stay up during the day if she wanted to. “It’s fine. I did know her, but we weren’t close or anything. It’s a shame, though. She was a good egg.”

      “Yeah, that’s what everybody says,” I replied, digging into my chicken. “I also know she was pretty vocal about her opinions, and not all of them were popular.”

      “Talk to Jackson Ware,” she said without missing a beat. “They had a huge blowup at Sean’s the other night.”

      “Already did.” I filled her in on my conversation with Jackson. “I didn’t get the feeling he was lying, though. And he swore all his stuff is on the up-and-up.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course he did, but he keeps pretty shady company for a man on the straight and narrow. Also, he’s old. Like, centuries old. He’s had plenty of time to learn how to lie with a straight face.”

      I leaned forward on the table, my fork poised midair. “You think he did it?”

      She thought about that for a second. “I don’t know. He could have. I’ve never had any problems with him, and in fairness, I’ve never heard anything more than unreliable whispers about any dirty dealings, but he does have quite a product selection for somebody running a clean organization. I’ve never seen him mad until that night with Lily, though, and she did push his buttons pretty hard.”

      Chaos, who’d taken the chair beside me, licked her chops and reached for another crab rangoon. “Hard enough that he might have killed her?”

      Kat didn’t say anything for a moment. “If I had to say right now, then I’d say no. He strikes me more as a crime-of-passion guy. If he was gonna kill her, he’d have done it right then in a rage, not snuck around and poisoned her powder.”

      Alex chased a bite of his beef and vegetables with wine. “I’ve been thinking about that, actually. That’s a pretty specific way to kill somebody. I mean, if you asked me to name the top fifty ways I’d murder somebody, poisoning via face powder wouldn’t make the list just because all that stuff’s a mystery to me. I think maybe we should start looking at theater people and maybe women in her life. Statistically, murder by poison is a female thing.”

      That was a valid point, and I was a little annoyed at myself for not having thought of it.

      “Is there anything else you can tell me about Lily that might help?” I asked Kat.

      “Just that she stuck her neck out to help people in tight spots. She’s rescued victims of domestic violence and people who were struggling with their own demons. I have to think she’s pissed off at least one whack job enough to put murder in their thoughts. I’d suggest going down to the theater in the morning. They’ve been practicing for the upcoming play. Unless I miss my guess, they’ll all be gathered there tomorrow because they’ll be shattered over losing Lily. They’ll want to be together because a lot of them don’t have anybody else.”

      That made me sad, and I shoved what was left of my supper around in its black plastic container.

      Kat sucked the last of her breakfast from the box and tossed it in the trash, then laid her hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “You’ll find them, Cori. You always do, and right now, the best thing you can do for Lily is bring her killer to justice.”

      I nodded, but my appetite didn’t return. Having anybody killed on my watch was horrible, but this time, it was hitting me particularly hard. Maybe it was because she’d probably died for doing something good. I sent a little promise out to her, wherever she was now, that I’d find who’d taken away the one thing I couldn’t give back.
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      Since I’d told Sam I’d meet him at the office, Alex and I grabbed coffee on the way. One of the many things I liked about fall was that it was pumpkin everything, and that meant pumpkin spice latte. As much as I hated to ride any fanatic wave, that was one I was firmly behind. That wouldn’t fly for Alex, who preferred a good mocha cappuccino, or Sam, who swore anything that wasn’t strong, black, and run through a paper filter wasn’t coffee.

      Since it was a few minutes after nine, I was shocked to find the front door to the sheriff’s office still locked. Ms. Ellen, the five-foot-nothing woman who’d ruled the place with an iron fist for five decades, had never shown up so much as a second past eight-thirty. I paused, concerned as I dug through my purse for keys I rarely used.

      “You think she’s okay?” Alex asked without me even needing to say anything.

      I chewed on my lip as I unlocked the door and pushed it open. “I’m not sure. This has never happened before. I’ll call as soon as we get inside.”

      As we wound our way back to the office I shared with Sam, a familiar woman’s voice cut shrilly through the semi-dark space. I groaned and fought the urge to turn and leave the way I’d come. Instead, mostly because I knew Sam would kill me if I bolted, I squared my shoulders and hurried forward. Sure enough, there stood Ms. Gertrude in all her flowered-mumu, bouffant-haired glory, her pudgy hands braced on generous hips in outrage.

      “It just won’t do, Sam,” she snapped, her round cheeks flushed. “Willy Niles has got to cut his grass! He’s skipped the last two weeks, and Founder’s Day is comin’ up. It’s bad enough I have to look at that jungle on a regular day, but what’ll people from out of town think?”

      I cut a glance to Alex, who was fighting off a smile. She hadn’t seen me yet, so I could still make my escape. Sam, however, pinned me with a death glare. I usually liked that he could almost read my mind, but not so much right then. He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt I’d just considered cutting and running. In my defense, though, I hadn’t had my coffee yet, and nobody should have to deal with Gertrude’s level of “extra” pre-caffeine.

      An evil smile curled his lips. “I don’t know, Ms. Gertrude, but look. Here’s Cori. You know I’m partially retired, so she’s the woman to talk to.”

      I sighed in defeat and stepped the rest of the way into my office, a little sorry I’d brought him coffee. Rather than let her mow me over, though, I went on the offensive. “Ms. Gertrude, Founder’s Day is typically a local holiday. We don’t get many out-of-towners for it, and even if we did, Willy doesn’t live anywhere near the heart of town where they’d be. Also, he hasn’t been feeling well. Maybe you could do the neighborly thing and mow it for him.”

      I smiled sweetly as her head nearly exploded.

      She broke eye contact and smoothed the front of her dress. “Well, my back’s been twingin’ somethin’ horrible or I would. I didn’t realize he was feelin’ poorly. I’ll have the girls bring him some casseroles. Maybe Sara Lynn’s grandson can do some yard work.”

      I cleared my throat to keep from laughing at how hard she backpedaled before I remembered the front door hadn’t been open. “That would be thoughtful of you. May I ask how you got in here? The front doors were locked.”

      I already knew how she’d gotten in—she’d snuck in the side employee door. It was her favorite trick to avoid Ms. Ellen, who had no problem putting her firmly in her place. One of Ellen’s many superpowers was keeping Ms. Gertrude from the inner sanctum, a task she usually relished. Gertrude had been told on more than one occasion that she wasn’t welcome to use the side door, so I had her dead to rights.

      She averted her eyes. “Well, I might have used the employee entrance. But this is an emergency, and I do pay taxes, so technically, I have a right to be in here!” She managed to squeeze just a bit of outrage back into that last part.

      “No, Ms. Gertrude,” I replied, putting my hand out to stop her, “an emergency is when you’re lying on your floor after a fall, or when somebody’s committing an actual crime and you witness it. Willy not cutting his grass to suit you is a complaint. I’ll talk to him, but you do realize sneaking into a private area of a government building without the proper credentials is a crime no matter how much you pay in taxes, right?”

      Her lips flapped while she searched for a response. “Young lady—“

      “Gertrude!” snapped a familiar voice before my morning nightmare could get well and truly into a tizzy. Ms. Ellen slammed her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes at her nemesis. “What on earth are you doin’ back here? How many times do I gotta tell you to stop sneakin’ in the side door? This ain’t Woody Taylor’s house, and you aren’t in high school anymore. You got a complaint, you come through me, you hear? Now you scoot your big, nosy backside out the way you shoulda come in, and I don’t wanna hear another word outta you. Go on, git.”

      I’d never been so happy to see Ms. Ellen in my life. She stood glaring at Ms. Gertrude, her dark eyes glittering behind her cats-eye glasses as she pointed with a stiff arm toward the front area. I glanced back and forth between the two women. If nothing else, Ms. Gertrude was a survivor. She knew she’d been busted and that she’d best skedaddle if she wanted to live to fight another day. That didn’t mean she liked it, though.

      She puffed up in outrage as she flounced from the room and toward the front, Ms. Ellen hot on her heels. Still, she couldn’t resist a little more outrage. “I’ll have you know I never snuck into Woody Taylor’s room in my life. We were the epitome of proper!”

      “Sure you were,” Ellen replied as their voices faded. “And I’m Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz. Come through that side door one more time, and I’ll drop a house on you.”

      After they were gone, I turned to Sam as Alex handed out the coffees from the cardboard container. “Hello from under the bus. Just gimme a minute to wipe the tire tracks off my forehead.”

      He snickered. “It serves you right. I saw you fixin’ to cut and run.”

      “It’s your own fault for leaving the side door unlocked,” I pointed out as I slid into my office chair.

      Alex laughed. “You sure you two aren’t related? You sure do sound like it.”

      We both glared at him, then Sam laughed. “Yeah, maybe, but dealin’ with Gertrude is no way to start the day.”

      I frowned. “No, and usually we wouldn’t have had to. Ms. Ellen was late.”

      Sam rubbed his whiskers. “Yeah, I noticed that too. You think we should ask?”

      “Nah,” I said after considering it. “She’s here, and she looked fine. I figure only being late once in fifty years is probably grounds to go easy on her.”

      I joked, but if it happened again, I’d ask her about it, not as an employer but because it would be so out of character for her. She wasn’t getting any younger, and if the early hours were getting to be too much, we’d make some adjustments.

      “I’d say so,” Sam replied, taking a big drink of his coffee. “Listen, I did some checkin’ around last evening when I stopped at Sully’s for a beer and supper. Lily was a sucker for hard-luck cases. I didn’t know it, but she took Levi Roberts under her wing and has been teachin’ him about the theater.”

      I frowned. Levi Roberts was a young bear shifter with serious anger management issues. I’d arrested him at least three times for fighting over at the Hook. His fuse was so short as to be nonexistent, and he was willing to throw hands at the drop of a hat. He also wasn’t exactly the theater type, so hearing that Lily had taken him in surprised me more than a little.

      “Isn’t that the guy who beat that fox shifter into next week a few months ago because he thought he was cheatin’ at cards?” Alex asked.

      I nodded. “That’s him. If something happened and Lily decided he couldn’t stay over there anymore, I can see him doin’ something like that.”

      Sam furrowed his brow. “I don’t know about that. He’s hotheaded, but do we really think he woulda put poison in her face powder? He’s more of a physical, spur-of-the-moment guy.”

      “That’s a good question,” I said, swigging my coffee as I stood. “Let’s go ask him.”
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      As Kat had predicted, pretty much everybody involved in the play was at the theater. Some were working on the set while others sat drinking coffee at a table in the back. A pall hung over the place, driving me to subdue my voice. A tall, lanky guy in his twenties was painting the iconic platform from which Juliet would give her speech to Romeo, but when he caught sight of us, he tossed his paintbrush into a can and strode toward us.

      “I wondered when you’d get around to talking to us, Sheriff,” he said, holding his paint-speckled hand out, then pulling it back and wiping it on his apron. “I’m Kenny Lewis, aka Romeo. I’m also Lily’s assistant. Or I guess I was.” His brown eyes filled with sorrow, and he looked away. “If there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know.”

      I nodded and introduced Sam and Alex, then started to ask about Levi. Before I could, Sam stepped forward. “Did Lily have a problem with anybody in the last few days? Did she turn somebody down for a part or maybe get in an argument with anybody?”

      Kenny sighed. “Actually, yeah, she did. Noah Williams came by here raising all sorts of hell. Told Lily she was gonna pay for taking away his daughter.” He waited as if he thought that was enough to elicit a response.

      “We’re gonna need a little context, son,” Sam said, his thumbs hooked in his belt loop. “I know Noah, and it doesn’t surprise me he was bein’ a bully, but what was his beef with Lily?”

      I knew Noah too. He was a surly, old-school werewolf who believed women belonged in the kitchen. We’d had a few run-ins, and I’d had to put him in his place more than once when he’d bowed up on me. He took exception to having a female pack leader, and the last time we’d run into each other, I’d had to get harsh. We’d eventually come to an understanding, but it was an uneasy one.

      Kenny rubbed the back of his neck. “Noah’s daughter Kinsey has some problems shiftin’. She’s never quite got the hang of it, and it’s painful for her. Noah’s … not kind to her because of it, and Lily took her in. Kinsey’s just the sweetest girl you could ever wanna meet, but that daddy of hers…” he shook his head. “Phew, he’s a mean one.”

      I couldn’t dispute that. Noah was all about pride and family, and with his archaic views, I could see him killing somebody for interfering. What I couldn’t see him doing, though, was using poison, especially in face powder. He was more of a rip-your-face-off kinda guy. That was the part that wasn’t adding up, but maybe he was more controlled than I gave him credit for. After all, he was cantankerous, misogynistic, and mean, but he wasn't stupid. Still, the makeup was so far outside his wheelhouse that I had my doubts.

      “We’ll talk to him. Is Kinsey here?” I asked. “We’ll need to talk to Levi Roberts too.”

      Kenny cringed a little. “I was afraid you were gonna focus on him. I’ve known Levi most of my life. We went to school together, and I know how he used to be. I swear, though, he’s not like that anymore. Lily took him in last year, got him counseling, and he’s taking anger management classes. She also taught him yoga and meditation, and she gave him a purpose here. He’s not the same person you knew.”

      Before I could say anything else, my phone rang. I pulled it from my pocket and was relieved to see it was Colleen. I held up a finger to ask Kenny to wait, then walked a little bit away so I could have some privacy.

      “Hey, Colleen. Please tell me you have something. I’m at my wit’s end here. I have plenty of suspects, but none that are likely to have poisoned makeup.”

      “Then I do have something, because we were looking in the wrong place. Yes, she was poisoned, but it wasn’t the powder. Somebody put colloidal silver in her water.”

      I felt like somebody’d whacked me in the forehead with a sledgehammer. We’d just gone from a specialized crime that would have required specific knowledge to one anybody with even a passing understanding of vampires could have committed. Now it was just a matter of figuring out which of the half dozen or so folks who wanted her dead had managed to pull it off.

      I thanked Colleen and hung up, then called Alex and Sam over to me and filled them in.

      Sam took off his cap, rubbed his head, then put it back on—something he did when he was agitated. “You know this means pretty much anybody could have done it, right?”

      “Well,” Alex said, frowning, “anybody who had access to her water. We need to find out where she got the water and who had access to it.”

      Sam scratched his jaw. “If she kept a case of water at home, anybody could have broken in and replaced a couple bottles in her fridge with poisoned ones. That leaves it open to both Noah and Jackson. Levi, too, for that matter. It’s widened our suspect pool rather than shrinking it. Shoot, for that matter, it could have been one of those psycho things you see on TV about people poisoning random items in a store or factory just for fun.”

      I thought for a minute, unwilling to let my mind go down that last rabbit hole. “My gut says we’re on the right track, being here. I think we need to talk to Kinsey, too. And we need to let Sean know about the cause of death.”

      Kenny had waited patiently during our little huddle.

      “Is Levi or Kinsey here?” Alex asked as I tapped out a text to Sean.

      Kenny nodded. “They both are. They’re in the back.”

      “Also, did Lily have a private dressing room here?” Sam asked.

      “She did. I can show it to you first, or I can get Levi or Kinsey,” Kenny replied. “Where do you want to start?”

      Sam made a swooping gesture with his hand, indicating Kenny could go first. “Whichever is closest, but we need to lock her dressing room.”

      We followed Kenny past the stage area and around to the rear where all the magic happened, so to speak. A group sat huddled around a table picking at cheese and veggie plates, and Levi, a big guy with shaggy blond hair, sat cross-legged off on his own in a quiet corner. His wrists rested on his knees, and his eyes were closed as he meditated.

      “Levi,” I said as I approached him.

      He opened his eyes, and a weariness no person his age should know settled in their depths. “I figured you’d come around sooner or later. Shoot, if I were you, a bear shifter with a history of being a hothead would be the top suspect for me too. I swear to you, though, I didn’t do it. I loved Lily like a mother.”

      I did my best to infuse comfort into my tone. Levi had never been a bad kid aside from his anger issues, but people had pigeonholed him into the bad-apple barrel. Until I had proof, I wasn’t willing to do anything that would undo Lily’s work with him. “Yeah, all that’s true, but I just want to talk to you. We have a few questions.”

      He pushed to his feet, then brushed off his hands. “As long as they all pertain to me, I can answer ‘em. If you want to know anything about Lily’s murder, I don’t know anything.”

      “Okay, then,” Alex said, stepping forward. “Can you tell us when you were last at Lily’s?”

      He tilted his head. “You mean, like at her house?”

      I nodded.

      “I’ve never been to her house.” Confusion etched his face, and his heartbeat didn’t so much as stutter. If he was lying, he’d gotten much better at it than the last time I’d busted him for fighting.

      “But she’s mentoring you, right?” Alex asked. “Surely she’s taken you to her place at some point for a meal or to help her.”

      Levi shook his head. “Nope. Sure, she was mentoring me. She changed my life. If not for her, I’d probably be in jail, but I have my own place to live, and it was never like that. She arranged my counseling and hooked me up with my classes. We went to yoga together sometimes, but I’ve never been to her place. She always picked me up at mine.”

      I’d have bet my bottom dollar he was telling the truth, but now for the big question. I pulled in a deep breath and allowed a bit of my wolf to take over so I could use all my senses to tell if he was being honest. “I’m just gonna ask you straight out. Did you kill her?”

      He drew his brows together in outrage. “No, I didn’t kill her. She saved my life. I owe her everything. I would never hurt her. I’m struggling to remember everything I’ve learned over the last year, because I wouldn’t be honoring her memory if I tore her murderer apart with my bare hands. Now, if you don’t have anything else, I need to get back to what I was doing.”

      He glanced longingly over his shoulder at the pillow he’d been sitting on when we’d interrupted him. She’d done a heck of a job if he was already looking to meditation rather than throwing punches when he felt his anger rising.

      I held out my hand. “Of course. Thanks for talking with us.”

      He looked at my hand like it was covered in tar, but he did take it. I was happy to feel that palm was cool and dry rather than clammy like it might have been if he’d been lying. I didn’t really need the extra info to tell me that, though. The kid was innocent—I knew it in my bones.

      After he’d settled back on his pillow and we’d walked away, Sam was the first to speak.

      “He didn’t do it.”

      “I know,” I replied, turning back to study the group. “So let’s keep diggin’ until we figure out who did.”
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      Kinsey sat huddled with a group of five other young people who all looked to be about her age. The teenager looked miserable, and my heart went out to her. Her life had been rough because of her physical issues, and having no support from her old-school family surely hadn’t made it any better. Now the one person who’d offered her refuge and acceptance had been murdered.

      From the way she was hunkered over the table with her friends, their heads close as they whispered, maybe she'd made other relationships that would help her out. I didn't know what her current living situation was, but the best-case scenario for her would be to live pretty much anywhere other than with her folks again.

      I turned to Alex and Sam. "Do you guys want to talk to some of the others while I question Kinsey? I have a feeling she may have an issue with father figures and maybe men in general. I’ll probably get more from her one-on-one."

      Sam studied the group of kids, sympathy etched across his lined face. "As bad as I hate to say it, you're probably right. Alex and I will ask around and see if anybody was turned down for parts or if Lily had any issues with other people lately."

      We split up, and I moved toward Kinsey, who looked up when I approached. I did my best to project both sympathy and friendliness. "Can we chat for a minute? Alone?"

      She nodded and pushed a strand of blonde hair behind her ear as she stood. "Sure, but I don't know what I can add."

      We moved to a small alcove to the right of the stage, and I glanced around to make sure we wouldn't be overheard.

      "I know Lily took you in and has been mentoring you. Has she gotten any flak from your family?"

      Kinsey sighed. "Mama hasn't said much, but Daddy flipped when he found out Lily was helping me. He's not exactly a fan of vampires or anybody else who tries to interfere in family business, really. He sees me as defective and prefers I not draw attention to myself.”

      Just hearing that sent a flash of red-hot rage through me. Though most shifters had no problem growing into their gift, a rare few did. In my experience, it just took a little bit of extra attention and focus to help them overcome it. Shifting was a part of who we are. Unlike a witch’s magic, the shift didn’t have to be learned. It just happened. Guilt followed my anger because as pack leader, I should have intervened earlier. If I had, the girl standing in front of me wouldn't feel as if she were broken. I made a vow then and there to rectify that.

      I laid a hand on her shoulder and bent down a little so I was looking her in the eye. “You're not defective, and I'm going to help you through this. I promise, you won't be alone from here on out. First, though, we need to find out who killed Lily. Do you think your father has it in him?"

      She pressed her lips together and thought for a moment. "Have you ever met my father? He's not exactly a shining example of tolerance and acceptance. If he’s drinking, it's even worse. I'm not sure if that makes him a killer, but when his mean streak and pride clash with alcohol, I can see him doing it. The only problem is that he wouldn't know face powder from hairspray, and since that was the way she died, I have to say I think he's innocent, at least of murder."

      I paused for a second, trying to decide whether or not I should correct her. In the scheme of things, it was going to get out one way or the other. Things don’t say secret for long in Castle's Bluff, so I figured I might as well just spill it. "We just found out that it wasn't the powder that killed her. Somebody put silver in her water."

      Kinsey’s face paled.

      "What? If you know something, now's the time to tell me." I waited, giving her time to compose herself.

      She shook her head as her chin wobbled. "No, I don't know anything. I mean, I suppose that does put Daddy back in the running because he knows what silver does to vampires, but I was just thinking about what a horrible death that must've been for her. She didn’t deserve to die like that.”

      Despite getting most things about supernaturals wrong, there are some things human myths get right. Silver is harmful to vampires and shifters (or werewolves as some people prefer to call us) and can even be lethal. Touching silver is akin to touching a hot stove. Fortunately, since I’m also part witch, it’s uncomfortable to me but not nearly as painful as it is to a full-blooded shifter.

      "Now that you know that," I asked, "do you think it's more likely your dad had a part in her death?"

      She closed her eyes, and her jaw clenched. "I hate to think it, but you should probably talk to him. He was really pissed when I moved out of the house and into the apartment Lily helped me get. When he found out she’d asked Levi to help me, he about lost his mind. I was scared for Mama, but she always seems to know how to talk him off the cliff.”

      Lots of parents were controlling, but that didn't make them murderers. Still, he was her father, and she knew him well enough to make the call.

      Kinsey was one of mine, and now that I knew her situation, I had to make sure she didn't move back into the toxic environment that was her parents’ place. "Not to get in your business, but what are you going to do now that Lily's gone? Do you have a job that can help you pay your rent?"

      Her mouth curved into a sad smile. "Lily wasn't about giving handouts. She gave people a hand up. She made it her mission in life to make sure we could all take care of ourselves. She got me a job at the movie theater, and I share a house with three of the people I was just sitting with. She helped them too, but we all had to pay rent as soon as we started getting paychecks. It’s a small amount, but her goal was to show us how to be responsible adults, not freeloaders.” A shadow of worry flitted across her face. "She owned the house though. I'm not sure what we’ll do now. I know it sounds selfish in light of what happened to her, but we’re all hoping she made some provisions in her will that’ll allow us to stay.”

      I wasn't a psychic, but Lily Armstrong was a savvy woman who cared about people. I had little doubt she'd made arrangements in case something happened to her. On the off chance I was wrong, though, I kept that to myself until I could confirm. Instead, I patted her on the shoulder.

      "Don't even worry about that right now. Things have a way of working out the way they're supposed to, so just concentrate on things you can control."

      "That sounds just like something Ms. Lily would've said," she replied with a small smile, then chewed on her lip. "It's hard not to worry when your entire future's uncertain though."

      I raised my brows at her. "But that's where you're wrong. Your future isn't uncertain. We’ll get justice for Ms. Lily, and then you kids can find a way to move forward together. Don't worry for one minute that you're gonna have to move back into your folks' house because I'll make sure that doesn't happen, no matter what.”

      Relief washed across her features, and some of the anxious stiffness left her posture. "I appreciate that. What about the others?"

      That was a great question and one I didn't have an answer to, at least until I confirmed that Lily had made arrangements. Still, I had enough connections in town between being pack leader and sheriff that I was confident I could find a way to help them. “They'll be fine too. You guys just keep doing what you're doing, and everything will be okay. Now, can you take me to Lily's office or dressing room?"

      She stood up. "Sure thing. Which one would you like to see first? We took it upon ourselves to block both of them off. We figured you'd want to check things out, and we didn't want anybody messing with her stuff."

      I lifted my shoulder. "Whichever. Does she have a refrigerator in one of them?"

      Kenzie nodded. "Yeah, there's one in her dressing room."

      A horrible thought popped into my head, and a chill washed over me. "Is there a community refrigerator? One that has water in it?"

      It was possible somebody had just poisoned the water in there because it might have been easier to access. It didn't feel right to me, but I didn't want to take any chances.

      She pointed toward the back. "We have a common area back there. There's a fridge along with a microwave and a toaster. Ms. Lily always keeps it stocked because we work long hours, and she knows some of us struggle to buy groceries."

      I moved in the direction she indicated. "Then we need to clear all of the drinks out of that fridge. In fact, I'll have the crime scene guys come and take everything out of it. Is there a way we can block access to it until they can get here?"

      "Sure. There's a door."

      She stepped back out onto the stage and cupped her hands around her mouth. "Hey, everyone! The break room is off limits for a little bit until Ms. Cori can get her crime scene people here to clear the refrigerator. If you’re drinking anything from in there, bring it up here and put it on this table."

      I tilted my head, impressed by how she'd connected the dots and took control of the situation.

      For the first time since I'd arrived, she offered me a genuine smile. "It doesn't take a genius to figure out you’re worried the poison might've come from the water in there. One of the things Ms. Lily really tried to impress upon us was to be independent thinkers and to take control of situations. I've been with her for a while, and a lot of the other people here kind of respect the pecking order. Most of us are shifters or vampires, so it comes naturally. Even if that wasn't the case, none of us are stupid. Ms. Lily had a heart of gold, but she didn't have much use for fools."

      Somehow, that didn't surprise me.

      "Thanks," I replied as several people brought bottled drinks to the table she'd indicated. They all looked healthy, but I didn’t want to take any chances. “Keep an eye on them for the next couple hours. If they can’t stick around that long, make sure they don’t leave by themselves, please. Let me get the two guys who came with me so we can check out the office and her dressing room."

      I motioned to Sam and Alex, who were talking to the group of kids Kinsey had been sitting with. Sam nodded, then handed them a card and rapped his knuckles on the table, presumably giving them the spiel about contacting us if they thought of anything else.

      "Lily has an office and a dressing room," I told them when they were close to me. “There's a fridge in her dressing room and one in the common room, so we need to call Colleen and have her get her guys down here to collect every drink in the place. It probably wouldn't hurt to just take anything edible since we don't know what we’re dealing with."

      Sam pulled out his phone. "I'll take care of that."

      As we made our way across the stage to the left-side exit, he did just that. “Her guys’ll be here in ten. They're already at the office going through the autopsy."

      Kinsey stopped at an old, ornate door halfway down the hall. A brass plaque with Lily's name on it hung above a six-inch gold star.

      "We'll start with her dressing room since it's the closest." Kinsey pushed the door open and stepped back so we could enter.

      The room looked pretty much like what I imagined any other actor's dressing room did—a white vanity with three mirrors surrounded by lights took up most of one wall in the small space. A tall, three-section slatted-wood room divider that I assumed was used to provide privacy when changing clothes sectioned off one corner and had colorful feather boas, three Shakespearean costumes, and several masks hanging from it.

      The fridge Kinsey had mentioned was sitting in the other corner. I pulled on a glove and opened it by the bottom corner, careful not to touch it any more than I had to. Sure enough, waters exactly like she'd had at the dress shop lined one of the shelves.

      I turned to Kenzie. "This is a pretty fancy brand. Is that all she drank? Is this what's in the other fridge?"

      She shook her head. "That's one of the few luxuries she kept for herself. There are so many of us that if she ordered expensive water for the communal fridge, she’d go bankrupt in about a week." Her mouth curved into a wry smile. "We have a lot of shifters here. Those guys can plow through the groceries, as you well know."

      I nodded. She wasn't wrong. My family was half shifters and half witches, and the second half always knew to beat the first half to the table if they wanted to eat.

      "That's a good thing for us," Sam said scratching the grizzle on his cheek. "It means the killer probably knew her. We need to go to her place to see if she keeps these in her fridge at home too."

      "She does," Kinsey replied. “I’ve done her grocery order for her a few times, and she always gets two cases of the water along with her synthetic blood. She drank a lot of water.”

      Even though vampires live on blood, they still drink water and other liquids. I suppose they probably get cottonmouth just like everybody else does. I crossed my fingers that Lily had a security system there, and if so, that the killer had chosen there instead of here to poison the water. A quick resolution would be best all the way around.

      “Okay, then,” I said, stepping back out of the dressing room. “Let’s take a look at her office, then head to her house. Then I have to get to Sully’s for the meeting with Sean. I’d like to get there in time to eat.”

      If things didn’t go well, I’d probably need all the energy I could get.
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      As promised, Colleen's team showed up a few minutes later. Confident that they had things well in hand, we left to go to Lily's house.

      "Did you guys learn anything from talking to the other people at the theater?" I asked as we pulled out of the lot.

      Sam shook his head. "Not much. Everybody down to a person said that Levi really has turned his life around and that he's happy there. He gets along just fine with everybody and seems to enjoy what he’s doing, so I don't see how he had anything to gain by killing the woman who was making his life better."

      I tended to agree, but I wasn't willing to write him off my list of suspects just yet. People were strange, and he had a history of violence. I’d talk to Sully about it since he was the den leader of the local bears and was great about keeping a finger on the pulse of his community.

      Lily's place was only a few minutes from the theater, so I filled Alex in on what had happened with the shifters that morning.

      He pressed his lips together and blew a long, frustrated breath though his nose. "That's a touchy situation, and it doesn't help this investigation, either."

      I turned that over in my head for a minute. "Are you saying that unrest might spill over into the murder?"

      "I thought about that too,” Sam said from the passenger seat. "If we end up arresting a shifter without absolute proof, it might end up being the match to the powder keg. Vampires have always been on the fringe of the rest of the supernatural community, and with the resort being built, tensions are running especially high. We saw that this morning. If they take it upon themselves to serve up their kind of justice, they might continue to an all-out war."

      I narrowed my eyes and glanced over at him. "Not in my territory."

      Alex laid his hand on my shoulder from the backseat. "I don't know if it's that simple. You have control of the wolves, but not the rest of the community outside of being the sheriff. Sam’s right. We need to get a resolution to both problems before they merge into one giant storm."

      I sighed as I flicked on my blinker and turned onto a gravel driveway that led to a large house built on stilts. Though it wasn't a showplace like a lot of vampires chose to live in, it was homey and welcoming. Pots of flowers hung from the rafters of the covered porch and lined the ten or so steps that led to the front door. Lacy curtains peeked through the windows, and the country-blue gingerbread trim countered the coolness of the white clapboard siding.

      "Somehow, I was expecting something a lot bigger and more austere," Alex said as we stepped out of the truck.

      Sam hitched up his jeans by the belt loops. "That's only because you were thinking of a vampire's house rather than of her as an individual. This is exactly what I expected from a woman who gives back so much."

      As we climbed the steps, I realized that the steps and the porch were separate. In order to get to the deck, you had to access it from inside the house. Odd, but vampires slept like, well, the dead, and many of them took safeguards like this to protect themselves.

      Kenzie had given us the key, and once we were inside the house, I was a little surprised to see how modern it was. The country tone of the outside bled into the interior, but it mixed with industrial accents that blended well with white marble counters, matching cabinets, and new black appliances. A wooden pots-and-pans rack hung above the kitchen island, which was a little surprising. It wasn't like vampires needed to cook.

      I strode to the refrigerator and pulled open the door. As with the pots and pans, I was surprised to see a few groceries in there in addition to the same brand of synthetic blood that Kat drank. And, of course, there was a case of the fancy water that the killer had used to poison her. Two bottles were missing.

      A little alarm sounded in my mind about a detail I’d missed earlier. Kat got her supply from Jackson Ware, but then again, so did most everybody else. That wasn’t really a smoking gun, though I did store it away for future use.

      "I'll take care of collecting those if you two want to look around," Sam said, swinging the evidence collection cooler we’d brought onto the counter. "Maybe you can pick up something with your noses that might help later."

      Alex and I did as he suggested. The rest of the three-bedroom house followed the same eclectic decor style as the kitchen. A pleasant mix of industrial accents, reclaimed wood furniture, and colorful rugs and throw pillows made the entire place feel welcoming. In short, the house matched the woman.

      I nosed through her drawers, closets, and medicine cabinet, paying close attention to scents as I went along. The kitchen still carried the faint scent of a light floral perfume, and the fruity, slightly chemical smells of soap, hair products, and body lotion permeated her bedroom and master bath. I didn't pick up anything out of place until I circled back around to the dining room on my way to the kitchen.

      I stopped in my tracks and put my nose in the air, sniffing to recapture something that had caught my attention. Following it, I made my way around the table and pulled out a chair to find a jean jacket lying across the seat.

      "Dammit," I said softly, closing my eyes for a second.

      "What?" Alex circled the table to stand beside me, then frowned as he pulled in a deep sniff. "That's Levi’s, or at least it has his scent. Didn't he say he'd never been here?"

      I nodded. "He did. It looks like he has some explaining to do."

      As much as I wanted to believe in his innocence, this didn't look good.
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      We finished up our search of Lily's apartment, bagging the jacket along with the water from her refrigerator. As an afterthought, I grabbed the blood too. I had no reason to believe it was just the water that had been poisoned, and even if the blood was untainted, Colleen might be able to lift some prints from where somebody moved the boxes out of the way to get to the water.

      I was quiet as I climbed into the truck. When I’d spoken with Levi, I’d known in my bones that he was innocent, but I'd learned long ago that if a person lied about one thing, they were probably lying about something else too. And this one was a whopper. If he'd been at Lily's for a legitimate reason, he had no need to lie. That left me wondering what he wasn't telling us.

      "There could be a perfectly rational explanation," Alex said, though I could hear the doubt in his voice.

      Sam, who’d climbed in the backseat for the ride home, clicked his seatbelt. "Yeah, and that rational explanation could be that he killed her. All shifters know about silver, and it's not like it's an uncommon thing to get your hands on."

      Sam was a fair man and would never jump to conclusions, but he was also a realist. What he said was the truth even if I didn't want to admit it. We rode in silence for the rest of the trip back to the courthouse, each of us lost in our own thoughts.

      "I'm still not convinced," I finally said. "I know that if it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it's most likely a duck. This doesn't feel right to me, though. I realize I have to keep him at the top of the list, but I'm not willing to wrap this thing up just yet."

      "Absolutely not," Sam replied, his tone a tad defensive. "But we do have to consider him a little harder than we were before."

      Alex reached over and put his hand on mine. "We'll get to the truth, regardless of what it is. We won't arrest anybody until we know for a fact we have the right person, no matter how much pressure we get.”

      For about the millionth time, I wondered how I'd gotten lucky enough to find such an amazing man. I’d dated a few guys on and off over the years, but most of them had been either power-hungry or codependent. Neither of those traits works for me. Alex, on the other hand, always seemed to know exactly what I needed and went out of his way to make sure I got it. Whether that was space, an opinion, or somebody to flat out tell me I was wrong, he was the man for the job.

      My folks — my mother in particular — had been pushing us more and more lately to take things to the next level. I wasn't in any hurry, and Alex wasn’t either. We’d agreed to go at our own pace, and he’d even given me what equated to a promise ring, but I’d been giving it a lot more thought than I had been just a couple months ago. He was a good guy, and we were a great match. Maybe it was time to consider taking things to the next level.

      I shook my head in semi-disbelief at my own thoughts as I turned into the sheriff’s department parking lot. If you'd asked me six months ago if thoughts of settling down would be flitting through my head, I'd have told you you were out of your bloomin’ mind. Now I kinda wondered what I was waiting on.

      I glanced over at Alex, admiring his strong jaw and kind eyes. I wasn't going to do any better than him, mainly because I wasn't sure there was anybody better than him. When the powers that be had invented Alex, they'd broken the mold. That was a shame for the rest of humanity because everybody deserved an Alex in their lives.

      He caught me staring at him and returned my smile.

      "What?” he asked. "You look supremely pleased about something, and though I'm not going to say that makes me unhappy, considering the circumstances, it does surprise me a little."

      I squeezed his fingers. "Actually, I wasn't even thinking about the case. I was just thinking how awesome you are."

      Sam groaned from his spot in the back. "Come on now! I haven't had lunch yet, and you're making me queasy."

      There wasn't any bite in his words, though. In fact, though he tended to keep his own counsel, even Sam had hinted to me about picking it up a bit in the relationship department. I glanced at him in the review mirror and scrunched my nose. "Heaven forbid. Let's not burn any daylight takin’ care of business here so we can so we can make it over to Sully's to eat, then."

      In truth, all three of us tended to get a bit hangry, and considering we were going to be dealing with guys that tended to throw punches first and ask questions later, we needed to be the rational adults in the room.

      Ms. Ellen wasn't at her spot up front when we got there. I went up to check on her, and Tammy, her assistant, smiled.

      I glanced toward Ms. Ellen's chair. "Did she already go to lunch?"

      Ms. Ellen always took her lunch from one to two, never wavering so much as a minute. For years, she'd only taken a half hour, and I'd about had to fire her to get her to take the extra thirty minutes. She was well past the age of retirement, but she swore that the reason she was still alive was because she hadn't stopped moving. We joked that they'd built the place around her, and that when she left, the building would crumble. Since there's no way I'd ever be able to replace her, I wasn't in any hurry for her to go as long as she wanted to stay.

      Tammy stuck her pencil in the hair clip holding her blonde hair back. "Believe it or not, yes. I about fell over when she said she was leaving at noon. When she said she didn't know when she’d be back, I wasn't even sure what to say."

      I glanced down at Ms. Ellen's desk calendar to see if she had an appointment, but she didn't. “Does it seem like she’s been acting strange to you lately?"

      Tammy made a point of shuffling papers around on her desk to avoid eye contact. "I didn't wanna say anything, but yeah she has. I just got a phone call from Stuart, the assistant over at the historical society. He says they’re missing a couple of important items and that he called Ms. Ellen about it yesterday. I tried to find her report, but I couldn't."

      I frowned. In all the years I'd known her, Ms. Ellen had never forgotten to write anything down, let alone pass it on, and I sure hadn't heard anything about missing items from the historical society.

      "I'm not trying to get her in trouble or anything," Tammy rushed to say. "It's just … I'm worried about her."

      I nodded. "That is a little odd, but I'm sure there's a perfectly good explanation. I'll ask her about it the next time I see her. For now, Sam and I have to go to a meeting over at Sully's. Unless it's an emergency, don't forward any calls to us, please.”

      She bobbed her head. "Yes ma'am. You want me to have Ms. Ellen call you when she gets back?"

      I shook my head. “Nah, that won't be necessary. I'm sure everything's fine."

      I said the words as much to reassure myself as to put her at ease. Ms. Ellen was like a second mother to me. In a lot of ways, she understood me more than my own mother did, and sometimes it felt like she was one of the few constants in my life.

      Before I could think more on it, my phone rang. "Sheriff Sloan," I answered.

      "Cordelia, this is Sean. I just went over to Lily's to see if I could find anything. I was glad to see you'd already been there, but I wanted to make sure you picked up on the same things I did."

      A feeling of foreboding slipped down my spine. "I'm confident we did, but tell me what you found just in case."

      I wasn't willing to tell him about the jacket, but I had a feeling that ship had already sailed. A vampire's sense of smell was even more sensitive than a wolf's. His next words confirmed my biggest fear.

      "I picked up Levi's scent. My sources tell me that he denied ever being in the house, but that's obviously not true. I believe you should think about him for further questioning."

      I didn't see any sense in lying to him, but I wasn't willing to tell him about the jacket just yet. "I picked up on it too. He's on my list, but my gut tells me he didn't do it. And just because his jacket was there doesn’t mean he was.”

      “That’s not the most logical explanation, and you know it. I respect your gut, but my common sense and experience tell me that innocent people don't lie about being at a murder victim's home. I expect you to give this your utmost attention."

      His domineering attitude pissed me off, but this was a delicate situation. I pulled in a deep breath and blew it out through pursed lips, giving my good judgment a chance to edge out my temper. "I'm giving the entire case my utmost attention. Levi is just one of the people I'm looking at. I'll talk to him again and let you know what I find."

      "See that you do. The murder falls under my jurisdiction.” The line went dead before I could respond. Irritation coursed through me as a renewed sense of urgency bloomed in my gut. Sean was rarely short with me, and that made me believe he had a better feel for what was going on in his community than I did, and that it wasn’t good.

      It seemed the countdown clock had begun, and if I didn't find a more viable suspect soon, tensions between the vampires and shifters would build to a boiling point. Since I didn't want an all-out war, I needed to get on the stick.
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      When we walked into Sully’s, I was glad to see the place wasn't very full. I'd been afraid everybody else would have the same idea we did and would have come to grab something to eat before the meeting, but I only saw a few faces that would probably be joining us. Even though I’d told the guys that morning that I didn’t want this to turn into a town hall, I’d be surprised if that wasn’t exactly what happened.

      Sully was standing behind the bar taking a drink order from a couple sitting farther down. When he glanced down and saw us, his broad face lit up. "There's my favorite sheriff and her sidekicks. Y'all still on duty, or will you be having a beer?"

      I smiled when Sam and Alex grumbled. It was one of Sully’s new running jokes to call them my sidekicks, and I was sure he did it just to irritate them. They should have never reacted the first time he did it.

      "Just a tea and lunch, I suppose," Sam said, scowling. "Though some folks around here sure do their best to drive me to drink."

      Sully laughed. "We'll have plenty of time for that tomorrow. We still goin' fishing in the morning?"

      Sam lifted his shoulder. "I don't know yet. Depends on how this murder shakes out."

      Castle's Bluff was a small town, and Sully was the leader of the bear shifters. I wasn’t a bit surprised when he didn’t bat an eye when Sam mentioned the murder. There was no need to go into more detail about Lily because even if he were human, he was a bartender. He’d probably heard about it almost as quickly as we had.

      Sully shook his head as he poured our tea. "Rotten shame, that. Lily was a good woman. She did a lot for folks around here.”

      I peeled the paper off a straw as he shoved a red plastic glass across the bar to me, his meaty hand making it look small. "She was. Listen, can you tell me anything about the kid, Levi? I've dealt with him a few times for fighting, but that's been a while."

      "It's been a while because he's been behavin’ himself." Sully pulled the white bar towel off his shoulder and dried his hands. "Ever since Lily took him under her wing, he's been working hard to turn things around. I don't suppose it hurts that he's matured a little, either."

      Sully was one of the best judges of character I knew. He was also always brutally honest and would never tell me something just because he thought it was what I wanted to hear, or even to protect a pack member. He was one of the few leaders who was willing to put the community above his pack if necessary. In short, I trusted him. "Getting down to brass tacks, do you think he could've killed Lily?"

      He didn't even miss a beat before he shook his head. "Absolutely not. I've known that boy since he was a cub, and he doesn't have a mean bone in his body. Mostly, he just had a lot of crap at home, and the way he dealt with it was to act out. He had a lot of anger in him, but it was more frustration than anything. Lily gave him an outlet for all of that and made him feel like he was worth something. No way would he hurt her or anybody else, for that matter, unless it was life-or-death. That’s all behind him.”

      Before I could say anything else, the couple down the bar called to him. That was about all we needed to talk about for now, anyway, so I turned my attention back to Alex and Sam.

      Sam glanced sideways at me, his elbows on the bar. "If it makes you feel any better, we don't think the kid’s guilty, either. You heard Sean, though. If we don’t find him another suspect, we’re gonna have more than just one murder on our hands."

      We spent the next few minutes going over all the people we'd already interviewed and made a list of folks to talk to next.

      "I think we need to go talk to Kinsey’s mom and dad next,” Alex said. "I've known people like her father all my life, and they do not like to have the control ripped from their fingers. My money's on him.”

      Sully slid our plates in front of us. “Not that I’m eavesdropping, but he's right. That man right there is bad to the bone. Doesn't have an ounce of tolerance in him for weakness or anybody who’s not just like him. I can't imagine he was too happy about Kinsey takin’ up with vampires, especially when Lily yanked her out from under his thumb."

      While we ate, we discussed strategy, then turned our attention to how we were going to approach the meeting. I needed to tread carefully because as pack leader, I had legitimate concerns about the resort’s proximity to the running grounds. As sheriff, it was my job to keep things civil and to make sure everybody was treated with respect while ensuring citizens—visitors and residents—were safe. Most importantly, we needed to find a long-term resolution that would work for everyone.

      Just as we were finishing eating, people started trickling in. Don Wilson and Chuck McKnight from the picket line were the first to show up, and Sean wasn't far behind them. At one o'clock sharp, I did a mental roll call and was pleased to see that we had all the leaders there. The last thing I wanted was for somebody to claim they hadn't been told about it, then disagree with whatever agreement we made. I was also pleasantly surprised to see that the guys had respected my wishes to make it a leaders-only meeting.

      Sully had put a sign on the door saying he was closing for a private party at one, and he had cashed every human table out and sent them on their way by the time everybody arrived. He flipped the sign on the door to closed and locked the door. "All right then. Let's get this party started."

      Sean took that as his cue to rise. When he did, the room went silent as he took a minute to gaze around the gathering, making eye contact as he did. Rather than dressing in the dress shirt and sport jacket that he usually wore, he'd gone casual with jeans and a polo. I'd have bet a million bucks that was intentional. Sean hadn't been alive for hundreds of years and not learned how to read a crowd. He needed to be relatable in this situation, and what he wore would go a long way toward helping.

      He cleared his throat. “Sheriff Sloane has brought it to my attention that many of you have reservations about the new resort. I want to work with you so it can be something that benefits us all. I understand your biggest concern is that the resort backs up to an area many of you use as a place to run, hunt, and train your kids. Is that correct? Are there any other concerns?"

      Don stood up. "Isn't that enough? But since you asked, some of us are worried that this is just the first step. If you can snatch up this plot from us, what are you gonna do next? That acreage is the only place some of us have to go, and even though you own it, you promised us years ago that it would remain a private space. Why don't you explain the logistics to us? What happens when some human jumps that fence and sees one of is shifting, or if one of the kids screws up and runs out of the tree line? Humans carry guns. You know none of us will take that kind of a chance, so what do you expect us to do? When humans started moving to Castle's Bluff, you gave us free reign of that property. We trusted you."

      Throughout the speech, Sean had maintained an interested expression, but when Don said those last three words, a shadow of shame flitted across our founder's face.

      "Do all of you feel that way? That I've breached your trust?"

      Murmurs rolled through the crowd, and Dana, a middle-aged fox shifter who owned the local diner, stepped forward, patting her messy red bun. "You have. When you first started talking about putting a spot out there, it was just supposed be one little place to see how it did. Then it blew up into this huge resort. You said rebranding the town as a supernatural vacation spot would be good for the town, but the first thing you did was make things worse. I mean, we’re grateful for the jobs, but losing that space is gonna be hard on many of us.”

      Sean rubbed the back of his neck. “Making things harder on anybody was the last thing I meant to do. I've been thinking about this since Cori called me yesterday, and I think I have a solution. I own a little over six-hundred acres on the other side of town and have held onto it to keep Castle’s Bluff buffered a little. It's a little bit farther out, but it's on the edge of the lake and shares a property line with Bob, there.”

      Bob Weston, a bear shifter who owned the local dairy farm, nodded to back up Sean’s statement. “That it does. I own the land around the north and east borders, and I ain’t sellin’ any time soon. My kids help me, and they’ve built their own houses on the land. They’ll keep it farmland. The south side borders state land, and the west property line is all lakeside. It’s a good piece of property.”

      Sean smiled as murmurs of approval rose from the crowd. “It’s also three times as large as the piece of land by the resort. How would you feel if I turned that into a space everybody could use? I'll even put in some picnic areas near the lake, restrooms with showers, a playground, and a basketball court. That way, you can take your families and make a day of it. I'll sign a contract with all of the pack leaders granting you exclusive rights to the property in perpetuity. Would that work?"

      Heads swiveled throughout the crowd as people looked around to gauge the reactions of those around them. Heads began to nod.

      As leader of the bear shifters, Sully stepped forward and pivoted so that he was facing the townspeople. "All in favor?"

      Rousing ayes echoed through the crowd, including mine.

      "All opposed?" He gave it a few seconds, and nobody spoke. He grinned. "Then the ayes have it!"

      He turned to Sean and held out his hand. "You have a deal, and thank you."

      Sean and I mingled through the crowd for a bit just to make sure everybody was happy, and I was relieved we’d reached an agreement so easily.

      Sean laid his hand on my shoulder. "I really do want what’s best for this town, Cori.”

      My mouth curved into a half smile. “I know you do. That's why I called this meeting. I knew we'd manage to work something out, but I had no clue you were going to do this. Seriously, thank you."

      He smiled, and his chocolate eyes were warm and friendly—the way I was used to seeing them. "You're welcome. Thank you for letting me know because I really do want everybody on board. Now, unless I'm mistaken, you have a murder to investigate. I assume your first stop will be to pick up the young bear shifter?"

      I met his gaze and held it. "I'm not convinced he's guilty. Yes, he might have lied to me, but it just doesn't feel right in my gut. Sam and Alex agree. I will talk to him, but I'm going to speak to Kinsey's father too. He has a better motive than Levi, and he also has a mean streak."

      Sean frowned. “I trust your gut, so I'll give you some leeway, but you have until tomorrow night. My people are getting antsy, and the council is pressuring me. I’m not sure even I can guarantee anything beyond that."

      I tilted my head at him. This was a tricky situation. Sean was a generous man, but in the end, he was an insanely powerful vampire. Still, I needed to draw the line in the sand. “It’s not that simple. I have as long as I need, and I trust you'll tell your people that. I understand what you're saying, though. I won't burn anymore daylight that I have to."

      He nodded, and I knew that was the best I was going to get. It looked like I had a clock to beat.
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      “Where to now?” Alex asked as we left Sully’s.

      I’d been thinking about that. “Kinsey’s folks. I want to see what her dad has to say before we go talk to Levi again.”

      “I agree,” Sam said, squinting against the bright sun. “We already know Levi says he wasn’t there, so I doubt we’ll get much more from him. Besides, I know the evidence says one thing, but my gut’s still sayin’ he didn’t do it. We need to find alternatives as to why that jacket was there. Why don’t I go talk to Levi and maybe catch some of the folks who weren’t at the theater yesterday while you go talk to the parents?”

      I nodded. “That works. I’ll give you a call after we’re done to compare notes.”

      Since the office was right across the street from Sully’s, we split up there, and Alex and I headed to my truck.

      Traffic in town was worse than usual because everybody was getting ready for the Founders Day events. White vendors’ tents dotted the town square, and the carnival already had the Ferris Wheel set up in the municipal parking lot. I loved the fair, and just the energy in the air gave my mood a boost. This was one of those events that brought the whole town together, and with everything going on, a little community spirit was a good thing.

      I frowned as we climbed into my truck. “I’m bummed because I was looking forward to going to the carnival tonight, but it wouldn’t exactly be good PR for the sheriff to show up eating candy apples and doing the ring toss when there’s a murderer on the loose.”

      Alex shrugged as he buckled his seatbelt. “You have a right to have a life too. You can’t do the job twenty-four/seven even if you do have more people to investigate.”

      Sam had long taken the view that I worked too hard even though he was the example I followed, but now he was starting to rub off on Alex. “Hey Pot. Kettle here. Weren’t you supposed to be fishing with Sam today?”

      “Yeah, but this is different. I’m technically only a consultant,” he replied. “I help you when you need me and am off when you don’t. Same with the pack. You’d work day and night to solve this if somebody didn’t take you by the ear and drag you away from it. There’s value in giving your brain a rest, you know. Toss the case into the background and let it churn while you’re focusing on something else.”

      I started the truck and sighed with pleasure when the AC came on, blowing cold air in my face within just a few seconds. The fall weather of the day before had slipped back to summer temperatures. “Yeah, you’re probably right, but I don’t like the optics. What will they think if I’m at the fair having fun?”

      Alex glanced at me as he plugged his phone into my charger. “They’ll think you’re a human being. Besides, you need to be out and about assuring folks that everything is okay and spreading the word about the deal Sean made. Not everybody’s necessarily going to agree with it, and you need to be out and about for them. Also, we might run into somebody with more information.”

      He wasn’t wrong, and I really did want to go out for a bit. In addition to the murder, I’d been working overtime trying to get our budget in order. Or, more accurately, trying to balance it so that I didn’t have to lay anybody off. I didn’t want to fully commit in case something came up, but it might be a good move both for the case and my mental health. “Not a horrible idea.”

      Kinsey's folks lived on the outskirts of town in a rundown ranch-style house. The yard was mostly dirt with a few patches of weeds here and there, and the house itself was badly in need of some paint. A beat-up Chevy pickup and an older-model Toyota sat out front, and a yellowed curtain fluttered when we pulled up.

      "Looks like they know we're here," I said, nodding toward the curtain as I put the truck in park. I stood outside, pulling my blazer to the side so that the badge on my belt was visible. I'd learned long ago that it was best to let the homeowners in this neck of the woods know right off the bat who was in the yard. The last thing I wanted to do was introduce myself while looking down the wrong end of a shotgun.

      "Hello the house!" I called as we walked toward the sagging porch.

      I heard locks sliding, then the door cracked open, revealing Mrs. Williams. She looked us over, then pulled the door open a little wider. "What can I do for you, Sheriff?"

      Suspicion weighted her words, and she glanced over her shoulder more than once in the time it took us to get from the yard to the door.

      “Mrs. Williams, we need to ask you some questions about Lily Armstrong," I said, watching for some sort of response.

      She blinked a couple times but didn't move to pull the door open to invite us in. "What sort of questions? And you can call me Evelyn. Mrs. Williams is my mother-in-law, the old buzzard.”

      I coughed to cover a laugh because she didn’t seem to be kidding. “Let's start with the last time you saw her." I could already tell this was going to be like pulling teeth.

      She ran a hand down the front of her worn blue tank top. "I reckon it's been a week or two. Kinsey asked me to come pick her up from that theater."

      The way she said that theater caught my attention. There was a lot of pent-up emotion there, and none of it was good. "And you ran into Ms. Armstrong then?"

      She nodded once and shifted her weight. "I seen her. Didn't talk to her though. She just shoved her highfalutin’ nose in the air and breezed right past me."

      Alex cleared his throat. "Have you ever exchanged words? I assume since your daughter works there and rents an apartment from her, you've at least spoken with her."

      She sighed, and her shoulders slumped. Suddenly, she looked ten years older than she already did. "I've exchanged pleasantries with her a time or two. I didn't have nothin’ against her except she was trying to fill Kinsey's head with fluff that wouldn't go anywhere."

      I raised a brow. "What sort of fluff?”

      “Stuff like goin’ to college and becomin’ some fancy businesswoman. She ain't got the money to go, and we ain't got it to send her. She needs to accept reality and get a real job in an office or at the grocery store or somethin’. Folks like us don’t go to college.”

      Kinsey hadn't mentioned anything to me about going to school, but I didn't see why she couldn't. Lily Armstrong was known for putting kids through college, and with the interest she’d taken in Kinsey, I wouldn't be surprised to learn that was the case with her.

      Evelyn glanced over her shoulder again, then stepped out on the porch and pulled the door closed behind her. "Don't get me wrong—Kinsey’s no idiot. She just ain’t got the means to go too far, and we don’t take handouts.”

      I thought for a second. Though I didn't care for her outdated views, they weren't uncommon in this part of the world. What I found strange was that she hadn't said a word about Kinsey's difficulties shifting.

      Alex took the bull by the horns "Look, I know her father didn't like her hanging out down there, and he especially didn't like that Lily was helping her overcome her issue."

      Resentment flitted across her face for just a second. "There's no issue to overcome. Kinsey’s just a late bloomer. She’ll come into her own soon enough.”

      That one actually struck me semi-speechless for a second because it was one of the most delusional things I’d ever heard. It also made me mad because they'd let it go. "Kinsey's in her early twenties. A late bloomer would be somebody who was still struggling at nine or ten. Frankly, I'm annoyed that you didn't bring this to me years ago."

      At that, she glared at me. "And what? Have her made fun of by the rest of the pack? We take care of our problems. There's no need to bring outsiders into it."

      That went against every single pack custom and tradition ever. Every single member was considered an extended family member, and we helped our own. No young shifter would have ever been left out in the cold in this situation, or any other, for that matter.

      My hackles rose, and I allowed my canines to extend a bit as I bared them at her. “We’re not outsiders. I’m your pack leader, and my parents were before me. It was your responsibility to bring this to our attention so that we could make sure that Kinsey developed happy and whole. I will be addressing it, but right now I have a murder to solve. Is your husband home?"

      She cast her gaze down and dropped her shoulders in a sign of submission, but the bitterness rolling off of her was almost tangible. "He's in the back."

      She'd no sooner said that the front door swung open.

      Noah Williams stood there glancing between the three of us. "What's going on?"

      I made direct eye contact with him. "What's going on is that Lily Armstrong was murdered, and I know that you've butted heads with her on more than one occasion because of Kinsey."

      His lip curled. "I won’t say I'm sorry to hear it. That woman stuck her nose in my family’s business where it didn't belong. Kinsey belongs here, and there ain't no vampire can help her. Nobody can. She's broken."

      Alex must've picked up on the fact that I was about to blow my cork because he placed his hand on my arm and stepped forward. "She's not broken. She just needs help, and we could have provided that had you come forward and told us about it years ago. It's gonna be a lot harder for her now, and like Cori just told your wife, we’ll be addressing that. Did you kill Lily Armstrong? Tell me the truth."

      I was a little surprised when the power of Alex's magic rippled over my skin. He very rarely used his powers as second-in-command, preferring instead to leave that to me. This time, I was glad he had because I was one smart-aleck remark away from calling these people out.

      Noah ground his teeth together, and if looks could kill, Alex would've been dead where he stood. He couldn't resist the compulsion though. "No," he bit out. "I didn't kill the vampire, but I'm glad she's dead. One less bloodsucker on the earth."

      I sucked in a breath at the vitriol in his tone, and barely resisted the urge to snatch him by his collar. Instead, I glared him down until he dropped his eyes. "There's no room for that in this pack, and I won't hear it from you again. As your leader, I command that you stay away from Kinsey unless she initiates contact."

      His eyes snapped back up to mine. "You can't do that."

      I stepped forward so that there were mere inches between his chest and mine. "I can, and I am. I'm deadly serious." We stood there, tension crackling between us.

      After a few seconds, he stepped back and dropped his eyes. "As you will, Alpha."

      I nodded my head sharply once and turned on my heel, then marched back to my truck.

      "Wow," Alex said, shaking his head. "That wasn't tense at all. You think he’ll listen?"

      I watched them for a second as they stood on the porch, not taking their eyes off my truck. “He better."

      I mashed my lips together and started my truck, unhappy I'd had to go to such an extent with any member of my pack.

      Alex laid his hand on my leg. "On the upside, we know he didn't kill Lily."

      I sighed. "Yeah, but he was our best shot. Now we’re right back where we started."
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      I called Sam as soon as we left. As anticipated, Levi stuck to his story of never having been at Lily's.

      "The kid seemed honestly confused about how his jacket could've gotten there," Sam said. "I asked him when he'd seen it last, and he wasn't sure. Since it's been warm, there hasn't been much need of a jacket."

      I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel, thinking. "The worst thing about this whole investigation is that we don't have a solid time of death. That means we can't clear anybody using an alibi. I don't even know where to go from here. We know Noah didn't do it. Alex compelled him to tell the truth, and he denied it. I would've bet my bottom dollar it was him."

      "What now, then? We've hit a wall." The frustration in Sam's voice echoed my own.

      Usually, there was always at least one thread to pick at, but he was right.

      "For now, let's call it a day. We started early, and until something shakes loose, there's no need to keep chasing our tails."

      "I didn't want to mention it before," Sam said, "but it seemed like there was something else bothering you when we left the office. I know you’re worked up about Levi's jacket, but I got the feeling that wasn't all you are thinking about."

      I paused, debating whether or not to express my concerns about Ms. Ellen. After all, it wasn’t like she'd come to the station with her bra on the outside of her shirt. She'd been a few minutes late one morning, taken an early lunch, and hadn't gotten around to filing a report that was less than twenty-four hours old. That was standard for most people, and I was probably freaking out for nothing. My problem was that Ms. Ellen wasn't a standard person.

      I decided to go ahead and throw the ball into his court. If I was being weird, he wouldn't be afraid to tell me. However, if I was right to worry, he’d tell me that, too. "Have you noticed anything strange about Ms. Ellen?"

      "Like what? I mean, she came in a few minutes late. So what? Did you ask her about it? Maybe she just had a doctor’s appointment."

      I told him about the early lunch and the missing items that she hadn’t reported.

      "I'll admit, that's a little strange when you put them together, but she's in her eighties and still sharper than about any other person I know. We’ll keep an eye on her, but I don't think you should be concerned just yet."

      I did my best to follow his lead, but I couldn't completely shove away the little niggle of worry. "You're probably right. Did you talk to anybody else over at the theater?"

      "I did, but I didn't learn anything new. Until we find some new information, I think we should just give it the afternoon. Maybe whoever did it will get complacent, or someone will remember a relevant tidbit to move us forward."

      “I suppose,” I said, defeated. Maybe they were right, and something would shake loose when I wasn’t focusing right on it. We said our goodbyes and agreed to meet in the morning.

      "How about we go back to the house, change clothes, and hit the fair for a little bit?" Alex suggested. "We can mingle and get a general idea of how people feel about Sean's peace offering, and maybe we'll run into somebody that can point us in a new direction on the murder."

      The idea appealed to me, and I was a little ashamed to admit that it wasn't all because of business. I just wanted to spend some time with Alex doing something fun, plus, Chaos had been excited about the fair for two weeks. A lot of that was because she loved cotton candy, but she also loved the atmosphere. It didn't hurt that people fawned over her. Regardless of how aloof she tried to act, she was a big softie underneath it all.

      I turned onto a back road that would lead us around the congestion from the foot traffic in town and made my way toward the house. "That sounds like a plan. I haven't had a candy apple in months, and Ms. Oldaker is entering both her peach crisp and her mixed-berry jam in the contests this afternoon."

      Alex grinned. "If we hurry, we'll make it back in time for the peach pie eating contest."

      I rolled my eyes. "I should've known that was the driving force. You're just looking to defend your title for the second year in a row."

      He scoffed. "No, I'm looking forward to scarfing down as much peach pie as I can in five minutes. It's not my fault if nobody else can keep up with me. We have to hurry, though. The contest starts in less than an hour."

      I laughed. "You're as food driven as Chaos is. It's a good thing you're a shifter. If you weren't, there'd be a whole lot more of you to love."

      "Maybe," he said with a smug tone. "But it's nice to know you'd love me no matter what."

      That was a fact. Though he was most definitely easy on the eyes, his looks didn't even make the top ten reasons why I loved him. My mind drifted again to the idea of spending the rest of my life with him, and I smiled when I didn't feel even a whisper of doubt.

      When we got back to the house, Kat had already left for work, so Chaos was extra glad to see us. She complained about never having time to herself, but her staying home was more that she got bored doing mundane work stuff with me. Not that I blamed her—ninety percent of my day was usually paperwork and handling community complaints. I preferred that to dealing with lots of violent crime like I would in the city, but it really was like watching paint dry most days. She was better off staying home and binging TV in the AC.

      "This means y’all solved the murder already?" Chaos asked bouncing around me as I changed clothes.

      I sighed as I replaced my silk tank top with a pink cotton one and pulled on a pair of jean shorts. "No, and to be honest, I'm no closer to doing it than I was when I left the house this morning. We hit a wall, so unless something shakes loose, I don't know what to do."

      She butted her head against my leg then rubbed her body down it, wrapping her tail around my leg. That was her way of expressing comfort. "You'll figure it out. You always do, and I have faith."

      My little fox tended to be snarky and a tad self-centered, but it was at times like this that I knew she always had my back. I pulled my blonde hair back into a ponytail, then gave it a little fluff and swiped on some lip gloss. That was usually about as fancy as I got.

      "Have you heard anything from Calamity? I talked to Mila yesterday, and she mentioned coming to visit and work on her store. Something came up, though, so I'm not sure when that's going to be."

      Tempest hopped up onto my shoulder from the bed. "I did. She said something about demons and Bigfoot, but it didn't make much sense to me. She was in a hurry and only had time to tell me she'd talk to me later."

      She shifted her weight, and I could feel the uneasiness and concern through our connection. “I worry about them. I don’t like that they’ve been sucked into helping the council. Once they get their hooks into you, it’s almost impossible to walk away. I’d rather they were just running the shop, where I know the only danger they face is getting burned on a cauldron.”

      I sighed as I slipped into my favorite flip-flops. “Yeah, I know how you feel, but it was their call. They decided to help, so all we can do is support them.”

      “Did they, though?” Chaos asked, echoing my thoughts as she wrapped her tail around my neck. “Make the call, I mean? And of course we’ll support her. I just wish we didn’t have to.”

      Mila was a lot of things, but easily manipulated wasn’t one of them. Still, the council had a way of framing things so that you thought helping them was your idea. An evil soul had tricked a gullible lovesick angel into freeing him from purgatory, and she’d let a whole lot more than just him out when she’d unlocked the gate. The Witches Council had gone to Mila for help. Despite her quiet lifestyle, my sister was quite the powerful witch, and I was more than a little uncomfortable that she was proving to be an asset to them. They didn’t tend to let useful people live in peace.

      Doing my best to shove my worry about Mila aside, I clomped down the steps to the living room.

      Alex was already waiting by the door, wearing a pair of denim shorts and a green tee-shirt that set off his eyes. “Ready?”

      I smiled as I grabbed my purse from the entryway table. “Ready.”

      As we left the house, a little bit of the weight I’d been carrying on my shoulders lifted. We had a murder to solve, but I also had a life to live. With a little luck, I’d be able to multitask.
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      The atmosphere downtown was festive, and even though it was a weekday, folks were already out and about choosing what contests and exhibits and activities they wanted to participate in over the course of the next few days. Though Founders Day was, of course, centered around the founding of the town, there were many of the same events going on as during our other festivals. Since most everything was in the center of town, we decided to just park at the Sheriff's office and walk from one end to the other in order to see as much as we could. Within five minutes of stepping out of the air-conditioned truck, I was glad I'd changed into shorts and a tank top. The heat was enough to make a hellhound seek shade.

      "It's days like this I wish I was a shifter too,” Chaos said.

      I laughed. "Why? I'm in human form, and it’s not any better."

      Chaos scoffed. "Obviously, if I were a shifter, I’d be able to change into multiple creatures. How neat would it be to be able to change into anything that suited your needs?”

      I racked my brain for a second, trying to figure out what animal was more suited to heat than any of the others. Before I could ask, though, Alex beat me to the punch.

      "I'm almost afraid to ask, but what would you shift into right now if you could?"

      Chaos remained quiet for a second. “An otter or a duck. That way, I could dive into the fountain without messing up my fur.”

      l couldn’t argue with that logic since I’d just been eyeing the fountain and thinking how refreshing the water looked.

      We wandered through the crowd, stopping here and there to help people set up a tent or carry a table from the back of a pickup. To me, the best thing about Founders Day—or any community event for that matter—was that my little town really came together.

      We made it to the pie-eating contest with five minutes to spare.

      “You better not eat all of the last one,” Chaos told Alex, her eyes narrowed. “Last year, I barely got any of the leftovers because you just had to be an overachiever.”

      He laughed. “The entire point is to eat all I can in the time allotted. I’m not gonna risk losing just to save you some.”

      “You ate three more than everybody else!” she exclaimed, her voice an octave higher than usual.

      “I had no way of knowing that in the heat of the moment,” he replied as he tied the bib around his neck.

      She rolled her big green eyes. “I’ll keep track for you and let you know if you don’t have to be a glutton.”

      That was rich coming from somebody who’d eat her own weight at every meal if I’d let her, but I let it slide. Just looking at the golden, flakey crusts on the pies made my mouth water too.

      He didn’t have time to reply, since the judge called time and Alex plowed his face into the first one. One of the best things about the contest, at least for observers, was that no hands were allowed.

      Chaos was every bit as competitive as he was, so she instantly fell into coach mode. I cast a spell that would garble her voice to any humans because there was no way she’d be able to keep her mouth shut. I was right. “Faster! The bear shifter on the end is already almost done with his first one.”

      Alex increased his speed to the point I was afraid he’d choke—or drown—but it paid off. The lady responsible for keeping the flow going slid his second pie in front of him a split second before the bear shifter got his.

      “You’re missing the crust!” Chaos exclaimed, her voice frantic as she paced in front of him on the table.

      He glared at her without slowing down, but my little fox didn’t seem to notice. “The redheaded chick is catching up! Don’t chew. Just swallow!”

      This went on for another three minutes, but by the end, he was a whole pie ahead of everybody else and halfway through the one that would have put him two ahead.

      “Stop eating!” Chaos barked as soon as the judge called time. “You won, and the rest of that is mine!”

      When he didn’t respond immediately, she pulled his hair. “Get your face out of it, now!”

      The crowd erupted in cheers when the judge officially declared him a winner and pulled his hand into the air. I rushed forward, grinning, to give him a celebratory high-five. I loved him and would normally have kissed him, but peach gloop dripped from his face. Chaos didn’t bother with congratulating him since she was too busy finishing off his leftovers.

      After the contest, we headed over to the community center where they were having the baking contests. Ms. Oldaker wasn't there, but I spoke to her best friend and biggest competitor, Ms. Shingleton, and she assured me that my favorite jam lady would be there the next day.

      “But you know as well as I do, my orange marmalade beats hers, hands down. She might have me with the mixed berry, but it never hurts to have a selection." She patted her gray hair, her forehead crinkled. "I've been trying to drag the secret ingredient in that jam out of her for thirty years, but she just won't tell me."

      I grinned. "Probably because that jam has won her top spot in the berry division at every fair for the last thirty years. It also makes her a decent side income, so I guess if she went sharing it hither and yon, she'd be cutting into her own glory."

      She scowled. “That ain't how it works with us old ladies. It's share and share alike, I always say."

      I arched a brow at her. "Really? Then maybe you wouldn’t mind sharing your orange marmalade recipe with me?"

      She held up a gnarled finger. “Now that's different. My mama made me promise never to share that with anybody."

      Alex rubbed his hand over his face to cover a smile. "I definitely see your point. We can't go breaking promises to our mamas."

      Since Ms. Shingleton was a witch, chaos hopped from my shoulder to an empty spot on the table. "How do you know Ms. Oldaker’s mother didn't make her make the same promise?"

      Ms. Shingleton rubbed her chin for a minute. "Because I reckon if that was the case, she’d have said so. Instead, she just tells me it's none of my beeswax. She’s just being cantankerous and greedy."

      One of my favorite parts about living in a small town is the way people interact. An outsider looking in would have thought the octogenarians were enemies, but when it came down to brass tacks, either one of them would beat someone to death with a broom to protect the other. It was just that you didn't come between a woman and her recipes. Some things are sacred in the South, and that's one of them.

      "Did you make any of your candied pineapple?" Chaos asked, rubbing her little paws together and glancing over toward the boxes Ms. Shingleton hadn't unpacked yet. Like both of her sisters, chaos loved fruit, and if you sprinkled sugar over it and turned it into candy, you were giving her the best of all worlds.

      Ms. Shingleton chuckled and reached over to scratch Chaos’s chin. "I sure did, little girl. In fact, I made you your own little sack." She reached into a box sitting under the table and pulled out a quart-size plastic zip bag more than halfway full and handed it to Chaos. "This outta keep you for a while."

      I rolled my eyes. Chaos would have that gone by the following day, and that was only because she’d probably make herself sick on pie and candy apples today. And elephant ears, brats, and any other fair food she could con out of us. Don't get me wrong—I wasn't judging because I was planning to do the exact same thing.

      “You solve that murder yet?" Ms. Shingleton asked as she pulled jars of marmalade from a box and set them on the table. "I heard tell Lily and what's his face that owns the blood-drive place really got into it out at Sean’s the other day."

      I sighed. "I talked to him yesterday, and he swears it was nothing but a difference of opinion. He says it did get a little heated, but that it didn't get out of hand, and he respected her for what she did for the community."

      She shook her head, setting her gray bun to wobbling. "Then he lied to you. Well, he didn't tell you the whole story."

      I glanced at Alex. "Really? Please, do tell."

      "I seen him out front of the theater just the other day, and they were sure going at it. Not that I was eavesdropping, but I thought maybe things were going to get ugly."

      "What were they arguing about? The same old thing?"

      She shook her head. "Nope. Apparently, he wanted to buy those apartment buildings over off Frank Street. Lily snapped them up before him and planned to turn them into apartments for some of them kids.”

      I suppose that didn't surprise me much because Jackson did have his hand in a few different real estate pies around town, but I hadn't heard about this one. It didn't look good for him that he hadn't brought it up, either.

      "How bad was it?” Alex asked.

      Her watery blue eyes widened. "It was ugly. Last thing he said to her was she was going to regret it."

      "And what was Lily's response to that?" I asked.

      She flapped her hand. “Oh, Lily handled it like she handles most things. She just waved him off and told him to get over it, then turned around, went back in the theater, and left him standin’ on the pavement. He stomped off back to his truck and about burned the tires off the thing peelin’ out of there."

      “Thank you. I’ll check into that," I said, then pulled a couple jars of her orange marmalade from the box she had sitting on the table. "I'll also take these. You're right—you make the best in the county, and I sure do like a little variety."

      We bade her goodbye and made our way out of the community center.

      Alex took my hand. "Funny how Jackson forgot to mention that, isn't it?"

      I pulled him toward a giant display cloaked in white sheets. "No, it isn’t. I'm thinking we need to have a talk with him, and this time, I'm bringing Sean into it."

      I was so surprised when I saw Ms. Ellen bustle out from behind the hidden display that I forgot about Jackson. It was the middle of the afternoon, and I was fairly certain it was the first time I'd ever seen her take an unplanned afternoon off, not that I minded. She worked her butt off and had long since earned the right to do whatever she pleased, but it was out of character for her.

      "Ms. Ellen," I exclaimed. "Are you okay?"

      She stopped in her tracks and drew her brows down. "Course I'm okay. What makes you think I'm not?"

      I didn't want to discourage her from taking time off whenever she wanted, so I wasn't sure what to say.

      "You just look a little hot," Alex said, coming to my rescue. Thank goodness one of us was a quick thinker.

      "Yeah,” I added. “Would you like me to get you some water?"

      She rolled her eyes. "I been on this big old rock for more than eighty years. I reckon I can get myself a glass of water if I’m thirsty. What are you doin’ here?" She glanced behind her and pulled the sheet over an exposed corner of the display. "I figured you’d be off chasin’ murderers."

      I scratched my head because she’d turned the tables on me without missing a beat. “We ran into a dead end. Is there anything I can help you with here?"

      She shook her head. "No, no. You just go on and enjoy the fair. You'll be here tomorrow?"

      "Absolutely," Chaos chimed in. “The baking competitions are tomorrow, and everybody gives out free samples. I wish they’d let me do the pie-eating contest, but Cori seems to think humans would think a fox eating peach pies is weird.”

      Ms. Ellen laughed. "I guess it would at that, just a little bit. You come by here late tomorrow afternoon, and I'll give you all the pie you want to eat. How about that?"

      Chaos sat back on her haunches and gave Ms. Ellen a foxy grin. "What time should we be here?"

      “Four o'clock on the dot," Ms. Ellen replied brushing her hands off. "Now y'all get on out of here. I got stuff to do, and it's not going to get done if I stand here flappin’ my jaws.”

      "What’s under the sheet?” I asked, then reached for the corner of it to steal a peek.

      Ms. Ellen smacked my hand. “None of your business. You’ll see it tomorrow with the rest of the town."

      I shrugged. "Okay, then. Tomorrow it is." I thought about asking her about the stuff missing from the historical society but decided this wasn’t the place for it.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon exploring all the exhibits and talking to townsfolk. Everybody seemed to be on board with Sean’s solution, but the number of frustrated questions I fielded about the murder made me realize Sean wasn’t the only one up in arms about it. The worst part was that the shifters and vampires had definitely taken sides, and opinions from both groups were strong. The one thing they all had in common was that they thought a murder should be solved in a day.

      “You’re doing your best,” Alex told me after a particularly vocal trio of bear shifters gave me an earful about what a great kid Levi was. “We’ll solve it.”

      Blessedly, an entire hour passed without another confrontation, and I started to settle down and have a good time again. We saw everything in town, then went over to the carnival when it started to get dark. By the end of the evening, we were all stuffed full of fair food and ready to go home and fall into a food coma.

      I'd given a lot of thought to what Ms. Shingleton had told me about Jackson and Lily’s altercation in front of the theater, and on the way home, I called Sean and shared the information with him.

      He didn't even pause when I was finished. "I'll have him here at eight-thirty tomorrow morning. I want to hear what he has to say for himself too. This has gone on long enough, and my people weren't exactly pleased when they found out you were at the fair instead of out arresting Levi. We need to find a resolution one way or the other, so I'll see you in the morning."

      That was how Sean operated. He was a problem solver, and when he spoke, people listened. Especially if they were vampires. I had no doubt that Jackson would be there, but I didn’t like the parameters he was setting. I did understand where he was coming from, though, since I’d heard the exact same thing no less than twenty times throughout the day.

      I pushed away the guilt his comment about being at the fair had caused. It wasn’t fair, so I refused to even acknowledge it.

      “Thanks for setting it up. I’ll see you in the morning." I crossed my fingers and threw a wish to the universe that something would finally shake loose.
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      I woke up the next morning to a text from Colleen. I wasn't surprised to learn that three of the bottles of water from her house had been tainted with silver. What shocked me was that all of the boxes of faux blood had been. Somebody had been determined to see her dead.

      Alex shoved a to-go cup of coffee into my hand once I dressed and made it downstairs. "That doesn't look good,” he said. “Especially in light of the new information about Jackson.”

      "No," I replied. "It sure doesn't, but at least we learned about it before we went to talk to him. Now he can explain both of them to us at the same time."

      Sean's place was only fifteen minutes from mine, but I wanted to arrive at least a few minutes early so I could apprise him of the new situation and possibly work out a game plan. Because of his position, I was willing to let him take the lead on this. It wasn't a matter of giving up my position as leader—it was just a matter of being strategic in using the tools at my disposal.

      I was glad to see there was nobody in the roundabout driveway in front of Sean's mansion when we arrived. Though he was a man that appreciated his privacy, he often hosted weekend getaways and dinner parties for his vampire friends. Normally, so many vampires in one spot would've worried me, but Sean had strict rules about hunting in his territory that he backed up with severe punishments for breaking them.

      I parked right in front, and Alex followed me up the grand staircase that led to the massive wooden front door. I picked up the brass knocker and dropped it, and it took less than a minute for Sean's stuffy butler to pull the door open. As usual, he was dressed in a black and white uniform and looked like he had a stick up his butt.

      I grinned at him. "Morning Jeeves. Sean's expecting me. And by the way, your little bow tie’s a little crooked. Rough night?"

      His jaw clenched as I pushed past him. We had a long-standing history of mutual animosity, and it really grated his cheese when I didn't follow protocol and wait for him to announce me. I never did when we had a meeting, though I did follow the custom out of respect for Sean when I showed up unannounced. Today, however, was not one of those days.

      "Master is in his office," Jeeves—which was not his real name but rather one I'd given him just as another way to poke at him—said. "I'll have some tap water and saltine crackers with American cheese sent right in."

      I grinned. That was all part of the way we always interacted. He liked to infer that I was backwoods white trash, and I took great joy in pointing out what a fuddy-duddy stick-in-the-mud he was.

      "Make it Cheese Whiz, and you’ll be my hero," I called over my shoulder, biting back a grin. I stopped in front of the elaborate wooden pocket doors that led to Sean's office and knocked.

      "Cori, Alex, come in," Sean called.

      I slid the doors open, then closed them behind us. Sean's study was a portrait in old-school wealth. The entire room, including the walls, was done in rich oak and pine, and Sean sat behind his massive cherry desk reviewing something on his computer. He looked up and smiled, then swirled what I knew to be bourbon on the rocks in his crystal glass. "You're early. I wasn't expecting you for another thirty minutes almost."

      He motioned to the leather upholstered armchairs situated in front of his desk.

      "Colleen got back to me with some new information this morning," I replied as I took a seat. "As we suspected, the water we took from Lily's house was tainted, but the boxes of synthetic blood were too."

      Sean took a drink then rubbed his forehead. "I assume those came from Jackson?”

      I nodded. "Direct delivery, so there was no middleman other than the driver."

      "And what do we know about him?"

      I lifted a shoulder. "Nothing. I didn't want to call and give them a heads up before we had our little meeting here."

      Shaun leaned back in his chair. "That was a good call. I'd rather see all of his responses myself. I've known him for many years, and I probably have a better handle on his facial expressions and body language than you do."

      "I'm counting on that. He didn't show much emotion during my interview at his shop. Hopefully, you'll be able to get more from him than we did. He wasn’t uncooperative. I’m just not sure he was truthful.”

      Shaun studied me for a second, which would've made me uncomfortable a few years before. Now I knew he was just organizing his thoughts and considering strategies. "What else have you learned about Levi? I have people calling for action. Lily was well loved in the vampire community, people are getting antsy."

      “Yeah, I got that while I was out and about talking to people. Sam spoke with Levi yesterday. He doesn't even remember the last time he wore the jacket, and he’s standing by his claim that he's never been to Lily's house."

      He sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. "Honestly, I've met the young man on several occasions. I know he has a history of violence, but as a vampire, I empathize with the ability to change. He seemed to almost worship Lily, and I know she doted on him."

      Alex nodded. “That's the same impression we got. The kid has a whole lot more to lose with her gone and nothing to gain. It just doesn't sit right with me that he would've killed her."

      Sean sighed. “Murder doesn't always make sense. Though I wholeheartedly believe that people can change, I also know that it's easy to relapse. Perhaps she did something that would've given him motive. Something you’re not aware of.”

      I tilted my head at him and ran my tongue over my teeth. It didn't escape me that he said it was something that Alex and I were unaware of rather than something that “we” were unaware of. I'd learned long ago that language matters with vampires.

      Alex must have caught it too. "And do you happen to know what this something was, or are you just throwing out theories?"

      I held up a finger. “Before you answer that, keep in mind that poisoning isn't exactly an act of passion, which is likely how Levi would've killed her had she done something to anger him. By all accounts including my own memory, the kid tended to take quick, violent action that he almost immediately regretted. He wasn't the type to hold a grudge. His anger always burned hot and fast, then ended as quickly as it started."

      Sean steepled his fingers in front of him on the desk. “That may be so, but I do know something, and it has nothing to do with rage. Lily just changed her will, and Levi is set to inherit quite a large sum of money, especially for somebody who was raised poor."

      I sank back in my chair, doing my best to process that information as quickly as possible so I could work theories in my brain. "Did he know about it?"

      Sean shrugged. "There's no way to know that. She might've told him, but she might not have. Lily was a lot of things, but she wasn't stupid, which is what telling an immature young man who'd been brought up poor would've been. On the other hand, she must've cared a great deal for him to have done that, and she likely trusted him."

      Not sure what to do with that information, I set it aside until after we spoke with Jackson. Somebody knocked on the door, and Jeeves’s voice followed. "Master, Jackson is here to see you. Unlike the creatures currently monopolizing your time, he waited politely in the foyer."

      Despite the gravity of the situation, Sean smiled at me and shook his head. “You two really do need to find a middle ground. I don't understand the animosity between the two of you."

      I smiled back. "It's just how we roll. I like poking at him, and he takes pleasure in looking down his big old nose at me."

      Raising his voice, Sean replied. "Please show him in now."

      The doors slid open, and Jackson stepped into the room. He paused when he saw Alex and me. "I thought this was to be a private meeting."

      Sean tapped his fingers on his desk calendar. "Yes, well it appears that you weren't quite as forthcoming with Sheriff Sloan as you could have been. As you well know, it's critical that we find who killed Lily Armstrong, and it's important that we have all the tools and information necessary to do so."

      Jackson looked at me again, his expression wary before he covered it up. "I'm not sure what you’re talking about. I told the sheriff everything I know."

      Shaun's expression turned a bit predatory, and goosebumps jumped up on my arms. Though I was confident in my own abilities, this man was lethal despite his veneer of civility.

      "Do you really want to start this conversation off with dishonesty?" he asked.

      Jackson’s face paled. "Okay, so perhaps Lily and I had a small disagreement over some property. I didn't see how that was relevant considering it was only one relatively small endeavor.”

      "Yes," Sean said, never taking his eyes off of Jackson, “but I checked into it, and the development plans that you had for that piece of property would've been quite lucrative, would it not?"

      Jackson glanced at his feet and shifted his weight. "Yes, but another opportunity will come around."

      Sean leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. "But will it be in time? I understand you have quite a bit of accumulated debt, and the chit is coming due month after next."

      I crossed my legs, content to let Sean take the lead. This was exactly why I'd wanted to have the interview here instead of repeating the one I'd already conducted. When it came to the vampire community, there wasn't much that got by Sean. He made it his job to know about everybody, and I was glad Jackson was no exception.

      Jackson coughed. “That's correct, but I can get an extension, and I'm not without other means."

      Sean sighed. "Is this the game you really want to play? I know you've liquidated most of your other properties to pay past debts, and very few people are willing to do business with you now. Your accounts don't contain nearly enough to cover this debt, and there are no other properties available around here that would've been suitable for what you had planned.”

      Now I was kinda curious about what Jackson had planned to do with that property, but I wasn't going to interrupt Sean.

      Jackson’s shoulders slumped. "I've made arrangements to take a loan out on the business. It's high interest, but it'll wipe the debt. I had no reason to kill Lily.”

      Sean pulled out his ace in the hole. "Then I suppose there's only one other matter that you need to explain. The blood that she had delivered straight from you was tainted."

      I noticed he left out the part about the water and wondered why.

      "While you're explaining that, you can also tell me whether you delivered her water as well. I know that's one of your add-on services."

      I did my best to keep my face neutral. I hadn't known that, and I kicked myself for not having the information. I'd assumed it came from the local grocery store, but that was an investigative error on my part.

      If possible, Jackson’s face went even whiter. "Yes, I delivered both her synthetic blood and her water, but I swear to you that I don't know how silver got into it."

      Normally, it would have been a red flag that he knew it was silver, but this was a small town. News traveled, and keeping details like that quiet was nearly impossible.

      Sean studied him for a second. "You realize what the penalty is both for lying to me and for murder, correct?"

      Panic oozed off Jackson so thickly that it was almost tangible. "I do, but I had nothing to do with her death. You have to believe me."

      The silence that hung in the air while Sean considered his words was terrifying. Rarely did I see this side of Sean, and I'd never been on the receiving end of it. I preferred to keep it that way.

      Finally, he responded. "Until we have more facts and eliminate other potential suspects, I'm going to take you at your word. Don't go far, though. If I have to chase you down, it will be … unpleasant for you."

      Jackson looked at the ground, and his body language was submissive. "Yes, sir. I'll be readily available whenever you need me."

      "Make sure of it," Sean replied. "You're dismissed."

      Jackson didn't waste a second skedaddling from the office. Once he was gone, I turned to Sean. "What do you think?"

      He gave a heavy sigh and drained his glass. "I think he's a viable suspect, but he's also a respected member of our community. I'm willing to give him the benefit of the doubt for now because I still think Levi is a better suspect. Convince me I'm wrong."

      The only way I could do that was to find more evidence that either cleared Levi or pointed me directly at another person.

      I nodded and stood. "As always, I'll give it my all until we figure this out. You know I never let go until I close a case."

      He looked like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. “And that, Cordelia, is exactly what I'm counting on."

      We left, and I didn't take a comfortable breath until we were back in the truck.

      Alex buckled his seatbelt. "That was heavy. What do you think?"

      I pressed my lips together and started the truck. "I think we need to solve this murder before everything blows up in our faces. How we’re going to do that, I'm not sure, but if we don't, I have a feeling Levi's going to take the fall."

      "Then I guess we have no choice." Alex replied. "Let's go solve a murder."
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      I debated talking to Levi again, but that didn't feel right. Sam was a hell of an investigator, and if he hadn't learned anything, I was sure there wasn't anything to learn. For now, I was leaning more toward Jackson doing it, but the problem was that there wasn't any tangible proof. I messaged Colleen to ask if there were any fingerprints found on the boxes or bottles. Though I was sure she'd have included that information, I didn't want to make the mistake of assuming like I had with the origins of the water bottles.

      The problem, however, was that I had no idea where else to go. We’d questioned everybody, and we didn't have a timeframe as it stood, I had nothing.

      "I'm starving," Alex said once we were back on the road. "We didn't have breakfast, and there's nowhere to go right now. Let’s go to the diner and think about our strategy."

      My stomach growled in response. "I'm in."

      Ten minutes later, we were sitting in our favorite booth sipping coffee and waiting on biscuits and gravy, eggs, bacon, and hash browns. The waitress had just refilled our mugs when my phone rang. Mila's face flashed across my screen, and I slid my finger across it to answer.

      "Hey! I was wondering when I was gonna hear from you. Is everything okay?" I knew she was excited to get her store open, but my main priority was her safety. I knew a lot of the stuff she'd been doing over in Abaddon's Gate was dangerous, and I was always afraid she was going to call me saying she was hurt.

      "Everything is great. I finished up the case I was helping the council with, and I'd like to come over. When's good for you? Calamity is about to vibrate out of her own skin at the thought of seeing Chaos."

      I smiled. "Any time. In fact, I could use a fresh brain. Alex and I are trying to solve a murder, and right now, we’re beating our heads against the wall."

      "Ah,” she replied. "No suspects?"

      I scoffed. "No, just the opposite. Too many suspects, and I'm sure in my gut that the one everybody’s wanting to hang for it is innocent. The problem is, I’m almost positive I know who did it, but I have no way of proving either of my gut feelings."

      "Where are you?" she asked.

      "At the diner. Alex and I just ordered breakfast."

      "Order me pancakes, crispy bacon, and home fries. I'll be there in just a bit."

      Before she could hang up, Calamity yelled in the background. "I want pancakes and bacon too."

      I laughed. "I’ll put the order in now, but Chaos isn’t here.” I waited for a response, but the line was dead.

      Unlike me, Mila could teleport. I'd no sooner placed their order and requested a cup of coffee and a tea in a sippy cup before they strode through the glass doors of the diner. I was a little surprised to see that Chaos was with them. I suppose I shouldn't have been, though. She had said Calamity was anxious to see her, and all it had taken was a snap of her fingers to stop my place before she came here.

      I envied her ability to do that, but considering I was just now getting a good handle on my magic, I had hope it was something I was going to be able to manage in the future. Without thinking, I put my fingers to the cerulean amulet at my throat and smiled when it warmed under my fingers. A friend of Kat’s had given it to her and told her that she would know who it was for when the time came, and sure enough, she had. In fact, it was like Fate had made it just for me. Alex, who was also both a witch and a shifter had an identical one, and the universal link there wasn’t lost on me. There was no way that could be a coincidence, and it made me think again of where our relationship was going.

      The pendants helped us focus our magic and separate it from our wolf sides, which was something I'd struggled with my entire life. In fact, I'd given up hope that I had any witchy powers whatsoever until I'd gotten the necklace and started working with Charlotte, a friend of Sean's. Now, I was fairly confident in most of the basics. I wasn't yet ready to move my body through space and time yet, though. With my luck, I’d leave half of me in one place and send half of me to another, and that just didn't sound like my idea of a good time.

      Mila slid into the booth beside me after the fox sisters jumped in. As she did, our waitress slid a cup of coffee and the sippy cup onto the table. She smiled at Chaos. “Just give me two shakes, sweetie, and I’ll grab you one.”

      Mila plucked two sugars and a couple of creamers from the containers in the center of the table and added them to her coffee. "Now, tell me about this murder you're trying to solve."

      "It's good to see you too," I said, grinning. "Honestly, I figured you’d want to talk about the furniture over at the shop. We got it all in, and we set your bed up, but I wasn't sure what to do with the rest of it."

      She flapped a hand as she stirred her coffee. “I already stopped over there earlier this morning. It looks great, and I appreciate that you took the time to organize at least part of it. I'm going to be more than ready on opening day, and I’m even considering opening a little early and doing some pre-grand-opening sales."

      I shook my head. "I have no idea how you do everything you do. How's the store in Abaddon's Gate going?"

      "Honestly, better than it ever has. Ever since I hired somebody, it's freed me up to help with the council stuff, and to be honest, she’s as good with most of the potions and whatnot as I am. I feel a lot better opening a new store now that I have her."

      I was happy for her, even though I was worried and didn't like that she was helping the council.

      “By the way,” she asked, “Where’s Ms. Ellen? I popped over to your office before I came here, and her assistant said she’d called in sick.”

      I glanced at Alex as concern formed a hard knot in my belly. “I don’t know. She didn’t call off to me. She’s been acting strange for the last few days, and I’m starting to worry about her.”

      “Strange, how?” Chaos asked. “And why didn’t you say anything to me?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t think to. I mean, none of it would be alarming if it was anybody but Ms. Ellen, but she’s been late a couple times, and she forgot to file a report about some missing items. Now today, she’s taking the day off? I don’t think she’s called out sick once since I’ve been sheriff.”

      Alex laid a hand on my forearm. “Don’t get yourself all knotted up. Just talk to her. I’m sure there’s a logical explanation.”

      Mila nodded. “I’m sure he’s right. I don’t know her that well, but she’s getting up there. Maybe she just has a doctor’s appointment or something.”

      I frowned. “Yeah, but what about the missing report?”

      “I’m sure she probably just followed up on it and found out there was a logical explanation for where they went,” Alex replied. “You know how she is—she doesn’t worry you with stuff like that unless there’s a reason, and she knows so many people that she probably only needed to make a couple phone calls to suss it out. Everybody at the historical society volunteers, so maybe one hand didn’t know what the other was doing, especially with Founders Day going on.”

      That made me feel a little better. He was probably right, and I was worrying for nothing.

      Mila waved her spoon. "Now come on and dish about that murder. Where are you stuck?"

      I gave her a rundown of the case, and Alex inserted details as I went. By the time we were finished, our food had arrived.

      "Did you do a truth-telling spell on Levi?" she asked as she slathered the butter on her pancakes.

      "No, I didn't. I hate to resort to that. He's a good kid, and I don’t want to manipulate them if I don't have to."

      She looked across the table at me and raised a dark brow. "I think he'd probably approve if you ask him. I mean, with what I do for the council, I use it all the time without permission, but I'm also dealing with a whole lot rougher crowd than some mixed-up kid with anger issues."

      I hadn't thought of it that way, but even if he passed with flying colors, it wasn't like most of the vampire community would take my word for it. Since I already knew in my gut he was innocent, I didn't see the point. It might come down to that because Sean trusted me, but I'd rather prove it with facts than force the vampires to take Sean's word for it. Bad things tended to happen with vampires, and even though Sean's rule was iron, that didn't mean Levi would be safe. “Accidents” happen all the time.

      “I’ll resort to that if I have to, but I'd rather prove he’s innocent using conventional means and beyond a shadow of a doubt."

      Calamity stuffed an entire slice of bacon in her mouth. "What about that Kinsey girl’s mother? You said y'all compelled the father to tell the truth, but what about the mother? In my experience, women are a lot more devious than men are. Sounds to me like that redneck would have just killed her outright. Poisoning is more of a woman's method."

      I gave myself a mental forehead slap because I hadn't even thought of that. The woman was so mousey that she'd slipped right under my radar, but the more I considered Calamity's words, the more sense it made.

      I grinned. "You, little fox, are a genius. I think I need to go pay them a second visit." I thought about it as we ate, and realized it wasn’t as tidy as it had been at first blush. “But how would she have gotten access to the water and the blood? And how do you explain the boy’s jacket bein’ there?"

      Some of the wind left my sails as I considered the questions. They were valid, and until I answered them, all I had was more supposition.

      Mila rolled her eyes as she poured more syrup over her pancakes.  "So compel her. The time for playing games is over. You're on a time clock, and dealing with vampires is risky business. Just because Sean has given you a little leeway doesn't mean the rest of them will, and I don't care how much power he exerts over here. They're not trustworthy, and the quicker you clean this mess up, the better off you'll be."

      Since I'd just had similar thoughts a few moments before, I couldn't argue with her. I disliked forcing anybody to do anything, but desperate times called for desperate measures, and there was a reason an Alpha had that power. I was both the sheriff and the pack leader. My powers were a tool in my bag, and I'd be foolish for getting squeamish about using them.

      I glanced at Alex. "Eat up. We have a woman to interrogate."
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      The Williams’s place was on the same side of town as the diner, so it didn't take us long to get there. Once we did, however, the place was locked up tight.

      "Howdy, Sheriff!" a rusty woman's voice called.

      I glanced across the dirt road to see Alice Ketterling, an older woman I'd worked with on another case, waving to us. Her bib overalls were grubby at the knees, and dirt smudged her cheek. Alex and I strode over to her, both of us smiling.

      "Hey Ms. Ketterling," I said once we'd reached her. "What are you into?"

      Her watery blue eyes shone with merriment. "Just doing a little gardening. What brings you all out here?"

      I shook my head, still smiling. I knew better than to ask what, exactly, she was gardening. I'd learned the last time I'd visited her house that she grew medicinal herbs, or at least that's what she called them. Since she only partook herself and shared them with people looking for alternative pain relief, I didn't hassle her about it.

      Alex coughed into his hand, obviously thinking the same thing I was. "And how is your garden doing this year?"

      "Better than ever," she replied. "I got a new strain of seeds in from a friend of mine over in California, and it's great for my arthritis without giving me the munchies. What brings you out this way?"

      I motioned toward the house across the street. "I had some questions for Evelyn, but they're not home."

      She nodded, setting her messy gray bun wobbling. "They were headed to the Founders Day stuff, I believe. Least they looked like it. She was all gussied up in a sundress and a big hat, and he was wearin’ a clean shirt. Something I can do for you?"

      Alice was one of those people who knew everybody, so it was entirely possible she could help us like she had before. "We’re just trying to solve Lily Armstrong's murder."

      She pressed her lips together and rubbed the back of her neck. "Yeah, I'd say you're looking in the right direction. I’ve felt bad for that girl of theirs since she was knee-high to a toadstool. From what I understand, she never quite came into her abilities, and Noah wasn't too kind to her because of it. She was such a happy child, and it just broke my heart to see her struggle the way she did. He's meaner than a rattlesnake, and that mama of hers is as worthless as tits on a bull. She wasn't never mean to her, but she sure never took up for her, either."

      "Have you talked to them since Kinsey moved out?" Alex asked.

      She nodded. "I have, and they're none too happy about it. They think Ms. Armstrong stuck her nose in where it didn't belong, but I'm here to tell you, she did that girl a favor. I always said all she needed was a little bit of support and an extra helpin’ hand, and I think she'd have come along just fine."

      A little stab of guilt shot through me. I should have been the one offering a helping hand. I did my best to shake it off though. I couldn't help with things I didn't know anything about, so playing the self-blame game was pointless.

      Ms. Ketterling frowned and laid a gnarled hand on my arm. "Don't you go beatin’ yourself up over that. That was their fault, and I should've come to you. In fact, they should’ve gone to your mama or your daddy because that girl's problem started way back before you were responsible for this town. That ain't nobody's fault but theirs. Pride rules that man's life. I was glad when Kinsey started hanging out with Levi. He's a good boy despite the fact that he gets madder than a wet hen over nothin’ sometimes. They were a good match, and I'm glad he helped get her out here."

      I glanced at Alex. We hadn't heard that part yet. As far as we’d known, they'd met at the theater or through Lily.

      Alex took a step forward. "When did they start hanging out together? How long have they been friends? And how did Noah feel about it?"

      A cloud of anger flitted across her face. “They met a year ago or so, I reckon. I don't know how since Kinsey was homeschooled, but I'm glad they did. Levi's been out here a few times to pick her up when that daddy of hers was off his rocker. Last time he came and got her, she left so fast she didn't even put on a jacket or shoes. That little girl ran out of the house with nothin’ but a tee-shirt and jeans when it was snowin’. When she came back that evening, her daddy met her in the front yard, yelling at her to take off the jacket she'd come home in. It belonged to Levi, and Noah was jumping up and down swearin’ she was never to see him again. Wasn't long after that she moved out, and I was glad of it."

      Alex’s eyebrow shot up. “Wait … she was wearing Levi's jacket? Can you describe it?"

      "Well, sure I can. Levi wore it every time I seen him through the winter. I noticed because it wasn't heavy enough to keep him warm, but I suppose it was all he had. I gave him a coat one of my boys left here, but he did love that faded old jean jacket. Probably because it was fashionable, I suppose."

      "Did you ever see Ms. Lily out here?" I asked, shifting my weight as I heard a car come around the bend.

      "No, the day Kinsey moved out, it was Levi who picked her up. They moved her out when her mama and daddy were gone on Sunday errands. My heart was in my throat the whole time, and I didn't draw a comfortable breath until they left."

      That was a whole lot of new and interesting information, and I couldn’t help but hug her. “You've been a huge help, Ms. Ketterling. I sure do appreciate it, but I need to go track the Williamses down and see what they have to say for themselves. Her, in particular."

      We thanked her and hurried back to the truck. On the way there, I made a few phone calls while Alex drove, and by the time we made it to town, I knew exactly where to find them. One of the many advantages of knowing so many people was that it didn't usually take me long to track somebody down. If one person didn't know, one of the other thirty people on my list would.

      "They’re at the community center," I told Alex. "She entered her blueberry pie in one of the contests, so she’ll probably be there for a while."

      Alex turned onto the main road that led to town. "That's extra good because he doesn't strike me as the type that hangs out where a bunch of women are talking about pastries. With any luck, we'll catch her by herself.”

      That would be ideal considering I didn't want Noah talking for her.

      We lucked out because Alex had called it. Evelyn was in the food-competition section of the tent, and her husband was nowhere to be found. As soon as she saw us heading toward her, her expression turned uneasy, and she wrapped her arms around herself defensively.

      I smiled at the other ladies in the group. “Evelyn, I'd like to talk to you for a minute, please."

      She did her best to paste on a confident smile, but it was wobbly. "Sure, but I'm not sure what I can tell you that we haven't already discussed."

      We made our way to a quiet corner of the building. I needed to be able to speak to her without distraction, and I situated us so that her back was to the crowd. I didn't want her focused on anything other than me.

      "I understand Levi Roberts came to your house to pick up Kinsey a couple of times, and you weren’t pleased about it. You and Noah told her she was never to see him again. I also understand he helped her move out and that you were angry when she did."

      I waited while she formulated a response. She looked over her shoulder before she did, her eyes flitting across the crowd. "You're right—I did tell her never to see him again, but that was because it made her father barking mad. Over the last couple years, Kinsey's gotten more and more independent, and that just grinds her daddy's gears."

      I arched a brow at her. “Kinsey’s an adult. That’s what’s supposed to happen.”

      She sighed. “Kinsey’s different. I told her that because I was sick of seeing her get yelled at. To be honest, at first, I was mad that Armstrong woman butted her nose into our business, but then I saw how well Kinsey was doing outside of our house. For years, I'd been afraid she wouldn't be able to make it, but I was wrong. Moving out was probably the best thing she's ever done, and she wouldn't have been able to do it without Lily Armstrong's help."

      I studied her face and weighed her words, searching for any sign of deception but didn't see so much as a shadow of it.

      Alex frowned. "Then why didn’t you say that the other day?"

      She scoffed. "Because if Noah would’ve heard me, it would've set his hair on fire. We generally get along okay, but once he gets in a mood, it takes him forever to wind back down."

      Though I doubted she was lying, I looked directly into her eyes and put a healthy dose of alpha magic in my voice. "Did you kill Lily Armstrong, or do you know who did?"

      Her eyes went a bit unfocused, and I hated myself a little for using the tactic. I despised the fact that we had a murderer loose more, though, so I pushed the feeling aside.

      She shook her head. "No, I didn't kill her, and I don't know who did."

      I waited a couple of beats, thinking. I'd been so sure it was her, but now it looked like, for the third time in two days, we were back to square one.
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      Alex was quiet until we made it back outside the community center. "It has to be Jackson. He's the only person left, plus he had access to the blood. We don't know that it was in her water. She could have been drinking it over a long period of time, or she could've even had a box of blood right before she went inside Sew and Sew’s."

      "I've been thinking about that too," I replied. "Colleen said it was trace amounts, so it could have taken a while to kill her. I suppose the killer didn’t want to risk her smelling or tasting it. But how are we ever going to prove that?"

      Before he could respond, my phone rang. Ms. Ellen's face flashed across the screen.

      "Hey," I said when I answered. "Is everything okay?"

      "Course everything's okay," she said, her voice a little puzzled. "Why wouldn't it be? I just got a call from Sean. He said he couldn't reach you on your phone, so he called here."

      "Oh, you're at the office." Mila had said she’d called off, so it threw me.

      "Where else would I be at eleven in the morning? This is where I’ve been every Friday for the past forty years."

      "I don't know. I just thought maybe you were at lunch or doing something down at the fair. I was in the community center. With that metal roof, I probably didn’t have service. What did Sean want?"

      “He says he tracked down Jackson Ware’s driver. The one who delivered to Lily's place. The kid’s a shifter, so he thought you might be better suited to talk to him."

      Maybe the stars were aligning after all. “Perfect timing. We just finished talking to Evelyn Williams, and she didn't do it."

      Ms. Ellen scoffed. "I coulda told you that. She was glad that girl got out from under her daddy's thumb once she got used to the idea. She misses her something awful, but she's happy for her."

      "How on earth did you know that?" They didn't exactly strike me as the types who ran in the same circles, but then again, Ms. Ellen knew everybody.

      "I know Evelyn’s mama. She’s a good egg, and she's on the auxiliary with me. We go way back, and she wasn't too pleased when her daughter married Noah. Still isn't, and she's glad the girl's not living there anymore."

      I should've known to ask Ms. Ellen before I talked to anybody. She had her finger in just about every pie in town, but then I reminded myself she hadn't been there at the same time as me for the last couple days. I could pick her brain now, though. "What's this delivery driver’s name? Do you know anything about him?"

      Ms. Ellen didn't even pause to think. "I don't know much about the family. They just moved here a few months ago. I know you've met the parents because they came in to let you know they were in the area and were moving here."

      I thought back over who I'd spoken with in the last couple of months. It was my rule that any paranormals coming through had to stop in and let me know they were there. It helped me keep an eye on things, and it was just good form to know what was going on.

      Several people had been here to visit, but only one family had moved in permanently. I scrambled to remember their name. "You mean the Austins? The ones who moved here from Texas?"

      "Yep," she replied. "The kid's name is David. I took the liberty of tracking down where they'd moved here from and called the school. According to them, he got in a few fights but then got involved in the drama club. He didn't do too well because he never liked to play anything other than the lead. Apparently, he's a hero in his own mind but not so much according to his drama teacher. She said she tried on numerous occasions to give him some pointers and direction, but he wasn't open to improvement."

      "How old is this kid?" Alex asked. "That's not necessarily unusual behavior for a teenager. I wish I knew now half of what I thought I knew when I was sixteen.”

      "Eighteen according to his driver's license. You might be right, and it's just teenage attitude, but if he had a similar experience with Lily, that might be motive."

      It was flimsy, but I’d long ago given up trying to figure out what went through a murderer's head. After Ms. Ellen gave me the information she had on them, we hung up.

      I glanced at Alex as I unlocked the truck. "Is it just me, or do you feel a little less defeated than you did a few minutes ago?"

      He opened the passenger door and climbed in. "Tentatively. It seems every path we've taken has ended in a dead end, so it will be nice to finally catch a break, not that I'm hoping an eighteen-year-old kid is a murder."

      I pressed my lips together. "No, I suppose not, but somebody did this. I have to wonder about the theater connection. I wonder if he spent any time down at the theater here. Maybe Lily turned him down for a part or something."

      He plucked his water bottle out of the center console as I started the truck. “I don’t suppose it would be the first time a kid turned into a killer, but I guess there's only one way to find out. Let's go talk to him.”

      I didn't have any phone numbers for the family, so I took a shot in the dark and hoped David was at work. On the way, I called Kinsey and breathed a sigh of relief when she picked up, but I didn’t learn anything new. She did know David because he'd delivered water to the theater a few times. He'd talked about coming down and spending time there, but nothing had ever come of it.

      "And you're sure he never talked to Lily?"

      "He definitely talked to her. He told her about some of the plays he'd been in at his old school, but we're in the middle of the production on this one. He said he might stop down and help with sets, but so far, we haven't seen him."

      "Okay," I said with a sigh. "Thanks. Have you heard even a whisper from anybody else about who might've done it?"

      "No ma'am, and I've been listening. If anybody here knows anything about it, they're keeping their lips sealed. Mostly, we've just been in mourning and trying to decide what to do going forward. Ms. Lily had plenty of money in the theater account. She put a couple of us as signers on it, so we could go ahead with the play if we decide to. I'm just not sure there's a path forward without her, though."

      My heart went out to her because she sounded like hers was broken. "I'm not sure of much, but I'm positive she would have wanted you kids to carry on. If you guys want to go forth with the play, I say do it in her honor."

      Her tone brightened up a little bit. "We never thought of that. Maybe you're right. I'll talk to the others and see what they think."

      That brought another question to mind. If somebody else had access to even what Lily would've considered a moderate amount of money, that might have been motive. Folks around here were poor, and desperate people do desperate things.

      "Who were the signers on the account, and how much is in it?"

      "Me, Todd Kelly, and Levi, why?" Apparently, she picked up on what I was thinking before I had a chance to reply. "Oh, no. Don't even think that. We all loved her, and besides, all we had permission to do was sign for stuff here. We could also order things, but none of us have direct access to the cash. I'm not even sure if we'll still be allowed to use that money now that she's gone."

      I made a note to myself to ask Sean about that. I wasn't sure if he'd have the answer, so if not, I'd have to get in touch with the bank. If what Kinsey said was true, though, it wasn't much of a motive after all. That was good for Levi, though. If he'd had access to the actual cash, it would have been another mark against him in the vampire's eyes. We said our goodbyes, and I hung up.

      As usual, Alex's thoughts were tracking with my own. "I suppose we should probably check into it, but it doesn't seem to me like anything will come of it. Unless we can find somebody who had direct access to the money, it sounds like a dead end."

      I turned onto Main Street. “I agree, but somebody killed her, and we're running out of time."

      We only had a few hours of our twenty-four-hour window left, and I was starting to panic. I didn't want to arrest Levi, and even if he denied it if I compelled him, I didn't know how much sway that would have with vampires. Unlike the rest of the population that was under my jurisdiction, vampires often saw themselves as above the law. In truth, it wasn't as far from reality as I would've preferred. They were transient by nature and could be stealthy as a ghost. That was a path I didn't want to go down, so I pushed a little harder on the gas pedal as I turned onto the street that led to the blood bank.

      "I know it doesn't feel very important now, but I’ve been thinking. You should probably follow up with the people from the historical society about the missing items Ms. Ellen didn't tell you about," he said a couple of minutes before we made it to our destination.

      "Yeah, I know,” I replied, not looking at him, “but I'd rather talk to her about it first. Since I've only seen her for just a couple minutes downtown last night, I haven't really had time to do that. I don't want to call down there and make it look like our left hand doesn't know what the right's doing, but when we go back to the office, I'll ask her about it before I call them."

      He tapped his fingers on the middle console. "I totally understand that, but if something is up with her and her mind is slipping, you should probably know about it sooner rather than later."

      I scowled at him as a flash of defensive anger shot through me. "I hardly think a couple of instances of out-of-character behavior mean she's slipping."

      I was extremely defensive of Ms. Ellen because she was like a second mother to me. Just the idea that something was up with her made my heart pound, and even though I knew he was right, I wasn't willing to accept that she might be having problems. I also wasn't one to stuff my head in the sand, so I made myself a promise that I would talk to her at my next opportunity. No matter what she would need, I'd be there for her.

      He held up a hand in defense. "I'm not saying there's anything wrong. People forget things, but if we need to follow up on that, we do. If somebody's stealing things from the county’s historical society, that’s not a good thing. There's some valuable items in there, both monetary and historic to the town."

      He reached over and gave my hand a squeeze. “I know you care about her, and I do too.”

      I squeezed it back. "I know. It's just I don't know what I'll do if something happens to her. I know she's getting old, and she won't be with us forever, but I'm not ready to face any of that, even a slipping mind, just yet."

      To be fair, I didn't think I would ever be ready for that. I sent out a little prayer to the universe that there was a rational explanation for her behavior that didn't involve mental or physical decline.
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      My hope lifted a little when I saw that one of the vehicles in the lot was a van with the company logo on it. Hopefully, that meant David was probably there so I wouldn't have to hunt him down.

      Once inside, I was surprised by how many people were waiting. Monica looked up with a bright smile when we walked to the door. It faded somewhat for just a split second when she realized who we were, but anybody not paying attention wouldn't have noticed.

      It was uncomfortably warm inside the structure, which was strange considering it had been almost too cold the last time we'd been there. Fans were situated around the room, and she had one blowing directly on her, sending loose tendrils of dark hair swirling around her face.

      "Sheriff," she said with a nod. "What can I do for you today? Our AC is on the blink, so you'll have to pardon the heat and the fans."

      I stepped up to the counter ahead of the people waiting in line. I wasn't eager to let all the people waiting here know what I had to say, but there was no help for it. This was Castle’s Bluff, and even asking to speak with him while everybody knew I was investigating a murder would send tongues wagging. "I need to speak with David Austin. Is he here?"

      She paused for just a beat before answering. "Yeah, you're in luck. He just stopped in to pick up the afternoon deliveries. As you can see, I'm quite busy up here and don't want to make these people wait. You know your way back. Before you get to Jackson’s office, you'll see a door on the left. Go through there, and you'll find him."

      I thought it was a little strange that she was turning us loose in the place, but then I noticed the security cameras. No doubt, she'd see our every move even without accompanying us.

      We made our way around the counter and back through the hallway, then went through the door she'd described. A tall, gangly guy with purposely messy hair was carrying a stack of water toward a newer-model pickup backed up to the loading dock. Considering the van with the company logo had been parked out front, I was curious as to why he was driving this instead. Surely, the water and blood would do better being transported out of the direct sunlight.

      The kid interrupted my musings when he turned from what he was doing and brushed off his hands. "Can I help you? This is a private area."

      I strode forward and held out my hand. "I'm Sheriff Cori Sloan, and this is my second-in-command, Alex Dixon. We need to ask you some questions about Lily Armstrong."

      His expression became wary, but he reached out and took my hand. "I'm not sure what I can tell you, but I'm happy to answer any questions. I met her a few times when I was delivering to her. She was nice, and she tipped better than most of our other customers put together.”

      I paused for a second to take the kid’s measure. He was a little wary, but not any more than a person usually was when they were talking to the law. “I’m sure you've heard she was murdered. I don't know if you've heard that she was poisoned or not, but she was. There was silver in her water and her blood, and she got both of those products from here."

      He drew himself to his full height, and his gaze sharpened and bounced back and forth between Alex and me. "I knew she'd been poisoned, but I didn't know it was in stuff that came from us. I mean, obviously I know we deliver to her, but I don't know anything else about the rest of it. I just deliver her orders to her house and the theater."

      Alex held up a hand. "Wait, you deliver to her house? How did you get it inside? I'm sure she wouldn't leave it setting out in the heat if she's not home."

      He shook his head. "She leaves her garage door open, and I just set it in there."

      "And there's no way you can get in the house from there?"

      "I mean, I suppose if I wanted to break into the house, I could bust through the garage door, but I've helped her carry it inside a couple of times when she's been there, and there's both a lock on the knob and a deadbolt on the door. I assume she locks it from the inside using both, then leaves through the front door. There's no way you could get in without busting the door down."

      Lily's house was built on stilts, so none of the windows were accessible from the ground. I suppose somebody could have climbed the posts to the back deck and went in the rear sliders, but there was a pretty steep slant behind the house. It would've taken effort, and those doors had been double locked too. That meant that the garage door or the front door would have been the easiest ways to get in just because there were steps leading to them. A mystery break-in was off the table though. Lily would've noticed had any of her doors been busted, and we hadn’t found any sign of forced entry. That meant her order had probably been contaminated before it had made it into the house.

      Alex rocked back and forth on his heels. "Did you shut the garage door after you left?"

      David shook his head. "No. She usually has groceries delivered on the same day, so my standing directions were just to drop it off and leave."

      "Did you ever have any interactions with Lily aside from talking about her deliveries?"

      A regretful smile curved his lips. "I did. She invited me to be part of the theater when I told her about my experience, and I was gonna go out and help them with the sets for this play. I've been picking up extra shifts though because I'm trying to save enough money to buy myself a car." He pressed his lips together in frustration for a moment. "I've almost got enough saved, but I suppose the play is off now. For that matter, the whole theater program’s probably going to go away."

      The kid was genuinely upset, and what I'd seen as a flimsy motive before went up in a puff of smoke. This kid hadn't had any reason to kill her. In fact, like every other youth she’d come in contact with, he was worse off with her dead. I exchanged a glance with Alex, and understanding passed between us. This wasn't our guy.

      A weird mix of disappointment and relief coursed through me. "Thanks a lot for your time," I told him. "If you can think of anything else, please call us."

      I pulled a card from my bag and handed it to him.

      He took it, then looked at it and put it in his wallet. "I'm sorry I couldn't be more help. I didn't know her well, but she seemed like a decent lady, and I was really looking forward to doing stuff with the theater. I kinda messed everything up at my last place, but I’ve thought hard about it and realized I was an entitled jerk. This would have been a chance to start fresh because I really enjoy it. I hope you find who killed her."

      "Yeah, me too," I replied with a dry smile. There was no need to tell  him it wasn't looking good, but I was realistic enough to admit that to myself. “And don’t give up on the theater. If I can, I’d like to find a way to keep it going. It won’t surprise me if Lily made provisions.”

      His face lit with hope. “That would be awesome. The people there seemed cool.”

      He turned back to the pallet of beverages he was loading, and Alex and I made our way back up front.

      The line that had been in front of the counter was gone, though a few people still sat in the waiting room looking at magazines or playing with their phones, no doubt trying not to focus on how hot and stuffy the room was.

      Monica had moved one of the oscillating fans behind the counter so that she was getting air moving on her from both directions. As it blew over her and toward us, I caught a whiff of a familiar scent. I stopped in my tracks, trying to place where I'd smelled it before.

      When I made the connection, all the pieces of information we'd gathered over the last few days clicked into place like puzzle pieces. It was the same perfume that had lingered in Lily's home. I'd assumed it had belonged to her, but it was distinct—I'd never come across that particular scent until then.

      I put a hand out to stop Alex, then turned to Monica. "That's a nice perfume you're wearing. Where did you get it?"

      She smiled. "Thank you. It's a special blend that an herbalist on the outside of town makes just for me." She lowered her voice and stepped closer. "She's a witch, and is crazy busy, but I can give you her information. I was out for a couple of days because she’s so busy, so if you use her, I recommend putting in an order for a refill a couple of weeks before you'll actually need it."

      Alex put his nose in the air and sniffed. It didn't take him more than a couple of seconds after he caught the scent for him to put two and two together, as well. I knew him well enough that I recognized his expression when he made the connection.

      "Have you ever been to Lily Armstrong's house?" I asked.

      Suspicion crossed her face, and for a second, I didn’t think she was going to answer. "No, why would I? I barely knew her."

      And there it was—the bald-faced lie.

      Alex glanced around the room, obviously trying to assess the people there. With all the fans blowing toward them, I couldn’t catch their scents and had no idea whether they were humans or supernaturals, so there was no way to really assess the threat.

      Alex took a couple steps back, opening up the space between the counter exit and us. "We need to speak with you in private for a minute, please. Do you have a break room?”

      I was relieved, because it would be much easier to take her on alone if she decided to fight, and the risk of collateral damage or exposure was eliminated.

      “We do,” she hedged, “but I need to keep an eye on the front desk.”

      I arched a brow as I glanced around at the bored clientele. At that point, we were the entertainment, and they all appeared to be there alone. That alone would probably be enough to keep them on their best behavior—they’d babysit themselves. Besides, taking the heat off himself was probably much more important to Jackson at that point than losing a few bucks from the register.

      “I’m sure they’ll be fine. This won’t take long.” Except, of course, we were gonna arrest her. I’d deal with that after the fact, though.

      Monica sighed in irritation but came from behind the desk and led us to a small room in the back.

      As soon as she closed the door, I moved toward her. “You're under arrest for the murder of Lily Armstrong."

      I didn't give her time to react before I slapped the cuffs on her. Alex and I had taken down vampires before, but that would require us to shift, something I wasn't willing to do in a confined space. "Don't fight me. If you do, you'll face both our consequences and Sean's."

      She glared daggers at me but didn't try to break them. I was glad because even though they were spelled to be strong, I wasn't sure they could withstand a vampire's strength.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she replied with disgust.

      I turned her toward the door as Alex held it open. “Then I’m sure none of the fingerprints on the bottles will match yours. Or maybe you’ll try to say you touched them here. That might fly, but your made-just-for-you perfume permeated her apartment. That one will be harder to explain.”

      She snarled and tried to jerk away from me. “If the old bat would've minded her own business, she'd still be alive. Jackson needs the money he makes from here and what he would've made off that real estate, and she was doing her best to sink him. She didn't care that all of our blood is ethically sourced. She just wanted to force her opinions on everybody else."

      That wasn't the take I'd gotten from Lily at all. She hadn’t been trying to force all vampires to drink synthetic blood, though that would've probably been her preference in an ideal world. She’d just suspected that Jackson wasn't as aboveboard as he claimed, and it was likely she hadn't been wrong. He'd even admitted to us that he had such a supply problem that he turned to nontraditional sources to get it. What those sources were, I had no idea, and I had as big a problem with that as Lily did. My number one priority was to keep my town safe, and that didn’t just include paranormals. I need my humans to be safe too, and if he was buying blood from questionable sources, there was the possibility that humans were being taken advantage of.

      Alex curled his lip and scoffed, disgust lacing his words. "So you thought it was just okay to kill her? Problem solved? The rumors about this place go away, the real estate goes back on the market, and everything’s all well in Jackson’s world again?”

      Rather than respond to that, she stuck her nose in the air and mustered as much condescension as she could considering she was in handcuffs. “I believe I have rights under Miranda? I'm exercising those. I'm not saying another word until my attorney's present."

      I wasn't willing to take her in the truck all the way back to town, so I called Sean.

      "I caught the murderer,” I said as soon as he answered. "But I need your help. I'm at the blood bank, and I need to transport her to the jail."

      "Her?" he asked. "So it wasn't Jackson after all? I’ve given it a lot of thought, and he seems to be the one with the most motive and opportunity.”

      "Nope. It was Monica, his assistant. She was protecting him. Or so she thought."

      When he spoke, his tone was lethal. "Well I hope he was worth dying for. I'll be right there."

      A shiver of respect laced with fear slid down my spine. Sean was typically so civilized that I sometimes forgot he had another side to his personality.

      True to his word, Sean used his superspeed and was there in just a few minutes. All the air went out of Monica’s sails, and she cowered when he showed up. I didn't blame her. Sean's laws were absolute, and if she was convicted of killing Lily, her life was over, literally.

      He snatched her by her upper arm and half-lead, half-shoved her toward my truck, then pushed her in the back seat and climbed in beside her. Alex and I followed, and an hour later, we had her booked in to a cell. Once she was inside, I raised my hand and cast enchantments that would prevent her from breaking out.

      "That'll do it," I said. "We’ll continue this in the morning when your attorney gets here, and I'll bring you food in just a bit. Maybe I should pull it from the case that we confiscated from Lily's house. Will that suit you?"

      She bared her fangs at me. "Go ahead. Once you hand me over to the vampire tribunal, I'm done for anyway."

      I lifted a shoulder, fresh out of pity. "Maybe you shoulda thought of that before you killed somebody. Actions have consequences, and you’re about to face yours."

      I strode out of the jail feeling lighter than I had in days. A beautiful light had been snuffed out, but at least I’d been able to get justice for her. Hopefully, she could rest in peace, wherever she was at.
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      Since the rules of the treaty dictated that the victim’s race managed all punishments, Monica’s fate fell to Sean and the vampire tribunal. That meant my part in it, aside from the PR of dealing with the human population’s explanation, was done.  I’d tell them she’d been transported to another county for a change of venue since it would have been tough to get an unbiased jury. It was flimsy, but I’d found that people didn’t question legal stuff much. It was more important to most of my folks that she was caught. What happened to her after that would be shuffled below the fold and forgotten.

      Sean had invited me to sit in on the proceedings in an advisory capacity, but I'd passed. I was confident they'd handle it fairly, and since it was a vampire-on-vampire crime, I didn't feel like I had a place in the process. The gist of it was that Jackson and Monica had been family, and she'd felt an obligation to protect him.

      I couldn't blame her for the sentiment, but murder for money was something I'd never be able to get behind. As far as I was concerned, she deserved whatever punishment she got. I did feel sorry for Jackson, though. It was a crap situation for him all the way around. As her sire, he obviously cared about her, but she’d killed in his name. That wasn’t going to sit well with folks, and even though it wasn’t his fault, some wouldn’t see it that way.

      As we left the courthouse, I asked Sean to hold up for a minute.

      He turned to me as he slipped on his Ray Ban aviators. “Is there something else, Cordelia?”

      I nodded and slipped my shades on too. “I was wondering about Lily’s estate. Specifically, what’s her death mean for those kids? Are they gonna be okay?”

      He smiled. “That’s one of the things that makes you such an incredible leader, you know. You keep caring even after it’s no longer your job.”

      I lifted a shoulder. “I’d argue that their wellbeing, along with everybody else’s, is always my job.”

      “Exactly.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “As you know, Lily was old. She’d accumulated significant wealth, and she named me her executor.  Her will is, by necessity, intricate and extensive, but to address your question, yes. They’ll be fine. More than fine.”

      He sighed. “She left every one of the kids in her care, along with many others that she’d helped over the years, enough money to keep them comfortable for the rest of their lives. It’s in a trust, and the younger ones don’t come into the bulk of it until they turn thirty, but the buildings, theater, and most of her other holdings are now mine. One of the stipulations to that, not that she needed to include it, is that I continue to make sure her wards have a safe, affordable place to live. The theater will stay alive, and I’ve already spoken with the crew. They want to continue, so we’re working on the details that will make that happen.”

      I felt like a weight had lifted from my shoulders. “If you need any help executing any of that, just let me know. I’d be happy to help.”

      He gave my shoulder a squeeze, then turned toward the courthouse’s grand staircase. “I’ll keep that in mind. And Cori? Thank you.”

      I smiled and nodded as he walked away.

      Since our day had just opened up, Alex and I went home and picked up Chaos, then spent the afternoon at the fair. A few hours later, we sat in the town square on a bench dedicated to my parents stuffing ourselves with footlong corn dogs and fries. It was a perfect fall day—the temperature hovered in the eighties, but there were just enough clouds to keep the sun from baking us.

      “What a great day this turned out to be,” Alex said, draping his arm over my shoulders.

      A cool breeze whispered through, drying the sweat on the back of my neck. "It sure is, and the auxiliary outdid themselves. The parade was amazing, and I don't think we've ever had as many vendor booths and competitions. This was really good for the town."

      Alex sighed. "I wonder what effect Sean's resort will have on it next year. I kinda like the small-town feel of it, and I hope a bunch of city slickers don't come in and mess that up."

      The idea of the resort had started to grow on me, especially since Sean had already started work on the upgrades to the land he'd donated to the local packs. Once the man made a decision, he never burned any daylight following through on it. "I think it'll be fine. So many of us turn out for it that even a couple hundred extra people won't make a dent. They'll bring cash, though, so I don't see any downsides."

      Alex hummed as he drew little circles on my shoulder with his finger. "I hope you're right. Speaking of Sean's land, we haven't been for a run in a while. Wanna go out once it gets dark and check it out?"

      Anticipation crackled across my skin like electricity. He was right—it had been a couple of weeks since we’d all run together. With all of the stress of the last few days, I needed the exercise and the release.

      Chaos's ears perked. "That sounds like a great idea. We have a full moon tonight, so it will be perfect. Maybe we can take a picnic for afterwards."

      I laughed. “We’ve done nothing but eat all day. How are you even gonna manage to run, let alone eat more afterwards?"

      She sat up and curled her tail primly around her front feet. "That's going to be a lot of exercise. I'm sure we’ll all be starving afterwards."

      I would've argued with her, but she was probably right. Alex could eat his weight in food on a regular day, and I wasn't exactly a lightweight myself. In fact, if it weren't for the werewolf genes coursing through my blood, I’d have even more padding than I already did. "Then by all means, we’ll swing by the house and make some sandwiches to take with us."

      We sat for a while in silence, people-watching and just enjoying the day.

      Various announcements came through over the loudspeakers every little bit, and I'd mostly tuned them out since we’d already done everything on our agenda.

      "Attention, attention!" Ms. Ellen's voice rattled from the metal speaker above my head, sounding a bit tinny. "We need Cori Sloan at the Founders Day exhibit in the community center, please. Repeat, Cori Sloane, please report to the Founders Day exhibit."

      I glanced at Alex, who just shrugged. "It looks like you’ve been summoned."

      My stomach sank. The only reason I could think that they would be calling me was because a crime had been committed. A little stab of guilt shot through me for resenting the interruption.

      I sighed and pushed to my feet. "I suppose we should go see what they want. Hopefully, it's something little, and we can deal with it without missing our run tonight."

      Alex stood and took my hand in his, and Chaos hopped from the bench to my shoulder.

      "I'm sure it's nothing," she said. "As many people as are here, we'd have noticed a ruckus if it were anything serious."

      As we made our way through the crowd toward the exhibit, I prayed she was right. I'd had enough murder and mayhem to last me for a while.

      When we made it to the exhibit, which was still covered with a giant sheet, I glanced around, trying to determine what was wrong. Ms. Ellen and two other ladies from the auxiliary stood in front of it, beaming when they saw me.

      She motioned me forward. "There she is ladies and gentlemen. The lady of the hour."

      I was utterly confused. Bending down so only she could hear me, I whispered, "What's going on?"

      Rather than answer me, she just winked, then put her hand on my arm and turned us both to the crowd. "Folks, this town has been through a lot of changes over the last couple of years, and this woman right here has been the driving force behind a lot of it. Thanks to her, our town has thrived, and we've decided to name her this year's Citizen of the Year."

      My face grew hot, and I knew my cheeks were flaming. I wasn't big on public attention, especially when I was blindsided. Thankfully, she kept the microphone rather than shoving it in my face.

      "Cori, you do a lot for this town, often at the expense of your personal time. You put in long hours, and you go out of your way to make sure that the citizens of Castle's Bluff are happy and safe. With that in mind, we’ve put together this display, which will be front and center in the historical society building."

      She motioned to three burly guys, and they carefully pulled the sheet from the display. A giant oil painting of Chaos and I took center stage, flanked by four plaques awarded to me by the state of Georgia for excellence in contributions I'd made to land conservation, public safety, and tourism growth. There was also the architect's model of the youth rec center I'd commissioned. Underneath our painting hung the key to the city the mayor had awarded me when I’d managed against all odds to secure funding for a new library. I smiled when I realized all these items except for my picture and key had been on display at the historical society, and I had a sneaking suspicion this was the reason Ms. Ellen hadn't told me about items that had gone missing.

      As I stared out at the faces of the people of my town, both familiar and new, my eyes filled with tears. I didn't do my job for recognition, but here these people were, letting me know how much they valued my contributions. I did my best to smile through my tears and gave them a little wave as Ms. Ellen handed me the microphone.

      I cleared my throat. "You guys are so amazing. It's my honor and pleasure to serve as your sheriff and your leader. Thank you all so much for this, and I will do everything in my power to continue to live up to your expectations. As always, my door is always open, and I welcome any and all of you to stop by anytime. Castle's Bluff belongs to us all, and everybody has a voice."

      The crowd erupted in cheers and applause, and I thanked them again, grinning as I handed the microphone back to Ms. Ellen and accepted the large, brass-plated plaque she handed me. I bent down and gave her a hug.

      She whispered in my ear as she hugged me back. "I'm happy to do this for you, baby girl. You deserve it, though I feel like I should give you a swift boot in the butt for thinking I'd gone senile while I've been working so hard to make this happen."

      I laughed, then fibbed just a little as I gave her a final squeeze. "Perish the thought. It never even crossed my mind. Seriously, though, thank you."

      She pushed me back to arm's length, smiling, and gave me another wink before turning back to the crowd and spoke into the microphone. “No, Sheriff. Thank you for being such a wonderful young woman. I love you like my own daughter, and it's been my honor to help bring this together for you."

      Before I could make a blubbering mess of myself, I gave the crowd a final wave and hurried off the stage, my heart humble and full of love for the town I called my home.
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      A few hours later, right as the sun was beginning to set, we packed our picnic basket into the truck and headed to the new property. I’d never been there and almost missed the entrance because it was hidden by brush and trees. Normally, that would be annoying, but considering what we were using it for, it was perfect. The last thing we wanted was people stumbling onto it accidentally.

      Sean had padlocked the gate as an extra precaution, so Alex got out and twisted the numbers to unlock it, then waited for me to drive through before he locked it back. Even though the entire road front was thick with tall trees and brush, Sean had already started building a tall fence to keep people out. It was nice, though not surprising, that he was working hard to keep his word.

      “Wow,” Alex said as I drove toward the lake, which was on the other side of the property from the road. “This is a nice piece of land.”

      He wasn’t wrong. It was a perfect mix of wooded areas and pastures, which made it way better than the old property behind the spa. There, some of the underbrush was so thick that chunks of the land were almost unusable.

      Once we got to the lake, I was surprised to see that Sean's crew was already working on the bathroom and changing building. There was no plumbing, but the concrete-block walls were already up.

      Alex must've been thinking the same thing. “I gotta hand it to Sean. When he says he's going to do something, he gets it done."

      I headed toward the building, figuring it was as good a place to change as any. "Yeah, but remember—the resort’s almost finished. He doesn't have a lot of time to work with if there's gonna be a seamless transition."

      Alex disappeared into the other side of the building and met me outside a few minutes later, also in his wolf form. It felt amazing to be on four legs again. I stretched, then shook my whole body, reveling in the way my fur settled close to my skin.

      "Ready?" Chaos asked. She was the only one of us who could still speak out loud, though she and I maintained our mental link. I'd also built one with Alex in the time we’d been together, but it wasn't as strong. With us, it was more shared feelings and emotions rather than words. He nodded, then bolted away from us. The run was on! I howled before I took off after him.

      Even though he was larger than I was, just as he was in his human form, I was faster and more agile and caught up with him quickly. We spent the first twenty minutes or so running as fast as we could, darting back and forth around the brush and leaping over fallen logs. Chaos, believe it or not, had no problems keeping up.

      "Rabbit," she thought to me before veering to the right. I pivoted to follow her, catching the scent of the small creature. It took Alex a few strides to realize we were no longer right behind him, but he caught up quickly enough. I used my sharpened senses and caught the sound of a snapping twig off to my right. Chasing game was one of our favorite things to do, and my competitive spirit drove me to move a little faster so I could be the one who caught it. Alex, however, must've picked up on something I didn't because he cut off to the left. Rabbits were tough, because unlike deer and other large animals, one of their instincts was to find a place to hunker down in the face of danger.

      Disappointment coursed through me when Alex howled in triumph. I shifted directions to follow the sound, and sure enough, when I got there, he was standing over a rabbit hole, his wolfy expression smug.

      I was particularly annoyed because he'd won last time too. I was going to have to up my game. Still, he'd won fair and square, so I bumped his nose in congratulations. Chaos, on the other hand, wasn't so charitable. She nipped him on the back leg, then turned around and ran. Time for a new game.

      Much like a rabbit, Chaos had the advantage of being small and agile. Hide and seek with her was always a challenge because not only was she good at hiding, she also knew how Alex and I both hunted and used that to her advantage. After several minutes of not finding her, I decided to tweak the odds in my favor and opened up our link.

      Oh no you don't, she thought to me before slamming the door between us shut. My attempt at cheating actually ended up costing me because while I’d been focusing on chasing her down through our mental link, Alex had been doing it the old-fashioned way. Within a couple minutes, I heard him howl again and cursed myself for getting beat twice in a row.

      We spent the next hour just enjoying ourselves, then circled back to the lake. Alex plopped down on a grassy spot at the water's edge, and I joined him. He leaned over and laid his body against mine, then nuzzled me. The full moon reflected off the smooth water, and the sounds of the night wrapped around us. Even though my human thoughts were muted when I was in wolf form, that same feeling of rightness that had settled over me over the course of the last couple months rushed through me. I nuzzled him back, then made an impromptu decision.

      Shifting back to my human form, I laid my hand on his head. Sensing I had something to say, he shifted back too, then sat beside me back on the grass and took my hand.

      I pulled in a deep breath and closed my eyes, planning my next words carefully. "I know we agreed to take this slowly, and if that's where your mind is still at, it's perfectly okay. I've been thinking, though, and when you're ready to take it to the next level, so am I. When we're together, all I want to do is be with you. You make me a better woman, a better sheriff, and a better pack leader. When you're not here, I can't stop thinking about when you'll be back."

      He twisted so that he was sitting cross-legged facing me, and I mirrored his pose.

      He searched my gaze for a moment. "Cori, what exactly are you trying to say?"

      I pulled in a deep breath and blew it out through pursed lips, then took his hand in mine, never dropping my gaze from his. "Alex Dixon, when you're ready, will you marry me?"

      A grin spread across his face before he snaked his hand behind my neck and pulled me in for a searing kiss. His fingers wrapped in my hair, and I slipped my arms around his neck and kissed him back.

      I broke the kiss and pulled back, returning his smile. "Is that a yes?"

      His eyes sparkled with excitement and amusement. "No, that's a hell yes! I've been thinking the same thing for a while now, but I didn't want to pressure you. I know you have a lot on your plate, and I didn't want to add to it. I even bought the ring a couple weeks ago and have been holding onto it, waiting for the right moment."

      I laughed as I ran my gaze over his naked form. "I assume you don't have it with you now."

      He rolled his eyes, and one side of his beautiful mouth curved into the rakish smile that was his alone. "No, and if I did, would you really want me to put it on your finger?"

      Chaos wiggled between us, then nuzzled us both. "Not that anybody bothered to ask me, but it's about time we made this official. You know your mom's going to be so full of herself that she's going to be intolerable, right?"

      I shrugged and leaned forward to kiss Alex again. For once, it didn't irk me even a little bit that I was following the path my mother would think she chose for me. I'd take every smug I told you so in the world if it meant having this marvelous man by my side for the rest of my life. As I sank deeper into the kiss, I realized my world was now truly complete, and I was the happiest woman in the world.
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