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			The lobby of the Iris Inn was dead, but then so were its owners. Arthur sat rigid at the front desk, eyes trained on the entrance, waiting. He didn’t strictly mind the quiet of an empty house—all the better to hear his own thoughts—but it had been quiet for so very long. Though time’s significance was beginning to slip through Arthur’s immortal fingers, it had not yet lost all meaning. So, when the front door of the old refurbished grange hall creaked open, he was glad for the interruption. A guest. At last.

			The cheerful brunette had only one suitcase. A carry-on. Gray. The woman wouldn’t be staying in Trident Falls more than a night or two, by Arthur’s estimation. He wrote as much on the fluorescent pink Post-it note pressed against the oak paneling of the front desk.

			“Welcome to the Iris Inn. Do you have a reservation?” She didn’t, but Arthur liked to ask all the same. It granted their little establishment an air of importance it hadn’t otherwise earned.

			The woman smoothed her pressed blue blazer as she approached the counter. She wore sensible flats and an ivory satin blouse that played nicely against her medium-brown skin, and her hair was cropped and worn natural to frame her round face in tiny curls. Not exactly the rumpled and travel-worn type of guest he imagined would be the Iris Inn’s usual customer—if their bed-and-breakfast ever became successful enough to have customers, plural.

			“Oh no. I’m sorry. I didn’t think to call ahead.” The wheels of her suitcase clicked along the hardwood floor as she approached the desk. “Mr. Roth seemed sure you’d have room for me.”

			Arthur raised an eyebrow at the mention of Trident Falls’ inept excuse for a mayor and bent his head to check his nonexistent calendar for nonexistent bookings.

			The suitcase squeaked to a halt as the woman compressed the handle.

			Arthur turned his attention to the sticky note where, under the word suitcase, he wrote old.

			“We should be able to find room for you.” Arthur eyed her bag warily. No one stayed in Trident Falls for long if they could help it, but that wasn’t going to stop him from trying. He gestured to the stack of tourism brochures on the desk, boldly displaying a fuzzy photo obviously taken in the previous millennium of a smiling family carrying backpacks in front of a fluorescent orange tent. “Perhaps you’d enjoy a day hike to the falls.”

			“Oh, I’m not much of an outdoorswoman.”

			Arthur couldn’t blame her. There was nothing he found particularly great about the great outdoors himself. Straightening his tie, he took another tack. “Well, there’s plenty of other activities to do,” which was technically true if she was the sort to be impressed by small quantities. “The park is lovely, and you might enjoy taking in a film at the cinema, or perhaps a tour of the local eateries!” He waved a hand at a pile of takeout menus. “Downtown Trident Falls has much to offer!” Calling it downtown was a bit misleading, as there was no uptown, sidetown, or insideouttown to be heard of. Trident Falls had once been a charming locale, something Arthur knew from personal experience, but these days there were too many potholes and too few of what his husband, Sal, called Instagrammable spots to draw much of a crowd. Or customers.

			When they opened three months ago, the Iris Inn had benefited from the usual surge of travel writers—or rather, travel vloggers—but their reviews were lackluster at best. Some were disappointed an establishment run by two vampires was so traditional, and some were downright offended at the sight of paranormals at the welcome desk. “Sadly, not haunted,” wrote one reviewer. “Dangerous propaganda that attempts to normalize the paranormal lifestyle,” complained another. “One-ply toilet paper gets one star from this account.” There was no pleasing everyone, though Arthur had remedied the toilet paper situation posthaste. But the damage was done, and business had petered off from there. There had been some curiosity among the Twilight obsessed, but after people realized there were no sparkly vampires in Trident Falls—with the notable exception of the time Arthur had been the unwitting victim of a glitter bomb—the only visitors to the Iris Inn came for funerals or entirely by accident.

			“Will you be staying just the one night?” Arthur asked, pen hovering over the sticky note.

			“As long as you’ll have me, actually.” The woman’s lips split into an oddly genuine smile.

			Strangers didn’t smile at one another in Trident Falls. In fact, Arthur could count on his fingers the number of times he’d smiled at a fellow resident and had gotten one in return.

			The woman held out a hand, presumably mistaking Arthur’s skepticism for confusion, and said, “Nora Anderson. I’m the new city manager. And since the apartment I was supposed to be renting turned out to be a Best Pots on an empty lot, I need a place to stay that isn’t made of plastic and preferably has a separate room for the toilet.”

			“I think we can accommodate that request.” The rooms at the Iris Inn were several steps up from a porta-potty in Arthur’s view, though he was certainly biased. He took her outstretched hand and shook it, then let go quickly. He didn’t need her focusing on his lack of circulation. “Arthur. Arthur Miller—and before you ask, no relation.”

			“No one ever asks, my dear, which I imagine is your own personal crucible.” A voice the consistency of grape jelly—smooth and saccharine with a flair of artificial flavor—floated through the entryway, followed by a white man with shoulder-length dark hair, hazel eyes, and a chiseled jaw the likes of which wouldn’t have been out of place upon the cover of a romance novel—the historical variety, if his outfit was anything to go by. Today he wore a plum waistcoat and voluminous cravat over a white shirt with an absolutely uncalled-for amount of lace.

			In truth, all that set Arthur’s husband apart from the Fabios of the world was his stature—a shocking five feet six inches—and a small scar across his eyebrow, sustained in an altercation with a brigand outside a tavern sometime during the eighteenth century, or so he claimed. In reality, the scar was the result of an unfortunate incident with a razor a few years back when eyebrow slits were all the rage, proving that one should never attempt avant-garde hair removal when one doesn’t have a reflection in a mirror. Arthur had tended the wound and covered it with a My Little Pony bandage.

			“Salvatore Conte, and might I say, what a pleasure it is to meet me.” Salvatore bent to brush his lips across Nora’s knuckles. “Bienvenue chez nous, mademoiselle.” Salvatore grasped the suitcase and waved her forward. “Please, come in. There is no need for you to wait for an invitation.” He laughed at his little joke, his voice carrying as he disappeared up the stairs, their guest in tow. “You have impeccable timing. We’re hosting a soirée this evening—a night of the finest fromage Trident Falls has to offer! You simply must attend. Everyone who’s anyone will be there, and of course my husband has procured a shocking amount of wine for the occasion.”

			“Oh, that’s fun! I’ll invite the mayor to join us,” Nora managed to say before Sal’s booming bravado eclipsed her voice once more.

			“Such a treat for you to visit our neck of the woods…This is our nicest room, mind you, with a lovely window overlooking the forest. No, no, you’d best go in on your own. I wouldn’t want to impede your view of the sunset. Do let us know if you require anything at all.”

			There was a click of the door and the light tapping of Salvatore’s feet on the stairs before he reappeared in the entryway, showing his fangs in a grin.

			“I thought you were Italian,” Arthur said blandly. “Bienvenue? Isn’t that French?”

			Salvatore huffed, a fleeting look of a rat caught in a trap in his eyes. “After so many centuries, who can really say? I’ve been all sorts of things—a butcher, a jockey, an entomologist, a chocolatier…all of which are far more interesting than either French or Italian.”

			“You have never been an entomologist.” Arthur would certainly have remembered that.

			“I might have been!”

			“Having the stage name Miss Keto Bite doesn’t count.”

			“I just think mosquitoes are a misunderstood and fascinating species that—”

			“It’s strange, isn’t it?” Arthur cut Sal off. He could forgive his husband almost anything, but not his continual defense of mosquitoes.

			“Strange? Not really—when you think about it, mosquitoes have a great deal in common with vamp—”

			“Her. Coming here. On the mayor’s suggestion.” Arthur glanced down at the sticky note on the desk. “And she only had one bag. That doesn’t exactly say long-term stay, does it?”

			“I’d say it’s a testament to our marketing efforts. They’re clearly working if the mayor is recommending us.”

			“I’d be inclined to agree if we’d done much in the way of marketing recently. Speaking of which, am I right to assume your foray into town was a success? I don’t see any leftover flyers.”

			Salvatore gave a little bow and a cheeky smile. “Indeed, there’s not a telephone pole in town without one plastered to it. If no one comes to our wine and cheese night, it won’t be because we didn’t get the word out.”

			Arthur looked up in alarm. “I thought you said everyone who’s anyone would be there.”

			“And I stand by it.” Salvatore lifted his chin. “After all, I’ll be there, and really, darling, who else do we need?”

			“The mayor,” Arthur grumbled.

			“What’s that?”

			“The mayor,” Arthur said more clearly. “Our guest—Nora Anderson. She said she was going to invite the mayor. If he’s recommending our establishment now, maybe he’ll actually come! All we need is one good showing and things could really turn around for us!”

			“Whatever you say.” Salvatore bounced up to his tiptoes and planted a kiss on Arthur’s cheek, angling his gaze down and landing on the Post-it. “Aha! What’s this?” He snatched it from the desk, the sticky side finding purchase on his palm. “Cheerful brunette? Suitcase—gray, old? Who do you think you are? Sherlock Houses?”

			“Holmes,” Arthur corrected as he scrambled to recover the sticky note. “And I was just making some observations.”

			“Observe this, my love.” Salvatore folded the sticky note into a very small rose, then tucked it into the lapel of Arthur’s black suit jacket. “That’s better. A little pop of color.”

			Arthur fought the urge to remove the paper rose. He’d thought he’d looked rather spiffing when he got dressed that morning, but next to Salvatore’s ensemble, his was terribly plain, even with the embellishment.

			“We have a guest for the first time in weeks.” Sal brushed the lapels of Arthur’s suit jacket in a soothing motion. “It’s time to stop worrying about strange happenstances and start preparing for this evening’s festivities! What do you think, should I change? This cravat doesn’t really say party animal.”

			Arthur wasn’t sure what exactly his husband’s cravat was supposed to say, so he just nodded.

			“At least we won’t run out of refreshments. You ordered enough wine to get the whole town toasted,” Sal said. “Looks like we won’t go hungry either.”

			Arthur followed Salvatore’s gaze to the unassuming cardboard box by the door with Fresh Bites printed in bold across the top. It’s the quality that counts, boasted the thin black lettering.

			“Absolutely not,” Arthur said. “We will not drink blood in front of the guests.”

			“Guest,” Salvatore corrected.

			It was optimistic thinking to assume anyone but Nora would attend the evening’s festivities. In fact, Arthur was beginning to worry it was too much to hope that the inn’s singular occupant would bother to grace them with her presence at all. With only Salvatore and the copious amount of cheese they’d procured, it would be a lonely—and gassy—night, indeed.

			Salvatore pierced the tape on the package with his nails and withdrew a square card from inside. “Look! We got Geraldine Wilkes from Eugene. She’s a vegan and enjoys cycling. And it’s B positive! Your favorite!”

			Arthur’s tongue found the tip of his canine, as it often did when he was hungry—but no. “We can’t scare this one off, all right? She’s our first guest in weeks. We can’t mess this up. If this business fails…” Arthur trailed off, the rest too unthinkable to express aloud.

			“Then we move on,” Salvatore said. “We do it all the time.”

			They’d moved to the sleepy Oregon town only six months ago, after Salvatore had inadvertently set their Chicago apartment on fire with some pyrotechnics he’d planned to use in his drag show. Between the two of them, they’d a combined sixty-nine years of life and another six hundred or so of undeath. In all their time together, they’d never really stopped moving around, so with the insurance settlement from the fire, they agreed on a quiet retirement from traveling in a small town close to the woods.

			Salvatore didn’t care what town or what woods, but Arthur had visited Trident Falls many times as a boy, and it had seemed a slice of idyllic peace, tucked away near the mountains. His father had always insisted on taking Arthur to do all manner of unthinkable things like hiking and fishing and kayaking, none of which were Arthur’s particular idea of fun, but at the end of the day they’d come back to the bed-and-breakfast, where a cozy fire and soft blankets awaited them. Though it was only for one week each summer, Arthur’s fondness for the Iris Inn had never waned. The original proprietor, Iris herself, made the most heavenly scones Arthur had ever tasted, and he hoped to one day catch the feeling of home she’d so effortlessly cultivated. When Arthur had seen the listing for the Iris Inn, it felt like fate, so they’d packed up their limited remaining possessions and headed for Trident Falls.

			It was supposed to be their perfect little getaway. Instead, it was a town full of furtive glances under judgmental eyebrows. Salvatore said they could change their minds anytime, but Arthur wasn’t ready to give up so easily. It had once been a cozy and welcoming place; it could be again.

			“This was supposed to be the last time, Sal. We’re retired now. Can’t you at least try?”

			Salvatore sighed and placed the card back inside the box of their weekly delivery of ethically sourced blood and faced the kitchen. “I’ll make a charcuterie board.”

			“Thank you.” Arthur squeezed his husband’s arm as Salvatore turned to go, then shouted after him, “And don’t slice the cheese into any fun shapes this time, all right? Something classy.”

			“Don’t worry, my love. I am the epitome of class!” There was a long pause filled only by the sound of kitchen drawers sliding open and shut, then Salvatore peeked around the doorframe, wearing an apron and a sly smile. “Which is classier, would you say, bats or fangs?”

			Arthur let out a long breath as he leaned against the front desk. “I’ll just do it myself,” he grumbled, and followed his husband into the kitchen.
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			Arthur arranged the Iris Inn’s cozy living room full of carefully selected antiques with optimistic expectation—charcuterie laid out, wine, lemonade, and iced hibiscus tea waiting near the entryway with glasses stacked nearby. As a finishing touch, he wheeled out the old record player, removed the Pirates of the Caribbean soundtrack (or as Sal called it, his “hype mix”), and replaced it with an Ella Fitzgerald vinyl.

			“Perfect,” he murmured to himself as the opening notes played, soft and smooth. With a last cursory glance around the room, he admired his handiwork. The couches and armchairs were arranged to provide maximum mingling opportunities, and the refreshment table was an inviting rainbow of snacks and beverages that matched the decor.

			“ ’Scuse me, coming through.” Sal elbowed past him, arms laden with paper plates and napkins.

			“I already set up in the corner.” Arthur pointed at the tall round table opposite the drinks where he’d piled plastic cutlery and paper dishes with a simple floral design.

			“Yes, I know, but those are so drab. Why not go with a more festive theme?” Sal flashed a plate his way and Arthur caught sight of a set of cartoon bats mid-flight.

			Arthur recalled the jubilant look on Sal’s face the day he’d brought them home from a post-Halloween sale. “Now we can dine in style year-round!” he’d proclaimed. Arthur hadn’t had the heart to tell him no, so instead he’d hidden them as far back in the pantry as he could, pretending to have lost them. They were all well and good for a Halloween party, but it was April—and in an establishment such as theirs, they were more likely to draw unwanted attention and inspire inappropriate threads of conversation that Arthur would rather avoid with their new guest.

			“That’s a bit much for tonight, don’t you think?”

			“I think it’s exactly right for us, darling.” Salvatore, who now wore an outfit a few centuries older than his afternoon ensemble, resplendent with a maroon-and-gold doublet and matching codpiece, gestured to Arthur’s jacket. “Is that what you’re wearing? I can finish up out here if you need to change.”

			Arthur glanced down at his black suit and tie. He could swap it out for a fresh outfit in another neutral color palette, but short of raiding Salvatore’s rather substantial and overwhelming side of the closet, his options were limited.

			“I think I’ll stick with this.” With Sal dressed like he’d stepped directly from the sixteenth century, Arthur hoped his professional, modern look would serve as an adequate counterbalance. Arthur wasn’t certain that Sal’s fashion truly reflected history or if Sal had a propensity for lace doublets not shared by the elite of yore. Either way, historical accuracy was clearly not the point, as Sal had braided little neon threads into his coiffure, which weren’t period appropriate to any era but the 1990s.

			“And let’s not swap the plates,” Arthur said as gently as possible. “We don’t want to draw attention to what we are. We want to fit in here.” He couldn’t help but think of the mayor and his imminent arrival. First impressions were everything, after all.

			“Well, if that’s the case, perhaps we should find more appropriate themed paperware. Maybe something with culs-de-sac and khaki capris? What else do humans like around these parts? Largemouth bass? Is that a thing?” Sal continued to suggest banal American human themes, rattling off everything from sports to mayonnaise, but he did at least take the bat plates and napkins back to the pantry.

			Nora, who’d been in and out of the inn all afternoon, came downstairs a few moments later clad in a cozy green sweater instead of her blazer. “Oh, this is a lovely spread. Is that an antique?” she asked, gesturing to the record player as she entered the room.

			“Yes, we pulled it out of storage for just this occasion.” Salvatore swanned back into the living room. “I knew I was saving it for something special.” He met Arthur’s eye, and a rush of warmth having nothing to do with blood circulation filled Arthur’s chest.

			Events like this weren’t Sal’s usual fare. Back when they lived in Chicago, Sal had led quite the nightlife, but to his credit, when Arthur suggested Trident Falls as an option once they were forced to flee the city, he’d only complained about the noise ordinance a little and did his best to support Arthur’s attempts at a social life, even if it was in his own way. In general, Arthur disliked public displays of affection, especially in a setting that should, for him and Sal, be professional, but he kissed his husband’s cheek all the same. Sal grinned and gave him a saucy wink.

			“Please help yourself to anything,” Arthur said to Nora, gesturing toward the charcuterie. Short of an all-out bribe, Arthur could think of no better way to ingratiate himself and their inn to Trident Falls’ new city manager. Let the Gouda and candied figs do the talking for him.

			As Nora began stacking cheese and salami on her plate—assisted by Salvatore, always eager to provide a running commentary on the various cheeses and regions of France they hailed from—the front door opened. Arthur stepped into the lobby, trying not to feel too hopeful.

			“Welcome to the Iris Inn,” Arthur said, defaulting to his warmest customer service voice. In the doorway stood a woman Arthur had seen at the side of the mayor on many occasions during town events, though she never stepped in front of the microphone herself. The mayor’s assistant was hardly an expected guest, considering she worked for a man whose supporters abhorred Arthur’s and Sal’s very existence, but perhaps this was a sign the mayor had accepted Nora’s invitation. Arthur extended his hand and said, “I’m one of the proprietors, Arthur Miller, no relation.”

			“Quinn Clark.” Short, with blond hair slicked back in a low ponytail, Quinn was a plump white woman, likely in her early thirties, who’d learned the art of simple elegance. She wore no ruffles or jewelry, only a plain blush-pink blouse and khakis, though they were not, thankfully, capris. Arthur could respect her understated fashion choices, if not her boss’s politics. She shook his hand with brisk efficiency.

			“Please, come in,” he continued. “Everyone is gathered in the living room.”

			Quinn’s gaze traveled around the lobby, and Arthur wished he could see the space through her eyes. Most of the room was taken up by the front desk, and Arthur had decorated the walls with local art featuring various Trident Falls landmarks: the falls themselves, the riverfront shops, even a pretty landscape of city hall in autumn when all the leaves turned a vibrant gradient of yellow to red. It was all perfectly normal. (Sal’s suggestion for decor had been a series of portraits he’d commissioned of himself over the centuries, but Arthur hadn’t thought it appropriate to greet guests with that much nudity.)

			Whatever she made of the place, Quinn was satisfied enough to walk into the living room, where Salvatore was telling Nora the story of the time he’d challenged Napoléon Bonaparte to an arm-wrestling contest. Over the sixty-odd years they’d been together, Sal had told Arthur a number of outlandish stories, each more bizarre than the last, and Arthur was never sure which were true. He’d pepper the tales with convincing historical details but would also insist on absurdities—like that the Earl of Sandwich had invented Fruit Roll-Ups but had never gotten credit or that Henry VIII had been cursed by a coven of witches. Arthur actually believed that last one to some degree.

			When Nora spotted Quinn, her good humor vanished. “Ms. Clark,” she said, a formality in her voice Arthur had yet to witness, “I didn’t know you were coming. Is Mayor Roth on his way?”

			“I would assume so.” Quinn was as stiff as Nora, though she hadn’t exactly been relaxed upon her arrival. Perhaps it was just the awkwardness of new acquaintanceship.

			Turning her attention from Nora, as if she wished to pretend the other woman didn’t exist, Quinn said, “I haven’t seen the Iris Inn since it changed ownership. Were you aware this building is over a hundred years old? It’s been part of the community for a long time.” She sounded a bit bored, like a tour guide at the end of her shift. Perhaps that was how she always talked; Arthur had never interacted with her before.

			“It’s been such a joy to renovate,” Arthur said, gesturing to the newly painted walls and original vintage cabinetry. “We’ve worked hard to make sure it maintains its classic charm while still providing modern comforts.”

			Arthur waited for Sal to chime in about how it was his idea to have the USB cell phone chargers installed in the nightstands, but he was strangely silent. That wasn’t good. He was counting on Sal to charm their guests as he usually did. Arthur was a practiced host, but he paled in comparison to his husband. Salvatore was an entire kaleidoscope of social butterflies in one handsome package, and he thrived at parties—or party-adjacent gatherings. If they were to sway Trident Falls to their side, it would begin with people like Nora and Quinn. He gave his husband a little nudge. Now wasn’t the time for Sal to be shy.

			“No need to do a sales pitch,” Salvatore said, without his usual vigor. “I doubt she will ever be a guest here. I imagine she’s too frightened—”

			“Oh, the scones,” Arthur said in a hurry before Sal could finish. “I forgot to bring them out. Sal, will you help me?” He dragged Sal from the room, then said in a low voice, “What are you doing?”

			“I’m certain I don’t know what you mean.” There was a petulant tilt to Salvatore’s mouth, not quite a pout.

			“You’re being rude to Quinn. If we win her over, she could put in a good word with the mayor himself—”

			“There’s no winning people like that over. Didn’t you see his campaign signs? Keep Trident Falls Normal. It’s not very subtle.”

			Arthur had seen the signs, and he’d seen the percentage of the vote George Roth had gotten. A narrow margin. The town could still very well be swayed. Perhaps the mayor might change his tune as well if enough of his constituents showed support for their budding business.

			“We must try. At the very least, we can’t be rude in front of a paying guest. Please, Sal?”

			“It’s not as though Nora is being welcoming either,” Sal grumbled, but he heaved a sigh and continued. “Fine. I never could say no to those stunning emerald eyes of yours.” Salvatore’s frown eased as he stared up at Arthur, then brushed his knuckles along the smooth skin of Arthur’s cheek. “I’ll keep my thoughts to myself. But if she says one snide word to you, I can’t be held responsible for what I might do.”

			“She won’t; she’ll be too busy complimenting the Gouda.” Arthur gave Sal a quick kiss, then picked up the tray of scones. They’d already been gone too long.

			Back in the living room, it was like a polar vortex had hit. The air was chilly with silence, despite the warm notes coming from the record player.

			“How was your meeting with the mayor?” Quinn asked in a tone that would’ve been better served slinging insults.

			Nora, who now held her plate of snacks before her like a shield, replied, “Productive. He was very receptive to my proposal.”

			“I doubt that,” Quinn muttered.

			“When the mayor arrives, he can tell you himself.” Nora paused to take a triumphant bite of cheese and salami. “After my presentation, he said he was excited to bring it to the city council.”

			“Mayor Roth never likes to tell people no to their faces.” Quinn swirled her glass of wine without drinking.

			“His supporters might not like it,” Nora shot back, “but once the money starts rolling in, that’s all they’ll care about.”

			If Arthur had been a guest and not the host, he might’ve asked Nora about this allegedly lucrative proposal, but it was his sacred duty to ensure everyone was enjoying themselves. His gaze darted between Nora and Quinn, waiting for the opportune moment to interject and steer the conversation toward less contentious topics.

			Salvatore, on the other hand, didn’t bother waiting. He grabbed the tray of scones from Arthur and swanned forward. “Oh, don’t stand around like that,” he said to the women. “If no one enjoys these antique sofas Arthur spent weeks hunting down, he’ll sulk.”

			Nora and Quinn both jerked back and swung their gazes toward the door, as if they’d forgotten Arthur and Sal were there at all. Thankfully, they took Sal’s suggestion and the four of them settled in, Nora and Quinn sitting as far apart as they could on the lavender davenport, Arthur and Sal on the velvet settee. Arthur did his best to keep them engaged, but with Salvatore being nearly silent beside him, it was difficult. He wasn’t used to so many awkward lulls. Being married to Salvatore could be described as many things, but quiet had never before been one of them.

			Arthur found himself frequently glancing out the window, hoping for the telltale headlights of an approaching car that would herald the mayor’s arrival. The darkness remained unbroken, and the conversation circled the drain.

			Almost an hour into the evening, Salvatore’s phone chimed an alert. When he glanced at it, he looked simultaneously relieved and nervous.

			“Oh, I nearly forgot,” Salvatore said, a practiced breeziness to his tone that told Arthur there had been no forgetting whatsoever. “I have a dentist appointment.”

			“This late?” Nora asked.

			“Ah, you must be Dr. Young’s evening appointment.” Quinn nodded, shooting a smug glance at Nora. “He mentioned he was headed back to the office when he left the chamber of commerce meeting tonight.”

			“Ah, yes.” Arthur let out a nervous laugh, not particularly keen to discuss the particulars. They’d managed to stay away from vampire-related conversation all evening and he wasn’t about to break their streak now. “Dr. Young was good enough to schedule Salvatore after hours.”

			“Terribly anti-paranormal of him not to have evening hours to begin with, I say,” Salvatore grumbled.

			“But kind of him to accommodate your preference all the same. Now, off you go!” Arthur made a shooing motion with his hands.

			“No, really, I couldn’t leave our guests without my dazzling company.” Salvatore put his phone away and flashed them all a blazing smile.

			Arthur could clearly see the calculus happening in Sal’s brain. He disliked Quinn, but he hated dentists more, and at least here there was wine and cheese.

			“You can’t skip your appointment. Dr. Young made room in his schedule just for you,” Arthur insisted. Sal had attempted to get out of the routine cleaning by claiming he simply couldn’t go to the dentist during the day, as it wouldn’t be fitting for a nocturnal creature. Arthur had reminded him of the many other errands they managed just fine in the sunlight, but Sal had continued to wax poetic about his air of vampiric mystique. In the end, Arthur had arranged a nighttime appointment in a rather graceful checkmate. “Go on, we’ll be fine.”

			Salvatore bared his fangs, not unlike a disgruntled house cat. “Must I?”

			“If you want to keep that smile intact, I think yes.”

			“But I hate needles,” Salvatore said with an almighty pout. “And drills.”

			“The sooner you go, the less likely they are to use them.” Though as vampires he and Salvatore were immortal, Arthur still insisted on routine teeth cleanings and yearly physicals. Perhaps they couldn’t get sick the way humans could, but they could still get plaque buildup, and nothing spoiled an afternoon quite the way a split fang could. “I don’t care if Dr. Young is the devil incarnate. You still have to go.”

			“I think I’d prefer him that way,” Sal grumbled, but he stood up and straightened his cravat. “I must bid you all adieu. Don’t get up to any mischief while I’m away—I’ll be terribly jealous you’ve left me out.”

			“Give Dr. Young my regards.” Quinn turned to Nora to add, “He’s a friend of the mayor’s.”

			“Of course he is.” Sal gave them all a tight smile before sweeping from the room with the swiftness of a bat.

			The upside to Salvatore’s unusual silence all evening was that when he was gone, the room didn’t seem much emptier than before. Arthur still felt his absence, though. It had been decades since Arthur had done much of anything without Sal by his side—not since before “Waterloo,” the song, not the battle. Conversation struggled along in fits and starts, until at last it died for good. Social niceties, unlike himself, could not rise anew from the grave. He couldn’t help but be reminded uncomfortably of the many times he’d suffered through the social ritual of cocktail hour with his old coworkers, hoping one day he might suddenly find he belonged as if by some sort of magic. Alas, he’d liked neither the drinks nor the company and never mustered the confidence to decline the invitation until after he met Salvatore. The grand irony was, once Arthur became immortal, his coworkers ceased including him in such activities. He would have dearly loved to tell them no at long last, but it was not to be. It pained him to know he might now be the source of that same anguish in his guests.

			“Should I open another bottle?” Arthur suggested when the silence stretched too long. It had only been a quarter hour since Salvatore’s departure, but somehow it felt like eons.

			“No, I should be going.” Quinn jumped up from the plush cushions she’d never truly settled into. “It’s obvious the mayor isn’t coming.”

			Nora stood, too, her posture braced as if for a fight. “I guess you really don’t do anything that doesn’t win you points with him.”

			“Let me show you out,” Arthur said quickly. No need to prolong the tension and allow whatever animosity they held for each other to escalate.

			Quinn gave him a curt nod before leaving, not bothering to say thank you or even goodbye.

			Nora sighed once she was gone. “I should never have invited the mayor. I didn’t know she’d come instead.”

			Arthur parted his lips to ask for more details but decided against it at the last minute. He wasn’t much for gossip, and Sal wasn’t there to insist upon it. “Would you like more wine?”

			“No, thanks. I’m going to turn in for the night. Thanks for hosting this. Wasn’t your fault Quinn—” She cut herself off and shook her head. “Good night.”

			She headed upstairs, her footsteps heavy.

			Alone now, Arthur cast his gaze around the room. At least they’d made a dent in the food, though he’d only had to open one bottle of red.

			Still, as he piled perhaps an unwise amount of cheese on his plate, listening to the record player transition to a suitably depressing song, Arthur supposed this was a start. Things could finally be looking up for the Iris Inn, and for their place here in Trident Falls. This had been their most successful event yet, even with the mayor’s absence.
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			Not long before dawn, Salvatore had yet to cease complaining about the apparently dreadful experience he’d had at the dentist. He’d returned hours ago, a solitary cyclist on their light teal tandem bicycle.

			“You can take that cotton out of your mouth,” Arthur said as he gathered ingredients for biscuits. Why Sal had it in the first place after a routine cleaning was beyond him, but Sal had never once in their decades of marriage missed an opportunity to be dramatic.

			The sun had just begun to lighten the sky, and he wasn’t sure how early a riser Nora would prove to be. Arthur was doubly determined to impress Nora with the breakfast spread. A new city manager staying at their inn was no small thing. If they charmed her, she might leave them good reviews—and go on to recommend them to others or even get them a coveted spot in the chamber of commerce’s yearly tourism brochure. Wine and cheese night had ended a little awkwardly, but no matter. Breakfast was the real draw—after the bed, of course.

			“That horrible man gave no instructions for care!” Salvatore carried on around the cotton, one cheek still puffed up impressively. “That’s what one gets, going to a dentist.”

			“He kept his practice open late for you,” Arthur said, only half paying attention as he scoured the counters for his favorite baking tray—a round one, dark in color, that was easy to balance in one hand, at least at night, when his vampiric nature made him more agile.

			“The whole profession is evil.”

			“Didn’t cavities used to kill people back in your day?” Arthur asked as he got out a mixing bowl. He was rushing to beat the sunrise, because after that, breakfast prep would progress at a snail’s pace in comparison.

			“I think I’d remember dying from a cavity if it’d happened. No, that sounds like dental propaganda. Typical.” Salvatore made a pitiable face that, with the added drama of the cotton balls, made him look like an overblown pufferfish.

			“Do you think we had any impact on Quinn?” Arthur asked, deliberately changing the subject.

			“Who cares? I’m far more interested in Nora’s history with her. Do you think they’re ex-lovers? Who do you suppose spurned whom?”

			“Salvatore!”

			“What? You know I’m right—there must be something salacious between them.”

			Arthur dusted his hands on his apron and cleared his throat, determined to steer the conversation back toward the intended rails. “I want this business to flourish and that’s not going to happen unless we can get some social capital in this town. So, Quinn’s opinion of us matters a great deal, actually.”

			“I’ve never allowed others’ opinions of me a moment’s thought. Why start now?”

			“Trident Falls could be good to us if we let it.”

			“If we let it?” Salvatore spluttered. He dragged two truly disgusting cotton balls from his mouth, holding them aloft like grenades. “I don’t know why you insist on acting as though it’s our fault the town doesn’t like us. We are who we are, and if they don’t want us, I don’t know why you’d want them.”

			Arthur sighed and passed Salvatore the garbage bin for his cotton. It was the same argument they always had. Salvatore wanted to be his full vampiric self and let the town figure out how to feel about it, while Arthur wanted to show Trident Falls how normal two vampires could be. If only their neighbors knew there was nothing to fear, the Iris Inn would be a staple of Trident Falls, and Salvatore and Arthur beloved members of the community. All his life—and undeath—he’d never felt like he belonged anywhere, except perhaps hand in hand with Sal. Fitting in would be a novel experience for him and he wanted very badly to know what it was like.

			“Let’s not fight,” Arthur said finally as the oven beeped to signal it was preheated. “We don’t need our guest seeing us like this.”

			“Fine! But as God is my witness, I shall never go to the dentist again.”

			“I thought you didn’t believe in God.” Arthur slid the biscuits onto the middle rack, then started the timer.

			“I’m not Catholic—there’s a difference. The better to bypass holy symbols.”

			Arthur, who’d been Jewish all his life and remained so in undeath, had never really understood Salvatore’s religious inclinations. Over the years, Sal had told countless stories that all seemed to contradict one another, as though he’d tried on a dozen religions before landing on his current flavor: Unitarian Universalist.

			“Wouldn’t it be easier to just be atheist, then?”

			“Easier, perhaps, but one can’t help what one believes. I can lie all I want to the world, but it’s what’s in here that really counts.” He pointed to his chest. “If I must believe in God, the least I can do is be practical about it.”

			At first, Arthur had thought Sal’s conversion was the least logical move possible. Vampires, after all, were weakened by holy symbols of their faith, and Unitarian Universalist encompassed so many beliefs. But, as it turned out, their nondenominational leanings meant Salvatore was exempt from almost all holy safeguards against vampires and could walk through life unafraid of religious iconography. He had only one weakness: the Coexist bumper sticker.

			“Suit yourself,” Arthur said with a shrug before turning back to his baking. A high-pitched sound made him nearly jump out of his skin—a feat he was, as a relatively young vampire, entirely incapable of—but the timer still had a few minutes left.

			“Is that a cat?” Salvatore moseyed toward the glass sliding doors leading to the garden, where, lo and behold, a cat pawed at the door, letting out meows pitiful enough to rival Salvatore with a head cold.

			It was an adult cat, but on the smaller side, with scruffy black fur and piercing green eyes. Arthur mentally cataloged its state, noting the few burrs stuck to its side and the way one eye wouldn’t open all the way.

			“Must be a stray.” Arthur took two steps toward the door, then stopped. A completely feral cat wouldn’t approach people like this. “I bet it was abandoned by the road.”

			“Poor thing,” Salvatore said. “Do we feed it?”

			“Someone’s got to.” Arthur grabbed a shallow bowl and splashed some milk in it. “I can buy it healthy cat food later—”

			“You’re going to let it go hungry all morning, then make it eat health food? You might as well become a dentist.” Salvatore took the dish of milk and opened the door. For a moment, Arthur worried the cat would rush inside, but it darted back into the garden, almost out of sight. Salvatore set the bowl down and closed the door.

			Gradually, the cat returned. It looked from the door to the milk, then began lapping it up.

			Salvatore smiled, his earlier rantings mellowed by the sight. Arthur didn’t care much for cats. He wasn’t allergic. He was just ever-so-slightly put off by their perceptive eyes and the way they always landed on their feet.

			“Let’s get back to it,” Arthur said. “Lots to make before our guest wakes up.”

			Guest. It felt so wonderful to say.

			Together, they made turkey sausage, waffles, and three different kinds of eggs. Arthur considered setting up an omelet bar, but Salvatore scoffed and said, “What army do you think you’re feeding?”

			“We must be sure to serve something she likes. Oh no, what if she’s vegan?” Arthur wiped his hands on his floral apron—a gift from Salvatore when they’d signed the papers for the bed-and-breakfast—and took a deep breath.

			“She isn’t,” Salvatore said.

			“She could be!”

			“She ate both meat and cheese from the charcuterie boards last night.”

			“That was hours ago! She could’ve had a change of heart!”

			“You’re taking this awfully seriously.”

			“It’s our livelihood!”

			“Undeathlihood?”

			“Something smells delicious,” said Nora Anderson herself from the doorway.

			Arthur startled, almost dropping a plate of sausage.

			Sal leaped forward to usher their guest into the kitchen. “That would be the aroma of freshly baked biscuits.”

			“I love biscuits!” Nora’s gaze traveled over the many options Arthur had laid out for her, eyes widening. “And waffles, and eggs, and sausage…”

			Sal gave Arthur a smug smile as if to say, I told you so.

			Arthur ignored him. “I hope you slept well, Ms. Anderson. Is there anything I can get for you? Breakfast will be served shortly.”

			“Please, call me Nora.” She pointed through the window at the hedges outside. “I’d actually love to take a walk through the garden, if that’s okay?”

			The timer for the biscuits blared. Salvatore, who stood next to the oven, stared at the appliance as if he’d forgotten why it might be beeping.

			“The biscuits!” Arthur exclaimed, pushing past his husband to extract the fluffy, buttery, carb-filled delights.

			Salvatore ducked out of the way at the last moment, narrowly escaping being singed by the baking sheet.

			Once Arthur had set the biscuits on the cooling rack, he grabbed the neon paisley umbrella from the stand, put on his most winning smile, and said, “One garden tour coming right up.” He turned toward the glass doors and was met with a set of big green eyes.

			“You have a cat?” Nora asked.

			Arthur had all but forgotten about the animal. “It’s a stray, alas. You’d better not pet it in case—” Arthur stopped himself from mentioning terrible infectious diseases before breakfast. “In case it scratches.”

			Salvatore grabbed a sausage from the counter and exited first. “Don’t worry, Nora. I’ll lure it away with snackies.”

			The cat ignored him and the sausage, darting instead toward the edge of the patio and looking back over its shoulder as if in disdain.

			Arthur didn’t blame it. The word snackies was altogether repulsive. He stepped outside, opening his umbrella to keep the sun off. Vampires didn’t crumble into dust at the merest exposure to sunlight the way popular media proposed. It was more likely to put them to sleep, if anything. Daylight could sap a vampire of energy and weaken their powers, but as Arthur had yet to exhibit any of these effects himself, he was more concerned with the threat of skin cancer. It couldn’t kill him, but melanoma removal procedures were terribly painful. It was decidedly best to avoid the sun altogether if he could.

			“Aw, it seems nice,” Nora said. “Maybe you can take it to the vet, get it checked out. There’s a good no-kill shelter a couple towns over.”

			“I know,” Salvatore said wistfully. “I’ve been to visit a few times, but I’m not allowed to bring one home.” Salvatore frowned at Arthur.

			“Well, that’s downright prejudicial,” Nora said, setting her jaw. “Just because you’re vampires doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have pets.”

			Salvatore chuckled, an unsettling sound to the unaccustomed. “Don’t get me wrong, there were certain allegations thrown around about treating them like juice boxes, but we don’t drink animal blood. Only ethically sourced, free-range, one hundred percent human for us!”

			Arthur shot him an incinerating glare. Blood was absolutely off-limits as far as conversation topics were concerned. Especially with breakfast sitting on the counter. Salvatore really ought to know better.

			“Really, it’s up to this one.” Salvatore jabbed his thumb at Arthur. “This monster doesn’t like animals.”

			“Cats! I don’t like cats. I like dogs just fine, you know. And fish. Fish are delightful.” Arthur took a breath and pulled his shoulders back. “Besides, it’s not about me. It’s about our guests. What if one of them is allergic? We need to be hospitable to anyone who might visit—”

			“That’s very thoughtful of you,” Nora said. “I have a mild allergy myself, but…” She trailed off as the cat doubled back to loop around her legs. “You heard that, did you?” She laughed. “I swear, if I wasn’t allergic, cats wouldn’t be remotely interested in me. It’s like they’re drawn to it.” She booped the cat’s nose. “The feeling’s mutual.”

			“It’s true, we are drawn to the things most likely to kill us.” Salvatore sighed dramatically.

			“If you try to make this about garlic…” Arthur whispered. Salvatore loved the stuff, but he was allergic. The legends about vampires and garlic were poppycock, as most myths tended to be. Garlic wouldn’t kill a vampire. At worst—and in Salvatore’s case—it would simply give him a spot of tummy trouble. It was the vampire Carlotta who had started the rumors that garlic would fend off vampires in the first place. She was a bit of a gourmand, to hear Salvatore tell the tale, and she preferred her victims seasoned properly, though Arthur suspected it had more to do with the fact that garlic was a natural blood thinner. Somehow, rumor became legend, and in Salvatore, legend became something of a fact.

			Salvatore straightened and said, “So, Nora, what brings you to Trident Falls?”

			“I grew up here, actually,” Nora said, following his change of subject and his path toward the garden with ease.

			Arthur had done a fair bit of landscaping when they’d first moved in. The lawn had been overgrown with weeds, and everything else had been near a crispy death. He’d managed to save the camellia bushes, their brilliant white flowers a lovely complement to the light purple shade they’d chosen to paint the inn, and over the last few weeks, Arthur had dedicated himself to creating a colorful garden space. Now, enormous purple sage bushes flanked the back door, and marigolds, begonias, and borage lined the path. It was an explosion of color, a celebration of impending summer, and something for local bees to enjoy, he hoped. He’d even set aside a small plot in the back for herbs and vegetables. Pride burst in his chest as he saw the colorful tops of radishes and curly red lettuce ready to harvest.

			The sun winked at them from behind the trees, casting copious shadows across the garden. The cat stayed ahead of them, doing a strange dance of running forward, then looking back as if waiting for them to follow.

			“So, you’re a local?” Arthur asked.

			“I suppose, though some might not agree. I left for college as soon as I was able, but…living in a big city wasn’t what I thought it would be. I’ve always loved this town, even if it didn’t always love me back. Still, I have all these memories I can’t quite let go of. All those summers as a kid, hiking and fishing with my parents…”

			“Just like Arthur!” Sal elbowed Arthur rather sharply, an eager smile on his face. “Look at that, something you have in common—an incomprehensible appreciation for the outdoors.”

			Arthur covered a grimace with a cough, unwilling to reveal how badly Salvatore had mischaracterized his relationship to nature.

			“It’s not so incomprehensible once you’ve seen Trident Falls in the summer—give it another month or so and you’ll understand.” Nora gazed out at the tree line, where tall evergreens reached for the lavender sky, lightening with every minute. “Any chance we might’ve crossed paths back then?”

			Arthur sighed and shook his head. “Alas, I suspect our childhoods didn’t have much overlap.” He hated to remind her of his unusual lifespan, but thus far Nora had shown no signs of sharing the mayor’s opinions on paranormals. Perhaps it was all right to be a bit more himself around her, but putting it into practice still wound the coil of anxiety in his chest tighter.

			Nora nodded and said, “Of course. Well, the point is that I have a soft spot for Trident Falls, so when I saw the position of city manager was open, I jumped to apply. It felt like time to come back home.”

			“Really?” Salvatore asked incredulously. Arthur glared at him until he continued. “I mean, it’s such a charming…quiet…little place.”

			“It’s struggling,” Nora conceded. “But I think with some new management, it can really become a tourist attraction again. The falls used to be a huge draw. Hiking, camping, fishing. I also have a whole plan to promote paranormal tourism and residency—well, I won’t bore you with the details. At least not before coffee.” She chuckled and skipped ahead to run her fingers along the cat’s spine. The cat arched its back at the touch, then sprang forward again, skirting the garden beds as they rounded the corner toward the back of the house.

			Arthur held back out of earshot. “This could be our chance!” he whispered.

			“What, to make out in the begonias? Not very professional, and we’ll damage that umbrella I gave you for your last birthday, but if you insist…”

			“No, to impress Nora.” Arthur swatted Salvatore’s shoulder, fighting a smile. “If she likes her stay here, she could really help the business.” Arthur glanced at her retreating back. She disappeared around a large rhododendron bush. “This could mean much more than getting into the chamber of commerce’s brochure. She has a plan. We can be part of it, if we don’t mess up.”

			“You worry too much. She seems to be enjoying herself so far.” Salvatore looked up at Arthur, his hazel eyes sparkling in the early-morning sunlight. “We’ll feed her a magnificent breakfast, then she’ll be off to city hall or wherever, and we’ll be the talk of the town by Friday.”

			“Today is Friday.” Arthur sighed, but Salvatore was right. Nora was about to experience the very best hospitality. A charming tour of the garden. Then the greatest breakfast anyone had ever eaten in the history of the world. She would see all the hard work Arthur had poured into this place and all the hard watching-him-work Salvatore had contributed. There was no point worrying.

			He let the tension bleed out of his shoulders—not that he could bleed literally—and smiled down at his husband.

			That’s when the screaming began.
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			A truly terrible sound rent the air from up ahead. Arthur gripped Salvatore’s hand in his and surged forward. His mind tripped over itself imagining worst-case scenarios—the cat had bitten Nora, Nora had tripped and stabbed herself in the face with the wrong end of a trowel, or perhaps she’d been lying earlier and she hated waffles and someone had left a plate of them in the garden. Just as Arthur was beginning to imagine a long and sordid history between Nora and the family of waffles who’d murdered her fishing-loving father, they rounded the corner of the bed-and-breakfast to a sight altogether worse than anything Arthur could have concocted.

			Nora was fine. She stood hunched over, eyes wide, with her hands over her mouth as though she might be sick. Next to her, the stray cat stared calmly at the flower bed.

			There, crushing the flowers Arthur had painstakingly planted only a few weeks ago, lay Mayor George Roth. Normally, the mayor’s skin was a robust tan, with plenty of red in his cheeks. Now he was as white as a sheet, and his chest wasn’t moving. His eyes were open, already clouded, and he was very much deceased.

			As the echo of Nora’s scream faded from the air, it was replaced by Salvatore’s.

			“My begonias!” he wailed, loud enough to make the cat startle and shrink behind Nora’s legs.

			“Your begonias?” Arthur turned an indignant gaze on Sal. “I’m the one who planted them!”

			“No offense to your begonias,” Nora said in a strained, high-pitched voice, “but that’s the mayor, and he’s dead!”

			“I mean, he could be napping,” Salvatore hedged, taking a step toward the body, but Arthur held a hand out to stop him.

			Arthur didn’t need a better look to know for sure. “He’s definitely dead.”

			“So am I, but I don’t see you tiptoeing around my corpse,” Salvatore muttered, but his hazel eyes grew round as he peered at the dead man.

			Now was hardly the time for undead jokes, so Arthur ignored him. Instead, he grabbed hold of the back of Salvatore’s shirt as if he were a small child likely to wander off and turned to Nora. “This is a potential crime scene. We’d better not touch anything.”

			“Oh, suddenly this is one of your episodes of Law & Order SUV?”

			“SVU.”

			“Whatever.” But Salvatore’s voice didn’t have its usual teasing edge. Instead, nervousness laced his words as he rocked back on his heels into Arthur’s touch.

			Arthur stood straighter and held Salvatore a little closer, both for his own peace of mind and for Salvatore’s comfort. He wasn’t detective Olivia Benson—or any detective at all—but maybe that was okay. Sal didn’t need him to solve crimes; his husband simply needed Arthur by his side. He could do that. He could quiet the part of his mind that yearned to note the awkward angle of the mayor’s body and the rumpled state of his shirt and the smear of blue ink on his sleeve—

			“We need to call the authorities.” Nora took a step back from the body. So did the cat, which was a small mercy. Arthur had read once that cats would eat their dead owners. He silently hoped that didn’t apply to undead temporary caregivers.

			“Ms. Anderson, Nora, I’m so sorry about all of this—” Arthur spared a moment to be mortified that her review would now assuredly be one-star, and she’d probably be checked out of here by the time the police arrived. “Why don’t you come inside with me while I make some calls. You can help yourself to the food, anything you need.”

			“What am I supposed to do?” Salvatore asked, eyeing the dead body warily. “Don’t leave me alone with it.”

			“Him,” Arthur corrected. George Roth was a mayoral pain, and he was dead, but he was still a person, not an object. “Someone has to stand guard while we wait for the authorities.”

			“Why must it be me?” Salvatore turned his face toward the sky, as if speaking to a higher power. “What did I ever do to deserve this?”

			Arthur, who had been regaled with enough stories of Salvatore’s life to last him forever, could think of a fair few things, but he didn’t say so. Nora remained only a few feet away, now cradling the cat in her arms. She’d definitely witnessed their exchange. What would she think of such unprofessional behavior?

			“Why don’t we all wait here?” She didn’t make eye contact with the corpse, staring instead at the cat, which began purring. “I don’t think I can stomach breakfast after this, anyway.”

			“I myself am feeling all weak and woozy.” Salvatore swayed on his feet before falling limp into Arthur’s arms in a swoon.

			“Is he okay?” Nora asked, a note of alarm in her tone. “I didn’t think vampires could pass out like that.”

			“They can’t.” Arthur pinched Salvatore’s nose, eliciting a snort from his husband. “When you’re done being melodramatic, give me your phone so I can call 911.”

			Salvatore cracked one eye open and whispered, “I’m never done being melodramatic.”

			“No need,” Nora said. “I’ll just call the sheriff. Emergency services will take much longer to get all the way out here.”

			“You know the sheriff?” Arthur asked. He had no love for Trident Falls’ law enforcement, but still, Nora hadn’t yet started her job as new city manager, and she already had connections with the local authorities. She must’ve been a savvy networker.

			“I don’t,” Nora said to his surprise. “I saved every municipal number to my contacts as soon as I got the job offer.” She set the cat gingerly on the ground once more before retrieving her cell phone.

			As she stepped away to make the call, Arthur helped Salvatore to his feet, not that he needed it.

			“I bet you twenty dollars she’s a Capricorn sun.”

			Arthur didn’t know a lick about astrology except that his husband was a Leo, whatever that meant, so he just shrugged.

			Salvatore glanced back at the body and shuddered. “In our garden…who would have thought? And after he went out of his way to not attend wine and cheese night.” His voice was uncharacteristically soft. There was something disingenuous about it, too. Arthur glanced at the late mayor, then at Salvatore, trying not to think about all those stories of Sal’s undead youth.

			“Let’s wait a bit farther away,” Arthur said. “We need to keep clear of the scene. Especially that cat.” He nodded at the stray, which sat several yards from the body, watching the corpse with a keen feline gaze, still purring despite the death all around.

			“There’s no need to be rude to Rumble.” Salvatore sniffed.

			“You named it?”

			“She’s obviously a Rumble.”

			“She?”

			“She has feminine energy.”

			“What does that even mean?” Arthur felt something hysterical welling up inside him that probably had much more to do with the dead body in their garden than naming a cat—though the traumatic experience of watching Cats the musical in theaters a few years ago was certainly grounds for it.

			Salvatore caught his eye and gazed pleadingly at him.

			“Fine, we can keep her,” Arthur promised, against his better judgment. He might have put up more of a fight if not for the distraction of a very real corpse in the shrubbery. “As long as she keeps her paws off the evidence.”

			Arthur led Sal a few paces away, eyes lingering on the mayor. This was the first time he’d seen a dead body in person, outside of funerals and his general day-to-day life living in one himself, of course, but he knew all about solving murders. “I’ll make some notes, put together thoughts that might be helpful to the police.”

			Pulling the notebook he kept for just such occasions out of his breast pocket, Arthur jotted down details of the scene, but his thoughts kept snagging on why the mayor was here when he hadn’t shown up last evening for the gathering.

			Logic led Arthur in a circle. If the mayor was here, in their garden, then he must have come here at some late hour. But why? To speak with Nora? No, surely the mayor wouldn’t bother her so late at night. So, then, to spy on Arthur and Sal, perhaps? Arthur wouldn’t put it past George Roth to use underhanded means to get dirt on the only vampires in town. The irony, of course, being that it was Mayor Roth who had dirt on him now—harvest supreme potting mix, to be exact.

			Arthur sighed heavily. All this stank of foul play. “Don’t suppose he was murdered, do you?” he said quietly into Sal’s ear so Nora wouldn’t hear.

			“If he was, the list of possible culprits will be a mile long.” There was an edge to Sal’s voice. “Who wouldn’t want to kill him?”

			“Keep your voice down.” Arthur glanced around, but Nora had her phone pressed to her ear and there was no one but the cat to hear for a solid mile on every side. Still, Arthur couldn’t shake the worry that had sown itself along his shoulder blades. Someone had been to the Iris Inn uninvited that night, and they could still be lurking nearby.

			The alternative was unthinkable. Arthur glanced at Nora, Rumble, and Sal in turn.

			Almost unthinkable.
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			Sheriff McMartin was broad and unnaturally tan, with the bleached-blond hair and chiseled jaw of a Hollywood leading man gone sour. He wore his brown uniform like a costume and brandished his smile like a nightstick.

			Arthur eyed the gun at McMartin’s side warily. He was all for democracy, but the ballot choices in Trident Falls left something to be desired. McMartin belonged to one of the oldest families in town, so his popularity guaranteed him his position year after year. His brief stint on the silver screen didn’t hurt either. Though his role in the nineties action franchise Bullet Point was cut short by an offscreen character death between the first and second installments, the memory of Officer Splice, a copy editor turned policeman, lived on in his everyday performance of the real deal.

			“What seems to be the problem here?” Sheriff McMartin said as he approached.

			Arthur cleared his throat and flipped open his little black book of notes. Time to show this buttermilk Nathan Fillion what a real detective could do.

			Salvatore beat him to the punch. “The problem is the dead man in our flower bed.”

			“It’s Mayor George Roth,” Nora added. “We came out here earlier to tour the garden, and—”

			McMartin cut her off. “That’s the mayor, all right. What was he doing here?” He turned to Arthur and Salvatore, eyes lingering unkindly on Arthur’s admittedly loud paisley umbrella.

			“Do I look like a medium to you?” Salvatore asked. “He’s dead. How are we possibly to know why he decided to take a walk in our begonias before expiring?”

			Arthur cleared his throat, the gesture as pointed as his fangs. “What my husband means to say is, we don’t know why he was in the garden. He was given a personal invitation to wine and cheese night yesterday evening, but he didn’t show up.” He glanced at his notes. “There was a stray cat here this morning, which is suspicious—”

			“How dare you call Rumble suspicious!”

			“I meant the cat’s sudden arrival was unusual.” Arthur gave Salvatore a broiling look. “And it could be linked to George Roth’s death.”

			McMartin stomped around the body, stepping on a few of the surviving begonias. Salvatore whimpered quietly with each flower’s demise. Finally, McMartin crouched next to Roth’s lifeless body and felt the corpse’s neck for a pulse.

			“He’s ice-cold, definitely dead,” McMartin said, flinching back from the body.

			Arthur thought he’d taken an awfully long time to come to that conclusion, but kept it to himself.

			“Do you need our statements—?” Nora began, but once again the sheriff cut her off as he radioed for the coroner and a few deputies as backup.

			The sun had risen enough to make Arthur adjust the angle of his umbrella. Now wasn’t the time for a daytime energy crash.

			All around them, the birds sang as though they were afraid one might forget it was spring, and a few bees flitted between the undisturbed flower beds. If not for the body in the begonias, it would appear as though nothing was amiss, like Arthur and Salvatore’s budding dream of a quiet retirement wasn’t in jeopardy.

			“I’ll take your statements now,” the sheriff said, adjusting his belt and puffing out his chest. He turned to Nora, acknowledging her existence for the first time. “Is your husband inside?”

			“I’m not married.” Nora’s brow furrowed, as though she was trying to ascertain if she should be offended. Arthur rather thought, yes, she should.

			“Oh, sorry.” But McMartin didn’t sound in the least bit apologetic. “Your boyfriend, then?”

			“I’m staying here alone.” Nora crossed her arms and lifted her chin. “I checked in around five, then I attended the wine and cheese night. I texted the mayor an invitation to join us. But he never came, despite saying he would.”

			Arthur scribbled her response in his notebook and shot an appraising look at the sheriff. McMartin wasn’t writing anything down. Every good detective kept notes.

			“How many other guests do you have?” McMartin sounded almost surprised at his own question, as if he couldn’t believe he’d thought to ask.

			“None.” It was difficult to admit, especially without qualifying excuses. But those weren’t facts, and the sheriff would want only relevant information. “Though Quinn Clark attended our evening entertainment for a few hours.”

			“We didn’t see the mayor here at all,” Salvatore added.

			“That’s right—my husband and I were inside all night,” Arthur said.

			But that wasn’t true. Salvatore had gone to the dentist.

			Arthur glanced at Salvatore, searching his eyes, but there was nothing there save for the usual sparkle of intelligence oft ignored and the good—if no longer beating—heart Arthur had fallen in love with. Sal wouldn’t have hurt the mayor, surely.

			There was no reason to hide anything from the sheriff if they were innocent, and they decidedly were, so Arthur continued. “Except Salvatore had a dentist appointment with Dr. Young at seven thirty, but he was back before nine thirty.”

			“I’ll be checking that timing with the dentist.”

			Arthur bit his lip. The appointment should have only lasted an hour, and even traveling by tandem bike, it shouldn’t have taken Salvatore so long to return. It was unlikely there would be witnesses to account for the full two hours, so Arthur simply had to hope the mayor’s time of death wouldn’t match up with Salvatore’s excursion. Then again, perhaps the sheriff wouldn’t put two and two together. He wasn’t overly bright, except for his luminescent platinum hair. Perhaps the frosted tips glowed in the dark.

			“Did you notice anyone in the garden when you came back?” Arthur asked instead, hoping to steer the conversation away from the more delicate areas.

			“No one, darling. You know I would’ve said something.”

			“We were awake all night,” Arthur continued. “But I didn’t hear anything strange, and no one knocked on the door—”

			“All night?” McMartin’s expression shuttered. “Are you two, um…” He seemed to struggle to find a polite word.

			“Vampires?” Arthur supplied. “Yes.”

			McMartin’s face clouded. “Well, you should’ve led with that.”

			“We’re also terribly queer. Did you want to ask us questions about that, too?” Salvatore sneered, his fangs sneaking out from beneath his upper lip.

			“Why does it matter?” Nora snapped.

			“Calm down, honey.” McMartin raised both palms and lowered them slowly, as if he could control her emotions with the gesture.

			Arthur glanced at Nora just in time to see the moment her restraint snapped. Even the stray cat—Rumble; he might as well get used to the name—took a step back before she exploded.

			“Excuse me, Sheriff. You might want to consider being a little more respectful to the people you’re supposed to work for.”

			“This again.” McMartin rolled his eyes. “I’m an elected official, yeah, but the public doesn’t sign my checks, the city manager does, or he did, until he took that job in Bend—”

			“What a coincidence.” Nora’s lips twitched into a triumphant smile. “I’m the new city manager. Lovely to meet you.” She held out her hand and set her shoulders in a stance that conveyed exactly how lovely she thought it was. “And as far as I’m concerned, you work for everyone in this town, whether they can vote or not.”

			Sheriff McMartin deflated as he shook her hand. “Sorry, ma’am, I didn’t realize who you were. Could’ve mentioned it on the phone,” he added in a low grumble.

			“I thought reporting the dead body was more pressing,” Nora replied, as if he’d challenged her at full volume.

			“It won’t happen again,” McMartin said, suitably chastised. He glanced at Arthur and Salvatore. “Don’t know why you’d get mixed up with these types.”

			“The Iris Inn has the best lodgings in town,” Nora replied, voice icy. “The mayor said so himself.”

			“It did, before it came under new management.”

			“Now, wait just a minute.” Salvatore gripped Arthur’s arm tighter. “My husband did an awfully good job of renovating this place. Took him months of labor—I should know, I watched! I won’t have you slandering his hard work!”

			McMartin glanced at the body, then at Salvatore. “You’ll need to come down to the station with me.”

			“Why on earth would I do that?” Salvatore looked aghast, as though McMartin had asked him to take a multivitamin.

			McMartin raised a too-thin eyebrow. “Well, I’ve got to question you, don’t I? You said so yourself—you left the inn on your own yesterday evening and a dead body turns up in your garden this morning? I don’t think that’s a coincidence.”

			“We had nothing to do with this.” Arthur puffed out his chest, trying to appear larger. Overblown machismo wasn’t his usual cup of tea, but when it came to McMartin, it was better to fight fire with fire. Besides, he couldn’t deny the burst of indignation that rose in him at the sheriff’s insinuation. “For you to cast suspicion on us simply because we’re vampires is unacceptable. For all you know, he might have died of natural causes.”

			“Well, the body of George Roth implies otherwise,” McMartin snapped.

			Arthur opened his mouth to argue, but his eyes fell on the corpse and he looked—really looked—at George Roth, who in death was very different than he had been in life: pale, motionless, silent. As Arthur peered closer, his eyes caught on something he hadn’t seen before, because it had been hidden by the collar of Roth’s shirt. On the corpse’s neck, there were two small red marks. Someone less observant—or less bigoted—might have mistaken them for insect bites. But Arthur was observant, and McMartin, it seemed, was both.

			Salvatore let out a little “oh” of surprise as he, too, noticed the bite mark.

			“Is he a suspect?” Arthur asked.

			“Of course I am!” Salvatore threw his arms around Arthur’s neck. “I should’ve expected this. They always blame the spouse!”

			“You’re my spouse, not the victim’s,” Arthur said in a low voice. “This is serious, Sal.” But Salvatore was the type to decide for himself which things mattered, and McMartin’s authority didn’t seem to rank among them. Turning to the sheriff, Arthur said, “You can’t—”

			“I can.” McMartin removed a shiny set of handcuffs from his pocket.

			“I’m flattered, but I’m afraid I’m monogamous these days, and— Hey, those are cold.” Salvatore struggled against the restraints as McMartin snapped the cuffs around his wrists. “That’s not fair! I can’t pick the lock with my hands behind my back.”

			“You’re coming with me.” McMartin’s voice deepened, each word enunciated as if he were delivering a dramatic line before a commercial break.

			“What?” Salvatore gasped in faux shock. “Hang on, you can’t arrest me; there’s biscuits and clotted cream—and I had a nap planned for later—”

			“Sheriff McMartin, please, there’s no need for this.” Arthur tried to follow him to his car, a shamelessly polished green Mustang—“Highland Green,” McMartin would tell anyone who listened—but his path was blocked by the arrival of the coroner’s van. It rolled to a stop inconveniently in front of him, and as Arthur rounded it in a huff, the door opened.

			“If I’d known you were having a garden party, I would’ve worn a bigger hat.” The coroner, dressed in a knit beanie, drapey sweater, and Doc Martens, hopped from the driver’s side, landing directly in a shallow puddle. Rainwater splattered up the legs of her black jeans, but her smile remained undisturbed. “Lore’s the name, corpse collector, mortician, and aspiring soaper.”

			Arthur had met Lore on a few occasions—first at a city council meeting where the “paranormal issue” had been discussed at length by mostly non-paranormals, and then every other Tuesday or so in the baking aisle of the grocer. She always bought gluten-free flour and wore a series of gold hoops in her pointed elf ears. Beyond that, though, she wasn’t much more than a stranger to him. Still, he thought it odd that she introduced herself, until he realized her outstretched hand wasn’t for him, but for Nora.

			Rumble hissed and darted between Nora’s legs as she stepped forward to accept Lore’s hand. “Nora Anderson, city manager.”

			“Charmed,” Lore said. “Not literally, obviously. I don’t mess with spellwork anymore. Now, I’m here to pick up a body?”

			“Over here.” Nora waved her forward.

			Arthur ducked back around Lore’s van to see Salvatore being forced into the Mustang.

			“My safeword is bourgeoisie.” Salvatore waggled his eyebrows as McMartin secured his seat belt and closed the door. Salvatore caught Arthur’s eye through the window, which was half-occluded with the stark reflection of the Iris Inn. “Avenge me, my love!” he shouted loud enough to startle McMartin as he revved the engine.

			Before Arthur could explain that avenging was usually reserved for more fatal encounters, the McMartin-mobile blared to life and tore down the driveway, leaving Arthur behind to consider the impact a dead body and an arrest for murder might have on business.
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			“Interesting choice of garden decor. I would’ve gone with a gnome or a flamingo maybe, but a corpse definitely has a vibe,” Lore said as she approached the late mayor with a gurney. “Sorry. I talk too much when things are awkward.” A pink blush crept into her cheeks, her weak smile transforming into a full-blown cringe.

			Lore wasn’t what Arthur expected from a coroner. Hers was also an elected position, and she seemed too young for the job. Then again, everyone seemed too young to Arthur, even Salvatore, who was several hundred years Arthur’s senior. Lore might’ve been older than Arthur. She wasn’t human either, after all. In addition to her pointed ears and pink paintball-splatter irises, she had a bright smile and bubbly attitude—wholly inappropriate for someone collecting the body of a suspected murder victim.

			A vampire, an elf, and a municipal employee walked into a garden…It had the ring of a joke, but Arthur was still waiting for the punch line. Time to do some damage control. This morning had really gone off the rails, but maybe he could still salvage things.

			“Would anyone care for a beverage, or a snack?”

			“I’m good, thanks,” Lore said. “Dead body isn’t exactly an accelerant for the old appetite—er, for me anyway. Not trying to yuck anyone’s yum.”

			“Right, right. Nora?” Arthur turned to their guest, but Nora just shook her head, eyeing him with concern.

			Rumble stretched and wound around Arthur’s legs as if checking him for injury. Arthur had halfway hoped Rumble would get bored and wander back where she came from, but the wish came with a heavy dose of guilt. Salvatore liked her, and he’d want to see her when he got back. And he would be back soon.

			He had to be.

			“Now, let’s see about getting this guy out of your way and onto my autopsy table.” Lore smacked her hands together before kneeling beside the body. Her visual inspection seemed more thorough than McMartin’s. Every few seconds she stopped to jot something down in what appeared to be a neon notebook covered with dayglow dolphins.

			Arthur got out his own pocket notepad and flipped it open to a clean page, but he couldn’t bring himself to write anything down. Salvatore wouldn’t kill the mayor. Sure, sometimes he forgot to take mortal lives seriously, and he’d been in a lot of wars and had probably killed more people than Arthur cared to imagine, but he wouldn’t jeopardize their lives in Trident Falls.

			Only Salvatore wasn’t the one who cared about staying in this town. Just that morning, Sal had practically dismissed Arthur’s plan to ingratiate themselves to the community here. But, no, Sal wouldn’t go this far. Would he? The mere thought made his stomach turn.

			Nora stepped closer to Arthur. “You can go to the station, if you want,” she said. “I’ll wait here until everything is settled.”

			“No, no, that’s quite all right.” Arthur’s throat felt oddly tight for an unworried person, entirely free from concern, not a smidge of unease to speak of. “I couldn’t possibly make a guest do that. You’re free to leave yourself, or—check out, if you want.” Arthur plastered his most authentic and charming customer service smile on his face. “I understand if it’s too unsettling to remain here.”

			“I’m not checking out.” Nora parted her lips as if to continue, but Lore stood and cleared her throat.

			“Okay, looks like the sheriff’s initial assessment was correct.” She said the word sheriff with an edge of derision. “There’s a puncture to the external carotid. It was likely the cause of death, but I can’t say for sure until I do a full examination of the body.”

			Arthur jotted that down in his notes with a sinking feeling. The external carotid was Salvatore’s favorite. But lots of vampires preferred that spot for drinking, and—

			His rationalizations stuttered to a halt. It would hardly be better for them if another vampire had done this. Fearsome though Salvatore pretended to be, he and Arthur weren’t a particularly powerful pair. Salvatore had been turned by a weak vampire, making Salvatore’s own potential for power relatively low, and though Arthur’s sire had been much more powerful, Arthur was still young in his undeath and hadn’t developed any powers of his own thus far. If a hostile vampire had come to town, they would hardly be Trident Falls’ best protection.

			Arthur shoved the worries away, forcing himself to sound like the polite host he was when he stepped closer to Lore and asked, “Is there any way I could see the autopsy report when you have it?”

			Lore looked him up and down, hands on her hips, fluorescent notebook still in one fist. “Why?”

			“I’m—well, this is embarrassing, but I’m a bit of a crime fiction aficionado. I’ve read a lot of detective novels, and watched the shows, and if Salvatore—he’s my husband—if he was involved, I…” Arthur’s rambling trailed off, a mercy for them both.

			“I get it,” Lore said, nodding. “I’ll let you know what I find, okay? I won’t help anyone get away with murder, but I also won’t help the anti-paranormals in this town frame an innocent vampire.”

			“Thank you,” Arthur said with a long exhale.

			Lore gave him a small smile, then turned back to the body and began taking pictures. Arthur watched her work for a moment, feeling strangely detached from the brightening spring morning around them, and not just because he was hiding under his umbrella.

			Rumble had the audacity to slink around his right leg, leaving behind a dusting of fur on his slacks. She peered up at him with her eerily perceptive eyes, then at Lore.

			“What, hoping to become assistant coroner?” Arthur asked Rumble.

			She ignored him, twitching her tail as she stared at the tableau before them.

			When Lore was done, she packed away her camera and retrieved something black and shiny from the gurney. A body bag.

			“Do you need any help?” Arthur asked. He glanced around the garden, noticing Nora had gone back inside. Probably packing her things, no matter what she’d said before.

			“Nah, I got it.”

			“I insist,” he said.

			Lore gave him a wry smile as she shook her head. “Between you and me, it’s probably for the best if you don’t get your DNA all over this body. If they clear Salvatore, you’ll be next on their suspect list.”

			“Just trying to be helpful.” Arthur ducked his head but cleared the way for her to remove the body on her own.

			Lore was right, and making a good impression on her—or anyone—hardly mattered now. With a murder on the premises, they’d be hard-pressed to draw any clientele save the slightly morbid or paranormally inclined. Both unsettled him. He’d much rather be known for their unparalleled hospitality than their unusual immortality. If the sheriff’s suspicions about Salvatore made headlines, no one in Trident Falls would want to associate with vampires again.

			But that wouldn’t happen. The sheriff would see that Sal, for all his bluster and melodrama, was completely harmless.

			The first time Arthur had met his husband, he’d thought Salvatore a complete fool. He’d barely been able to see through the smoky haze of the club, and Salvatore had loomed out from the darkness, fangs bared. It was that moment Arthur had begun to suspect he’d gotten the address wrong for the queer club he’d meant to attend.

			“Do you want to be together for eternity?” Salvatore had asked him by way of introduction.

			Arthur never would have guessed the answer would someday be yes.

			Just as Salvatore had eventually charmed Arthur away from his life of corporate tedium and compulsory heteronormativity, he would find a way to charm Sheriff McMartin into…well…hopefully letting him go. McMartin was about as easy to charm as a doorstop, but if anyone could do it, Sal could.

			“Are you sure I can’t get you anything?” Arthur asked nervously as Lore closed the van doors on George Roth’s body. “A coffee to go? Tea?”

			“I’m fine, dude.” She held out her phone. “Give me your number, and I’ll text later about my findings. But if you turn out to be some kind of serial killer, I’ll be really mad.”

			“I’m not a serial killer.”

			The absence of a cereal killer joke from Salvatore loomed heavily as Arthur took the phone. It was the newfangled rectangle kind that was all glossy screen. “I miss when buttons were actually buttons,” he said with a sigh.

			Lore snorted as she took her phone back. “Old man.”

			Arthur’s heart sank as he watched her get in the driver’s seat and pull away, leaving behind only an empty feeling in his stomach. George Roth was on his way to an autopsy, and Arthur was stuck here with nothing to do but wait for Lore’s report.

			“Ready?” Nora appeared at his side like a ghost, although he was reasonably sure she wasn’t one. He resisted the urge to touch her shoulder just to be certain she was still solidly among the living.

			“Ready for what?”

			Nora furrowed her brow. She was dressed a little differently now, with a smart blazer over her blouse, a purse on her shoulder that bulged with a huge three-ring binder. She twirled a set of car keys around one finger.

			“I’m going to the police station.”

			“But—don’t you have work?”

			“My morning agenda was another meeting with the mayor. Kinda feel like that’s on indefinite hold now.” She gave him a lopsided smile that was half grimace. “Come on, I’ll drive you.”

			“No, I couldn’t, I have to stay here and clean up, and—”

			“What, do you need to get ready for more check-ins?” Nora said it so sincerely, Arthur almost wanted to thank her. She couldn’t know they had no more guests scheduled today. Or ever.

			“I really shouldn’t—”

			“You can step away. It’s an emergency. Your husband just got arrested. People will understand.”

			“That’s no excuse to slack off work.” The response was automatic, but his shoulders slumped.

			Her voice pitched lower and fell into something softer. “You’re a person, you know. Not just a business owner.”

			“I can’t afford to be an imperfect version of either.” Arthur wished he could make her understand. “If I give people a reason to hate me, they will.” It had happened before, in his mortal life and beyond. Snide jokes about his Jewish heritage from his coworkers who disliked his job performance, outright hostility from homophobes who didn’t like who he simply was. But if he didn’t slip up, things went a lot more smoothly.

			“Salvatore doesn’t seem to worry about that, and I like him just fine—assuming he’s not, you know, a murderer.”

			Arthur stared down at her, trying to fight off the wave of discomfort that statement brought. “All right. I suppose I can step away for an hour or two.”

			“Good, let’s go.” Nora started toward her car.

			“No,” Arthur said, not moving to follow. “Absolutely not.”

			“You just said you’d go—” Nora began.

			“I’ve never trusted cars. If you’re in one of those things doing more than thirty-five miles per hour and crash, you’re dead.”

			Nora blinked at him. “That’s not true. Maybe it was a long time ago, but cars these days have seat belts and airbags and crumple zones—”

			With a shudder, Arthur took an involuntary step back. Modern people might be used to the danger of automobiles, but he’d grown up seeing the damage they could do. “That sounds dreadful. A death trap on wheels, if ever I’ve seen one. No, thank you.”

			“You’re immortal.”

			“But I’m not immune to pain.”

			Nora eyed him warily. “Then how do you plan to get downtown?”

			Arthur straightened his shoulders in a most dignified way and said, “We’ll take the bike.”
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			If someone had told Arthur that morning that he would later be flying down the streets of Trident Falls on a tandem bicycle with the city manager, wearing a windblown cat as a painful, fuzzy backpack, he would have laughed them out of the room. Now, laughter was far from his mind.

			Sal. He had to get to Sal.

			There was no time to waste. So, when Arthur and Nora had set off from the Iris Inn, and Rumble had leaped up just as the bike’s wheels began moving, he hadn’t bothered to turn around. Instead, he’d let the cat attach herself to his shoulders as she was now, her claws stuck through his suit jacket and button-down shirt to cling to his skin as they sped away from the Iris Inn.

			Maybe Rumble would cheer Salvatore up, anyway.

			“How are you steering this thing while holding that umbrella?” Nora shouted to be heard over the wind in their ears as they rode toward town.

			Now that Arthur had let the momentum of the morning’s events overtake him, he couldn’t imagine slowing down for anything as simple as holding both bike handles.

			“If you drop the umbrella, will you, uh, burst into flame?” she continued.

			“Of course not,” Arthur replied, tilting the umbrella forward a little to keep the wind from getting beneath it as they picked up speed.

			“So the whole sunlight thing…”

			“Hogwash.” Had Arthur known he would spend his eternity explaining how every newfangled myth about vampirism was just that, a myth, he might’ve thought twice about accepting the offer of immortality.

			“Then why the umbrella?”

			“Sunlight may not be fatal, but it isn’t exactly pleasant.” He paused, uncertain how much was prudent to share. “Besides, just because I’m immortal doesn’t mean I’m not responsible about my skin health.”

			“Ah. And you don’t sparkle either.” Arthur couldn’t see Nora, but he could hear the smile in her voice.

			“Well, I don’t sparkle. Sal, on the other hand…” Arthur’s chest constricted at the thought of Sal’s love for that particular myth. Despite obvious evidence to the contrary, popular culture remained as ignorant as ever of the truth about vampires. From Bram Stoker to Anne Rice to Stephenie Meyer, Arthur considered the scribes of paranormal romance to be terribly irresponsible, but Sal loved them. In fact, he’d bought every glittery moisturizer he could find during the height of Twilight’s popularity, which at the time Arthur had estimated would take him about a hundred years to use up. In reality, they’d run out before the release of Breaking Dawn—Part 2, to Sal’s chagrin. Perhaps when this was all over, Arthur would buy him more as a treat, if he was feeling magnanimous.

			It didn’t take long to reach town. The Iris Inn was tucked away on the low slopes of a mountain, surrounded by thick woods that gave the illusion of being far from the beating heart of any nearby civilization. Soon, Arthur and Nora were pedaling as cars passed on one side, the occasional pedestrian on the other.

			Trident Falls wasn’t a large town, boasting only a few thousand people, but this time of day it bustled with morning traffic. Rush twenty minutes, Arthur liked to call it. The police station was in the little downtown area, nestled incongruously between charming mom-and-pop stores. As they rode past, Arthur tried not to pay too much attention to the empty storefronts with real estate signs in the windows.

			At least one business was busy—the coffee shop, the Big Bad Brew. Arthur didn’t make a habit of going in there. The owner was a werewolf, and though Arthur eschewed most stereotypes about vampires, he chose to embrace the one that posited vampires and werewolves were natural enemies, if only because Trident Falls’ resident coffee-slinging werewolf annoyed him.

			When they rolled to a stop in front of the police station, an ugly, squat building that seemed to dim the spring sunshine with its mere existence, Arthur hoped the horrible sense of urgency thrumming in place of his long-gone heartbeat would abate. It didn’t. He hadn’t felt so precarious in a long time.

			As Nora strode ahead, opening the door, Arthur almost expected a smug Salvatore to exit, no worse for wear. It would be just like Sal to extract himself from this situation before Arthur even arrived. I’m not a princess in need of rescuing, he would say. I’m a princess in need of a catnap and a new tiara.

			But no one emerged.

			Nora swept her gaze over Arthur, laughter in her eyes as though he were wearing a particularly funny outfit. “Are you going to do something about Rumble?”

			“Right.” The pain had faded to background noise compared to the worry barricaded inside his chest. Arthur reached behind him with his free hand and pried Rumble from his back, wincing as her claws snagged. The cat’s eyes were wide, fur tousled in all directions. “I don’t know where to put her.”

			“Oh,” Nora said, taking the massive three-ring binder from her purse and holding the bag open. “In here.”

			Arthur silently bemoaned the fact that they could have stowed the cat and her murder mittens in Nora’s bag before his back became Rumble’s personal scratching post, but he accepted the offer nonetheless.

			Rumble went quietly enough, curling her black tail around her and keeping her head low. She didn’t meow, thankfully. Arthur didn’t need anything else adding to the awkwardness of the conversation they were about to have.

			As they walked into the lobby, Arthur closed his umbrella and did his best to straighten his windswept hair and horrifyingly rumpled suit jacket. Two deputies flanked the front desk. One stood and waved them forward while the other jumped and poured coffee down their uniform. Arthur didn’t have eyes for anyone but Salvatore, who lurked in one of the cells at the back of the room. Somehow he’d gotten his hands on a harmonica and was playing a mournful tune reminiscent of another era. Arthur was only surprised it wasn’t a tiny violin.

			Sheriff McMartin emerged from the back office, eliciting another ripple of attention from his deputies, a pile of manila envelopes the unwitting victim of the other’s coffee spillage this time. “Hey,” he barked at the cell. “I told you to shut up.”

			“Sheriff,” Nora said in a bright voice. “Good morning. Have you charged Salvatore with a crime?”

			A long moment passed as the sheriff stood straighter and hooked his thumbs through his belt loops. “Not yet, but we’re holding him for twenty-four hours. He’s a person of interest.”

			“Of course I’m interesting,” Salvatore said, finally giving up his song. “Can you imagine surviving hundreds of years with a personality as dull as, say, yours, Sheriff? I may be cursed with eternity, but at least I’m blessed with charm and wit.”

			Arthur was halfway across the room by the end of Salvatore’s sentence. “Are you all right?” He bent his head low, peering at Salvatore through the bars to check for any bumps or bruises. Salvatore looked unbothered, not a single ruffle askew.

			“It’s awful in here. They’ve tried to poison me with decaf coffee, but I was too wily to fall for it.” Salvatore stood and wrapped his fingers around the bars, a pitiful expression playing a merciless game of croquet across his face. “Will you wait for me, darling? I know it will be hard, but we do have an eternity…”

			“It’s twenty-four hours,” Arthur deadpanned. “I think I can manage to honor our wedding vows for that long.”

			“I knew I could count on you.” Sal grinned at him, fangs dipping into view.

			The problem with Salvatore was he’d been through too many spots of trouble like this before. Each time he escaped, it reinforced his pervasive idea that life was more or less a joke, and he’d never be the punch line.

			Arthur had been the punch line enough to know better.

			“Hey now,” the sheriff said, stepping between Arthur and Salvatore, forcing Arthur back. “No more talking with the suspect.”

			“You called him a person of interest before,” Nora said. “Which is he?”

			Arthur swallowed with difficulty, eyes darting back to where Sal was leaning with his face smooshed against the bars. As usual, it would be up to Arthur alone to take this seriously. “What evidence do you have? You can’t hold him without reason,” he said, turning to the sheriff. At the very least, it would help to have a better idea of what they were up against. Clearing Sal’s name would be a simple matter once Arthur knew the facts of the case, assuming he hadn’t actually killed the mayor.

			“Can’t discuss the details.” McMartin wouldn’t make eye contact, focusing on shuffling papers that didn’t appear to have anything written on them.

			Nora pursed her lips. “Do you have a lawyer?”

			Arthur shook his head. Since leaving his job in advertising back in 1959, he’d done his best to avoid all types of corporate professionals. It wasn’t that he didn’t respect them, just that it reminded him too much of a time when he was profoundly unhappy. He’d never enjoyed the boys’ club that was his advertising firm, nor had he particularly relished returning home to his wife, who was no more enthused by their marriage than he was.

			Gladys had been as good a spouse as he could have asked for, all things considered. They’d married with the joint goal of assuaging the meddling of tiresome parents and avoiding the aggressively heterosexual masses, but found, if not romantic love, then another sort that carried them through the years. There was no awkward dancing around the question of separate bedrooms or the making of children, with their proclivities as they were. They’d lived in quiet partnership, suffering through the ill-conceived notion of gelatin-based salads in relative harmony. That was, until Arthur walked into the paranormal club on that fateful winter night and left with a little more than he’d bargained for.

			“You might want to get one,” Nora said, unease in her voice. Rumble poked her head out of the purse and seemed to take in the room, then vanished back into the shadows. “A lawyer could help get Sal released sooner.”

			“That would be best.” Salvatore’s countenance darkened. “Because if I stay caged any longer, my thirst might get the better of me. I don’t think the sheriff and his deputies will enjoy what comes after.”

			Arthur’s stomach did something twisty. Asking Sal to take this situation seriously would be like asking Arthur to perform stand-up comedy, but still he wished Sal would tone things down. Arthur’s nerves were fraying like the hem of an old sweater, and Sal’s flippant attitude wasn’t helping. “Don’t joke about that,” he hissed. “He’s just kidding around, Sheriff.”

			McMartin puffed out his chest. “Well, he’d best stop kidding around. Could be considered threatening an officer of the law.”

			Salvatore didn’t seem remotely curbed by the sheriff’s words, continuing to whine as though the situation wasn’t dire. “If you brought me some real coffee, perhaps that would slake my craving.”

			Suppressing a sigh, Arthur muttered in an undertone, “Caffeine addict.”

			“I saw a coffee shop around the corner,” Nora began, but just then, Rumble gave an uncharacteristic yowl and leaped out of the purse. “What—oh, it’s my phone.” She pulled a vibrating mobile from the bag and glanced at the screen. She let out a groan and wrinkled her face. “Quinn’s on her way over. I guess someone told her.”

			“Mr. Miller,” Sheriff McMartin said, “you should go. We need to continue our questioning.”

			“I don’t believe you can legally do that without his attorney present.” Arthur had watched a lot of crime dramas, and they were all very clear on the subject.

			“He consented to it,” McMartin shot back.

			At Arthur’s pained look of betrayal, Salvatore shrugged. “You know I can’t resist talking about myself. Don’t worry, darling, I’ll stop him if he gets too rough.”

			Rumble stretched and slunk forward to investigate the sheriff’s ankles. McMartin flinched away from her. “Would one of you get this cat away from me?”

			Salvatore shook his head, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “I can’t believe you’d bring Rumble—she shouldn’t see her father like this! She’s at an impressionable age, you know—”

			“We have no idea how old she is, Sal.”

			“She should be at home, lapping milk or chasing birds. Oh! We should get her a cat tree—Gothic castle themed, or a mushroom forest. Do you think they make rainbow ones?”

			“Shut up,” McMartin snapped, voice far nastier now.

			“Don’t speak to him like that.” Arthur whirled around, his worry transforming into rage. “He’s done nothing wrong, and even if he had, you should treat him with respect. He’s a human being, after all.”

			“Is he, though?” McMartin sneered. “It’s you who should be a little more careful of how you talk to people.” He showed his even, too-white teeth in an approximation of a grin. “Not that you’ll be here much longer.”

			“Some civility would be nice, Sheriff.” Nora, who’d hung back with her eyes trained on the door, stepped between them. “There’s no need for threats.”

			“You’re right. There’s no need.” McMartin barked a laugh and turned his gaze on Arthur once more. “Once word gets out that one of you killed George Roth, it’s over for you and any other vamps in town. The people won’t want dangerous creatures like you living among them.”

			McMartin was an asshole and not terribly good at his job, but he wasn’t wrong about this. They hadn’t received the warmest welcome to Trident Falls, and Arthur had seen how the other paranormal folk skirted the edges of the community to avoid conflict. Those who didn’t—like the werewolf who owned the Big Bad Brew—fielded picketers and anti-paranormal graffiti. It was a miracle of caffeine dependency that the coffee shop was still in business. The Iris Inn wouldn’t survive the same treatment, and Sal and Arthur would have to start over somewhere else.

			Arthur met Salvatore’s eyes. His mouth was a thin line and his gaze somber. Arthur’s insides curled painfully. This was not the Sal he knew, not the Sal he loved. It would break him if his vibrant, humorous, beautiful husband went down for a murder he didn’t commit—almost as much as it would if Sal went down for a murder he did.

			“Even if you were normal,” McMartin continued, “who would want to stay at your little bed-and-breakfast now that there’s been a murder there?” An unkind laugh accompanied his words. “Might as well rename it the Dead and Breakfast.”

			“Sheriff McMartin.” Salvatore pulled back his shoulders, a glint returning to his eyes. “That’s the first intelligent thing I’ve heard you say. A rebrand is absolutely in order. I can’t believe we didn’t think of that.”

			Before Arthur could advise his husband to stop antagonizing the local law enforcement, the door swung open and Quinn entered, bringing with her a gust of wind and a chilly demeanor.

			“Congratulations,” she said with funereal enthusiasm.

			“Con…gratulations?” Nora asked.

			“Why, thank you!” Salvatore, it seemed, had fewer qualms about accepting her felicitations.

			Arthur turned to face his husband and asked, “And what exactly have you done that’s worth commendation?”

			“I should think it is my existence alone, dearest. Indeed, I am a rare combination of beauty and brains. Quinn here obviously recognizes she is in the presence of greatness, and I—”

			“City council made you acting mayor.” Quinn’s lips thinned into a severe line.

			“Me?” Salvatore exclaimed. “Whyever would they do that? I suppose my work experience is impressive, but I don’t think managing an unruly pirate crew in the eighteenth century is comparable to running a town in the twentieth.”

			Arthur couldn’t help himself, the correction on his tongue before he could properly think it through. “It’s the twenty-first century, actually.”

			“Not you. Her.” Quinn pointed a shaky finger at Nora, tone souring as if she’d just eaten a particularly nasty Warhead.

			“Me?” Nora’s eyes widened. “But I’ve only just—”

			“Yes, you’ve only just.” A sneer painted itself across Quinn’s face, eyes narrowed in an exacting stare. “But what else is new? Nice Nora always ends up on top.”

			“Always?” Salvatore pressed his face against the bars, smashing his nose awkwardly in the process. “Do you two have a past? Oh, don’t hold out on little old me. I promise not to tell a soul.”

			Arthur coughed. “Really, Sal.” For all they knew, Quinn might be in mourning. Teasing could wait for a less somber day.

			“What? I said I wouldn’t tell a soul. Didn’t say a thing about the soulless.”

			Quinn ignored them both. “It’s only until we can hold a special election, so don’t get too comfortable.”

			“Comfortable? Working with you? I wouldn’t dream of it.” Nora crossed her arms, but there was a lingering softness in her eyes as she glared down at the shorter woman. “Why don’t you go back to being a pain in someone else’s side while I deal with this situation?”

			“That’s the other thing I came to tell you. There’s no need to deal with any of it. Someone called in the feds.”

			“That was me, ma’am.” A rosy-cheeked deputy raised their hand, as if volunteering to answer a question in class. “Standard procedure whenever one of their kind is involved in a crime.”

			Arthur took a step back. The feds. Not the FBI; they dealt only with humans. There was a special branch of federal law enforcement for anything involving paranormals, or suspected paranormals—the FPI. They had a habit of ruining lives and driving people from their homes, whether the paranormals were guilty or not.

			Arthur had dealt with the FPI before, most recently when they’d had to leave Chicago after their apartment complex had burned to the ground. They’d been officially cleared of arson, but the local rumor mill hadn’t been so kind. They had incurred some uncomfortable lingering stares and some cold shoulders that had nothing to do with undeath, but in a place like Trident Falls…well, it was already hard enough as it was without the FPI showing up.

			“They’ll be here Monday,” Quinn said, and Arthur braced himself for the rest. “Sheriff McMartin, you’ll turn the investigation over to them when they arrive.”

			A disappointed frown made its way across McMartin’s face. “Guess I’ll just have to wrap up this investigation before they get here if I want this done right.”

			For once, Arthur agreed with the sheriff. In a few short days, the Federal Paranormal Investigators would be in Trident Falls, and they’d rip Arthur and Salvatore’s life apart.

			Again.

			Unless Arthur could solve the murder of George Roth first.
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			Half an hour later, Arthur found himself in a booth at the Big Bad Brew, staring listlessly into a fancy espresso latte something or other bearing the name Grandma’s House Special. It was enough to make one give up coffee altogether.

			Nora sat across from him, sipping her What Big Tea You Have. They’d come in search of a cup of coffee for Salvatore, but then she’d said something about Arthur’s sagging shoulders and weary face, and before he could argue, she’d ordered them both beverages with cringeworthy names in ceramic mugs rather than recycled paper and shoved him into a seat.

			With a sigh, Arthur tasted the coffee. It was better than he expected, with hints of nutmeg and cinnamon. The shop was too wolf themed—fine, too openly paranormal—for his liking, but Salvatore would probably love it. The ambiance reminded Arthur of similar shops in Portland—acoustic folk rock played over the speakers, and the menu proudly boasted more alternative milks than Arthur knew existed. The space was full of youths—and not just people relatively younger than Arthur’s immortal self, but actual teenagers, perhaps visiting the establishment during a free period or otherwise playing hooky. They laughed loudly as they pushed tables together on the other side of the shop, calling a greeting to the owner behind the counter as if they were regulars.

			What Arthur wouldn’t give to be a regular somewhere.

			“I’ve been thinking,” Nora said, breaking the silence between them. “It doesn’t make sense to suspect Salvatore. What kind of vampire kills someone and leaves the body in their own garden?”

			“Your best defense of my husband is he’s too clever to get caught for murder?” Arthur glanced up from staring into his cappuccino/latte/whatever, wishing his voice sounded more cavalier. Worry crept into the joints of his fingers, which were gripping his mug too tightly, so he let go and laid them flat on the tabletop instead.

			“Is that wrong? For all his dramatics, Salvatore doesn’t strike me as careless.” Nora shrugged.

			Arthur bowed his head slightly, his chest swelling at her words. “He’s not—careless, I mean.” In fact, Sal had always taken great care, especially when it came to things that would impact Arthur and their life together. That someone else saw that from the outside—despite Salvatore’s ridiculous antics—meant more than Arthur could express. “Thank you for saying so.”

			“I’d like to help you, if that’s all right.” Nora’s expression softened and she looked for a moment as though she might take his hand. Instead, she threaded her fingers through the handle of her mug and drummed an indiscernible pattern into the ceramic. “The sheriff is jumping to conclusions based on nothing but prejudice. It’s irresponsible, to be frank. That deputy shouldn’t have called in the FPI so soon.”

			“I can think of a fair few other things the whole organization shouldn’t have done.”

			If Sal were present, he would have said something about the regrettable nature of the sheriff’s dye job or some other jab to break the tension. Instead, a bitterness that had nothing to do with coffee took hold of Arthur’s tongue. “There’s really only one thing to do now. I’m going to have to solve this murder before they arrive. If you thought the sheriff was hasty, the FPI will undoubtedly be worse, and we don’t need them falsely accusing anyone.” Arthur clamped his jaw shut. There was no need to get into the details of their past. It would all come up when the FPI arrived anyway.

			“Solve it?” Nora’s eyes widened. “Are you sure you should interfere with the investigation?”

			“I’m almost certain I shouldn’t,” Arthur said with a resigned smile. There was a time when he would have simply let the authorities handle things, but his faith in institutions like the police had been well and truly broken over the years. They were almost never the well-meaning, hyperintelligent truth seekers he saw on TV, especially not when it came to people like him and Sal. In Aruthur’s experience, the real deal was meaner and messier than the silver screen would ever admit. He couldn’t trust Sheriff McMartin, and he couldn’t trust the FPI. There was only one person he could trust to get to the bottom of things, and that was himself. He took a deep breath and said, “But I’m going to anyway.”

			“Well, count me in.” Nora grinned, and Rumble poked her head out of Nora’s purse to give a sniff of approval—of the plan or the coffee shop aromas, who could say? “What’s our first step?”

			“Motive, means, and opportunity.” Arthur considered for a moment. “Let’s begin with motive. Salvatore had no reason to hurt George Roth.” But that wasn’t true. Sal had said himself on more than one occasion that the mayor was bad for paranormals everywhere, and especially here in Trident Falls. Arthur cleared his throat, hoping he’d become a better liar since his mortal days of losing at poker. “Someone wanted him dead, so we should make a list of his enemies or anyone who benefited from his death.”

			“I can think of a few people who would benefit, politically speaking,” Nora grumbled.

			Arthur cocked his head and peered at her. With only one day on the job, she’d made an interesting enemy of her own in Quinn. Arthur couldn’t think of a single person who could inspire such loathing after so short an acquaintance. Although, Salvatore was certainly capable of such a feat. Before he could ask Nora for more details about Quinn’s involvement in their local government, she straightened her shoulders and continued.

			“You were here for the recent election, right? Do you know how Roth was viewed by the public?”

			“I didn’t vote for him, but enough people did.” He couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice. This was no way for a proper detective to act, of course. All the fictional ones were so calm and collected. Perhaps he should do more to emulate them.

			Nora raised her eyebrows.

			“I also didn’t kill him,” Arthur added in a hurry. Maybe beginning with motive was a mistake, but it was too late now. “Mayor Roth wasn’t exactly hospitable to paranormals. He never said anything that could’ve gotten him in legal trouble, but his supporters did plenty of talking for him.”

			“So you think another paranormal did this?”

			Arthur frowned. “I’d rather not narrow the search that way, if it’s all the same to you.”

			“Of course. There wouldn’t be much to separate us from Sheriff McMartin if we did. I’m sure that would be uncomfortable for you as well, investigating your friends.”

			“I’m not friends with all the paranormals in Trident Falls.” Arthur’s gaze drifted to the floor. It wasn’t exactly untrue; it just wasn’t the more pathetic whole truth. Arthur wasn’t really friends with anyone in Trident Falls. Making friends as an adult was much harder than anyone had led him to believe, and making friends as an immortal being was even harder.

			It seemed to Arthur that the minute he finally took the time to connect with someone, their mortality would inevitably catch up to them and he’d have to start over again. Perhaps it was just an unfortunate trend, or perhaps it had something to do with Arthur’s penchant for befriending the elderly. After all, he was of an advanced age himself, despite appearances, and found he had much more in common with people of his own generation. Sal had assured Arthur he would eventually fall into the rhythm of immortality, transcending such trivial things as age, but Arthur didn’t find that comforting. Sal seemed content to see mortals flit in and out of his life as time dictated, but Arthur wasn’t such a fan of change. He wanted the slow life that being undead afforded him, but not everyone had the benefit of the same languid pace of eternity, not even mortal paranormals.

			Nora, who seemed unperturbed by Arthur’s lack of social graces, leaned forward, curiosity sparking in her eyes. “Okay, what about enemies? Do you have any of them?”

			“Enemies is a strong term.” Arthur’s gaze snuck over to the barista behind the counter. He’d had only a few run-ins with Theodore Park, Trident Falls’ resident werewolf, but it was enough to keep Arthur away from the coffee shop whenever he could manage it. “I’m not a fan of that one,” he said by way of explanation.

			“Oh!” Nora cocked her head. “I think I’m actually surprised by that…and I’m surprised that I’m surprised!”

			“Why’s that?”

			“Well, I know vampires and werewolves famously don’t get along, but I just thought you weren’t so…stereotypical.”

			“It’s true we have a centuries-old rivalry, but we have treaties now. I assure you, my disdain for Ted has nothing to do with his particular brand of paranormalcy and more to do with him being a jerk.”

			“Theo seemed perfectly agreeable when I ordered our drinks,” Nora said. “And not bad-looking either.”

			Her eyes flitted over to the counter, where Theodore, a six-foot-tall Korean American man with black hair pulled into a bun and a scruffy beard, was pulling espresso shots. His biceps rippled beneath the cuffed sleeves of his T-shirt, which read Hungry Like the Wolf, only hungry was crossed out and replaced with the word thirsty. What a joke. A very handsome joke.

			“That’s how he gets you.” Arthur sighed and let his eyes roam over the dining area.

			One wall was dominated by a large community announcement board, which had prominent advertisements for such things as open mic night, a drop-in D&D campaign, and Celestine Coven products. The teenagers were still there. With a jolt of surprise, Arthur realized he recognized many of them. The veterinarian’s daughter, the middle school principal’s twin children, the dentist’s son. He still didn’t think of himself as really part of this community, but familiarity had snuck up on him somehow. Or maybe he just had a good memory for faces.

			“It’s all this wolf-themed branding, the crescent, half-, and gibbous moon cup sizes, being closed on the full moon…He gets away with it somehow. No one will even step over the threshold of our inn, knowing two vampires run it, but Ted flaunts his paranormal status and this place is overrun with patrons just because he wears vintage denim and can grow a beard.”

			A laugh rippled through Nora as she clapped her hands together. “You’re jealous!”

			“I simply don’t think it’s wise or helpful for him to be so open about it in a town like this and—”

			“Oh, honey, no.” Nora gave him a pitying look. “It’s no good thinking like that. You decide what’s safe and comfortable for you, but you can’t make that decision for other people.”

			Arthur narrowed his eyes, cold cinching around his chest. Her words rang true, but he didn’t have to like it. “You would side with him, I suppose.”

			“What is that supposed to mean?”

			“Just that I heard what you said before about promoting paranormal tourism.” Arthur stiffened. “We’re not just fodder for your economic machine, you know.”

			“Oh god, Arthur. Of course you’re not!” Nora shook her head, smile faltering. “What I said to the mayor and Quinn, that was political posturing. My proposals for changing Trident Falls are about making it a more hospitable and welcoming place for paranormals, full stop. The fact that doing so may have an economic benefit to the entire town is very much not the point. Not to me, at least.”

			Arthur let out a noncommittal grunt.

			“If that’s what it takes to win over people like Mayor Roth, I’ll talk the talk, but really this is about Trident Falls becoming what it should be—a town that fully embraces its paranormal residents as a community. Would that be so bad?”

			Yes! Arthur wanted to say. He’d seen how people treated the werewolf’s shop and he had no intention of baiting the same bigots. But then…in the Trident Falls Nora imagined, those bigots would be the ones on the outside. Maybe it would be more welcoming. Or maybe it would just be more isolating.

			Arthur shrugged. “I want to fit in. That’s all.”

			“I can understand that—though I think Sal might have something to say in defense of standing out.”

			At the mention of Sal, the tension left Arthur’s shoulders—at least until he remembered where his fabulous husband was at the moment. She was right, of course, but maybe not about everything. He turned to his notebook and wrote the name Theodore Park at the top of his suspects list in retaliation.

			“Really?” Nora eyed the paper with skepticism.

			“The culprit wanted George Roth dead, but they also wanted Salvatore to go down for it. There are only so many people in this town who dislike them both.” Arthur shrugged. “Or maybe he just wolfed out.”

			Nora tapped away on her phone for a moment, then said, “Moon is waxing gibbous, so if he murdered anyone, it was a deliberate choice. Besides, the evidence points to a vampire or someone imitating one.”

			“Sal and I are the only two in town—that I know of, anyway.”

			“There might be others, right? Perhaps living less openly, or a visitor?” Nora clicked her manicured nails against her mug. “What can you tell me about vampire powers?”

			“What do you mean?” Arthur made the mistake of drinking more of his coffee. It was delicious, which only turned his mood sour.

			“Well, if a vampire is to blame, we’ll need to take their abilities into consideration when looking at the evidence.” Nora surveyed him carefully. “There are a lot of stories. Not just about sunlight and sparkles. So, which of them are true? Can you fly or turn to mist? Do you have a reflection?”

			“I can’t fly, personally, and no vampires have reflections,” Arthur replied, shifting uncomfortably at the sudden pressure in his chest. This was a little embarrassing to talk about, but there was no way for Nora to know that. “All vampires are faster, stronger, and more agile than the average human, but I don’t actually have any special powers yet. I’m too young. Vampire abilities develop as we age, so the longer we’ve been undead, the more powerful we become.”

			“Oh. I didn’t realize—not that you look old or anything.” She waved her hands before her, expression stricken.

			“It’s quite all right. I don’t have much of an attachment to the illusion of youth.”

			“I suppose that makes sense. Immortality must simplify that quite a bit.”

			A broken laugh escaped Arthur’s chest. “I said I don’t care about youth. Vampires on the whole are a different matter. Salvatore once had an entire tantrum after falling asleep on some corduroys—thought he had wrinkles for a full day. You’d think after some six hundred–odd years he’d know that would be impossible, but there’s no reasoning with him sometimes.”

			“So what about Salvatore? If he’s older, can he fly? Control animals? Hypnotize people?”

			“Sal can…fly.” Arthur winced slightly, uncertain if fly was really the right word for Sal’s particular power.

			Nora must’ve sensed he was holding a lot back, because she leaned forward again and pressed. “Okay, so vampires can fly. Are the other powers possible? We need to know what we’re dealing with, if a vampire killed George Roth.”

			She was right, and Arthur was being ridiculous. It wasn’t as though Nora was likely to make fun of him and Salvatore. “Well, not all vampires can.”

			“Right, just the older ones.”

			Arthur wrinkled his brow. “Not exactly. Vampires grow in strength as they age, but it also depends on how powerful their sire was when they were turned. Salvatore’s sire was young and of a weaker line than my sire.”

			“Huh,” Nora said with a little huff of surprise. “I assumed Salvatore turned you.”

			“Why would you assume that?” Arthur asked, so distracted he drank more of his Grandma’s House Special.

			She paused, thinking. “Vampire media, I guess? Like he fell in love with a dashing human and offered you immortality so you could stay together forever.”

			“He offered; I declined.” Arthur let that particular subject drop. This was no time to go telling a near stranger the story of how he and Salvatore had fallen in love. Sal preferred to be the one to dramatically spin that yarn, anyway, and Arthur wasn’t going to deny him the pleasure just because he was currently behind bars. “Most vampires fall somewhere in the middle range as far as powers go. Flight, turning to mist, and controlling animals are all possible, but only the most powerful vampires can sustain them over long periods of time. And, of course, only at night.”

			Nora exhaled, her shoulders rounding. “That’s not encouraging. A vampire could’ve scooped up George Roth, bitten him mid-flight, then dropped him into what happened to be your flower garden without realizing.”

			“No,” Arthur said, thinking it through. “There was no sign the mayor fell from any real height, and…well, it takes a fair bit of concentration to actually use any of our powers. It would be dangerous to drink and fly.”

			“Okay…” Nora sighed and scratched behind Rumble’s ears. They were keeping a low profile with regard to the cat. There was no sign on the door prohibiting pets inside, but Arthur wouldn’t put it past Ted to have an irrational hatred of cats because of his dog-adjacent affliction. Arthur’s dislike of cats, of course, was completely rational and based in fact.

			“We’ll have to be on the lookout for any vampires, then,” Nora continued.

			“Leave that to me, please. I don’t want anyone else getting hurt.” Arthur wrote unknown vampire element on his list of suspects. “Can you think of anyone else who might have had a grudge against the mayor, or who would’ve benefited from his death?”

			“I imagine his wife will be getting a life insurance payout,” Nora said. “And most of those policies pay double for accidental or wrongful deaths. Paranormal clauses are common, too, which would increase the payout.”

			Arthur didn’t know anything about life insurance, having not qualified for so many decades, but he did know it wasn’t a factor in this case. “The mayor was a widower, actually. And he didn’t have any children as far as I know.”

			“Hmm, well, maybe we should look into the losing candidates for mayor.”

			Arthur recalled the many political signs, some of which were still up from the recent election, but it wasn’t much comfort. “The last city manager was his opponent, actually. I suspect that’s why he left the job. But you’re right, we should look into his political ties. I’m sure that will uncover something of interest. Perhaps Quinn—”

			Nora didn’t let him finish, rushing to speak over him. “Yes, well, the point is there are lots of possibilities other than Salvatore.” She glanced down at her phone, which lit up with a text. “Oh, it’s the coroner.” Nora read from the phone. “ ‘Are you with Arthur? My texts aren’t going through for some reason.’ ” She looked up. “Did you give her the landline number?”

			Arthur would have blushed if he could.

			“She’s got the preliminary autopsy results and is meeting the sheriff.” Nora stood up and downed the rest of her tea. “Let’s go.”

			Arthur glanced at his mug to find it empty. “I forgot Sal’s coffee.”

			“I’ll order.” Nora squeezed his arm. “It’s going to be okay. You’ll find the person who did this.”

			“I hope so.”

			“Someone had something to gain from the mayor’s death. You’ll figure out who. I believe in you.”

			Nora headed for the counter while Arthur collected their dishes. As he walked to the busing station, a few teenagers crossed his path. His foot collided with something, and he pitched forward. At night he could’ve recovered easily, imbued with limited vampiric powers as he was, but during the day vampires were hardly more graceful than humans. Luckily, before he and the dishes ended up on the floor in a mess of broken ceramic and shattered pride, someone caught his arm.

			Mean-spirited laughter filled the air, coming from a few boys Arthur didn’t know. One of them had a backpack, zipper undone and revealing several cans of spray paint inside. There was a button on it supporting Mayor Roth. Keep Trident Falls Normal.

			“You okay, Mr. Miller?” asked the boy who’d caught his arm. The dentist’s son, Brody Young. He was of an awkward age, stretched and lanky in that way only teenagers could achieve. By Arthur’s estimation, he looked about sixteen, but then again, everyone looked young to him these days.

			“Yes, thank you.” Arthur collected himself, straightening his jacket, though it had not fallen askew.

			The other teens rolled their eyes at Brody and headed for the front door. Brody stared after them, hesitating.

			“Go on, I’m really fine.” Arthur shooed him forward with his hands. The last thing he needed was an incident with that particular group. He’d seen their handiwork on the back of the building and Arthur didn’t relish the idea of cleaning spray paint off the side of the Iris Inn later.

			Brody just gave him a nod before hurrying to catch up to his friends. They slugged him on the arm and one bared his teeth in a poor impression of a vampire. Brody just swatted them away, and laughter erupted from their little pack of menaces before they disappeared from view.

			Arthur knew their type. He’d been haunted by the unkind attention of boys like that all his life, well before he’d become a vampire. Teenagers could be cruel, but they weren’t the only ones. Bullies could be any age—even ageless.

			With a sigh, Arthur returned the dishes safely to the busing station and dipped out the front door to wait for Nora. He flipped open his notebook and scanned his notes. There were a lot of possibilities. A lot of places to start the investigation. But even Arthur knew no one was as compelling a suspect as Salvatore. He had all three—motive, means, and opportunity. But he wasn’t the only one who had something to gain. Someone in particular had ranked up very quickly upon Roth’s demise. Her proposals wouldn’t face any obstacles now. She’d also been one of the last people to see the mayor alive and had been near the scene of the crime last night. And he’d just finished telling her a great deal about how vampires and their powers worked—just the stuff she’d need to properly frame Sal and make it stick.

			While Nora was busy ordering a Grandma’s House Special to go, Arthur added a name to his suspect list:

			
					
					Nora Anderson, acting mayor and city manager
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			When Arthur at last handed Salvatore the precious gift of caffeine, he hoped to feel some small sense of accomplishment—or at the very least, gratitude. But Sal was still in a jail cell, and, if anything, more melodramatic than he’d been before the coffee. Nothing had changed in the last half hour, and it was clear McMartin wasn’t giving up the case against Sal anytime soon.

			The sheriff was in his office with the door shut—presumably with the coroner—and Nora bent to speak with the deputy in charge of watching the jail cells as Arthur stepped closer to Salvatore.

			“Don’t fret, my dear,” Salvatore said between sips. “I’ll be all right.”

			“I know.”

			“Be prepared, though, this place has changed me. I can’t promise I’ll be the same man I was before I did time.”

			“It’s been two hours.”

			“Since when is two hours not time?”

			Perhaps it was a good sign Salvatore was still making jokes, but Arthur didn’t find anything funny about the situation. If Salvatore stayed behind bars for much longer, he might very well become a changed man. For all that Arthur bemoaned Salvatore’s levity at inappropriate times, he truly dreaded what it might mean if Salvatore lost that part of himself.

			“It won’t be much longer.” Arthur kept his voice low. “I’m going to solve this murder and clear your name.”

			“Once I’m out of here, I’ll help,” Salvatore said without a hint of sarcasm.

			Arthur cocked his head, admittedly surprised. Sal would tell anyone who sat near him long enough about the time he was stuck overnight in a reputedly haunted castle while the other party guests investigated what turned out to be a farcical attempt by a rival to devalue the property. Salvatore himself had found the sleuthing to be very dull indeed, as it impeded his attempts to seduce the countess who was hosting the party. True, there was a lack of marriageable nobility around Trident Falls for Sal to distract himself with this time, but still, that he had offered to help was no small thing.

			A grin spread like bat wings across Sal’s face. “We’ll be like the Hardly Boys.”

			“Hardy Boys,” Arthur corrected, though he couldn’t help but smile back. Salvatore believed he could do this. It helped Arthur himself believe it, too.

			With impressive speed, Salvatore finished his coffee, looked around the cell for a trash can, then—failing to find one—pushed the cup through a gap in the bars so it fell on the outside. Arthur was against littering as a rule, but he kicked the cup toward the sheriff’s door, where it would hopefully get in McMartin’s way.

			Sal winked his approval and wrapped a hand around the bars. “You’ll sort this out in no time.”

			Arthur stepped closer and placed his hand over Salvatore’s. Even though both of them were cool to the touch, something warm bloomed to life in Arthur’s chest like an unexpected dahlia, miraculously surviving the winter to open vibrant petals to the sun. Sal was his ray of sunlight—luminous and constant and potentially dangerous if one was overexposed. He’d cling to that sliver of brightness. It was the only hope he had.

			Quite ruining the sincerity of the moment, McMartin’s office door opened and he sauntered out, followed by Dr. Young, the dentist, and Lore, a folder in her hand and a strange expression on her face, as though she were repressing a smile. Her pink eyes shone as she glanced in a meaningful way at Arthur, then Salvatore, then Nora by the desk.

			Arthur dropped his hands and moved away from the holding cell, not eager for a verbal lashing from the sheriff. McMartin scowled as he hastened to remove the coffee cup from the toe of his cowboy boot.

			“I’m sorry I can’t give you a more definitive answer,” the dentist was saying as he closed the office door behind him. “Based solely on a photo of the bite, I can conclude it was made by a vampire—as for which one? I would need to look at the body in person and compare my dental records.”

			“Can’t do it, Trip.” Lore shook her head vigorously. “Not ’til I’m done taking samples, at least.”

			Dr. Young stroked his closely trimmed beard and nodded. “Of course. I wouldn’t dream of interrupting your process.” He spoke in a near monotone, revealing only the slightest edge of annoyance. White, with dirty-blond hair, Trip Young was an approximation of a human cornflake. He was an average sort of man—average height, average width, average amount of hair remaining on his head. Arthur, a fairly average man himself, liked him for it.

			“No rush on that,” McMartin said, sliding a clipboard toward Dr. Young. “I actually needed you to come in to confirm the timing of Mr. Conte’s appointment last night.”

			Dr. Young looked from the clipboard to the sheriff to Sal and back to the clipboard. “I…” He blinked rapidly, shooting another look at Sal.

			“Salvatore claims he had a dentist appointment at seven thirty. Is that correct?”

			“It is.”

			McMartin looked visibly put out. “And he was there for an hour?”

			“There’s been some mistake. Salvatore had an appointment at seven thirty, but I’m afraid he didn’t show up.” He glanced once more at Sal, then at Arthur. “I’m sorry,” he said, sounding like he actually meant it.

			The sheriff’s chest puffed up as he turned to face Salvatore’s cell. “Now, that is interesting.”

			Arthur closed his eyes. Sometimes if he did this when he was dreaming, he would wake up. But Salvatore was the one with the overactive imagination, not Arthur. This was no foul concoction of his mind. It was reality.

			When Arthur opened his eyes, Salvatore looked back at him with an expression to rival that of a mournful basset hound.

			“Last time he scolded me for not flossing!” Salvatore exclaimed before Arthur could so much as shake his head in disapproval. “And I don’t like the bubblegum-flavored polish.”

			“Well, he wouldn’t do that if you’d just floss, would he?” It was hardly the point, but Arthur couldn’t very well chastise Sal for lying about his alibi in front of the sheriff, so dental hygiene would have to do.

			Dr. Young nodded gravely. “And as I told you last time, we can order another flavor for the polish—though not blood flavor like you suggested. Maybe cinnamon would be more to your taste?”

			“So, where were you when the murder occurred?” the sheriff asked smugly.

			Nora held up a finger to silence Sal, a feat Arthur had never mastered himself. “And what time was that exactly, Sheriff?”

			The sheriff’s gaze shifted to Lore.

			Lore flipped open her folder, though she didn’t look down at her notes. “My best estimation is that he was killed sometime between the hours of eight and midnight last night.”

			“Well?” The sheriff crossed his arms and surveyed Sal with all the respect a pigeon might show for wet concrete. “That’s around the time you were supposed to be getting those pearly whites cleaned. What were you doing instead?”

			Salvatore grumbled unintelligibly.

			“Didn’t quite catch that.”

			“I was practicing using my powers.”

			“Your…powers…” McMartin raised an eyebrow.

			“Control of nocturnal animals, to be precise.”

			“And can anyone corroborate that?”

			“The family of raccoons that’s been ransacking the dumpster on Fourth Street.”

			“I’m sorry, I should have specified.” The sheriff rolled his eyes. “Can anyone human corroborate that?”

			Arthur flinched and glanced at Lore, whose face was pulled into a tight grimace as well.

			He knew what the sheriff meant, but that didn’t make it sting any less. Humanity was so often bandied about like a universal concept, but whether intended or not, it excluded an awful lot of people. Folks like elves and fae simply weren’t human by definition, and there was much debate about the undead. Even werewolves, who were basically human but for the one day each month, were denied legal protections. Maybe the sheriff meant it in the universal way, but Arthur thought it more likely McMartin would only trust the word of someone just like him.

			“No, but the trash should be undisturbed, thanks to me. You’re welcome, by the way.” Salvatore tucked his chin and smirked, entirely too pleased with himself.

			McMartin rolled his eyes. “Great. I’ll just have my deputy pop down to Fourth Street to get a statement from a dumpster.”

			Salvatore crossed his arms, staring daggers at the sheriff. “Why aren’t you asking anyone else to supply an alibi, huh?”

			“Because you’re the one who ditched your appointment right in the window when the murder was committed.” Sheriff McMartin returned his steely gaze.

			“But I’m not the only one unaccounted for during that time.” Salvatore arched his eyebrows dramatically. “I don’t see you asking Dr. Young about his whereabouts.”

			The sheriff spluttered. “Are you joking? You’re the one who failed to show up for your appointment, and you think he should be investigated for it?”

			“Well, last I checked, failing to appear for a dentist appointment isn’t a legal faux pas, just a social one.” A smile bit into Sal’s expression. “If you mean to accuse me of the latter, I’ll admit guilt. My manners are not above critique.”

			The sheriff nearly hit Arthur as he flung his hands out. “I don’t give a damn about your manners. I give a damn that you’re clearly the monster who killed the mayor!”

			“You say that, but if you’d ever had a root canal, you’d know who the real monster is.” Sal’s pout returned, lips curling around his fangs. “I’m just saying, there’s a double standard here.”

			“Salvatore, don’t make this more difficult,” Arthur murmured in a soothing tone. The last thing they needed was to antagonize the sheriff further. “Dr. Young has been nothing but accommodating. Accusing him of murder is hardly a way to repay his kindness.”

			Sal simply let out a few low notes on his harmonica, heralding the start of his one-man pity party.

			Lore stepped forward, as though sensing the anger in the air. “This is fascinating stuff, guys, but I’ve got a body to see to.”

			“Right, right. Thank you for stopping by, Ms.…Lore,” McMartin grunted, determinedly not looking at her. “I’ll call you if we need anything more.”

			Lore made a face. “No, no, I’ll call you.”

			“I’m the sheriff here, ma’am.” McMartin looked up, cheeks and throat flushed.

			“Whatever. I gotta go, dude.” Lore gave Arthur a significant look before straightening her files and making for the door.

			“I should go as well.” Arthur flexed his hands, which had balled into fists during McMartin and Salvatore’s exchange. He didn’t trust himself to stick around—unsure whom he wanted to berate more. “I’ll return,” he promised Salvatore, who nodded and played a singular shaky note on his harmonica.

			As Arthur and Nora left, trailing after Lore, a mournful tune marked their exit.

			“Oh, shut up,” the sheriff grumbled. “You sound like a dying heifer.”

			Outside the sun was still shining brightly enough to make Arthur doubly glad he had his umbrella. In the distance, Lore ambled ahead, casually looking over her shoulder to check that they were following.

			When they’d all walked far enough away from the police station, Lore stopped, pulled out her phone, and waited for them.

			“Found out something interesting—” Lore began, but Arthur cut her off.

			“I’m sorry to interrupt, Ms. Lore…” Arthur began, but Lore’s eyes narrowed and a small growl escaped her throat, so he trailed off.

			“Don’t do that.”

			“Sorry! Sorry, it’s just that it might not be wise to speak in the open like this. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

			“No, not the interruption. Don’t call me Ms. Lore. It’s totally weird.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry, I didn’t think elves had surnames, but I wanted to be polite.”

			Nora barked out a laugh. “Sorry, it’s just—you were trying to be polite, but you were interrupting.”

			Lore grunted. “That, too. But I meant quit with the prefixes, okay? I get that it’s a thing in human and even former-human cultures, but it’s actually kind of derogatory to do that with elf names. We believe all names should be respected, so adding any kind of honorific is basically saying that some names don’t deserve respect. Elves may look similar to fae, but we’re not hierarchical like them.”

			Arthur, who’d spent his life stubbornly ignoring the existence of paranormals and his undeath mostly around other, as Lore had put it, former-human paranormals, knew little about elves. Before he’d become a vampire, he’d thought of all paranormals as one thing, but from the moment his heart stopped beating, that misconception had melted away bit by bit.

			Within the paranormal community, there were many differences and divides. Vampires and werewolves, for example, had their various disagreements. Even more pronounced, however, was the difference between those who were born paranormal, like elves and witches and dryads, and those who were once human, like vampires and werewolves and ghosts. What Arthur knew about the former couldn’t even fill a teaspoon.

			“My sincerest apologies. I didn’t know,” Arthur said.

			“Well, now you do.”

			“I won’t make the mistake again.”

			Lore surveyed him with narrowed eyes but then nodded. “Yeah, you won’t. I like that about you—you’re not an asshole like the sheriff.”

			Arthur wasn’t about to disagree with her there, but it wasn’t exactly a high bar. He’d do his best to live up to her expectations and then some.

			“Should we reconvene elsewhere?” he asked after a short pause.

			“Yeah. Meet me outside city hall in ten minutes. The benches on the lawn,” Lore said quickly before stalking off in the opposite direction.

			“Is all this really necessary?” Nora asked. “I don’t think we look that suspicious.”

			“Don’t we? We’re an odd bunch, to say the least.”

			Nora shrugged. “I suppose…but an elf, a vampire, and a Black woman hanging out in Trident Falls is going to draw attention no matter where we meet.”

			“Perhaps I’m being overly cautious, but the sheriff doesn’t yet know I’m investigating things myself.” The hairs on Arthur’s arms stood up as a bracing breeze swept down the street. A peculiar feeling rose in him even as the wind died, goose bumps pebbling his flesh. He spun around, certain he was being watched, but as he scanned his surroundings, he found it was only Rumble staring at him from her hiding place in Nora’s purse. “McMartin could have eyes anywhere, and I’d like to avoid his observation for the time being.”

			Rumble flicked her tail, as if insulted by the insinuation she’d be working for the sheriff. Arthur really had to stop projecting so much personality onto a simple stray cat. One of them had to keep their head. If history was any indication, it wouldn’t be Sal, and Arthur still wasn’t sure he could trust Nora.

			Nora politely ignored Arthur’s paranoia. “I mentioned it before, but it might be a good idea to get a lawyer now. I don’t know if Salvatore can last the night in lockup.”

			“He’s more resilient than he looks,” Arthur said, slowly turning and leading Nora toward city hall. “He was on a famous passenger ship that sank in the middle of the sea once. Claims he swam all the way back to shore.”

			“The Titanic?” Nora gasped.

			“If you believe him, yes.” Arthur had heard Salvatore tell the story dozens of times, the dramatization and similarity to the 1997 film increasing with each retelling. He knew better than to believe Salvatore had actually sailed on the Titanic, but that wasn’t the point. Salvatore was stronger than he let on. And more secretive.

			“Well, if Salvatore asks, let’s say I believe it.” Nora chuckled. “Bet that was an adventure, life or death—death or death? Can vampires drown? Never mind, I don’t need to know. The point is, I know Salvatore can handle a harrowing situation. But sitting in the police station for twenty-four hours is the worst kind of boring. Can Salvatore handle boring?”

			Salvatore, in fact, could not, which was why he always brought drama, and apparently a harmonica, to whatever surroundings he happened to be occupying. Arthur wondered who’d break first—Sal, or the sheriff once Salvatore really got going.

			Arthur sighed. “I wouldn’t know where to start with hiring a lawyer, and at this hour on a Friday, in Trident Falls?”

			“Get someone from one of the cities. They’ll probably be better lawyers, anyway.”

			Arthur shook his head. He knew there were a great many types of lawyers out there, but he couldn’t help but think of the well-dressed, slick-haired ones he’d seen on TV. He could almost imagine Salvatore bursting into his thoughts like the Kool-Aid Man to insist that a movie lawyer like Elle Woods was exactly what he needed, but Arthur would find another way. “I think we’ll be better off proving Sal’s innocence on our own. Investigative measures will get us much further than any legal ones.”

			“What makes you say that?” Nora asked.

			“Well, historically, lawyers haven’t been too keen to represent people like me. Who’s to say they wouldn’t try to sabotage us just for being paranormal?”

			“I’m pretty sure that’s illegal.”

			“Illegal, perhaps, but not unlikely.”

			Nora pursed her lips in thought. “We’ll just have to get you a paranormal lawyer—a para-legal, if you will!”

			Arthur most certainly would not. Still, Nora was a guest and he didn’t want to ruin their rapport over a pun. Instead, he said, “I doubt we could afford their rates.”

			“Hmm,” Nora began, then shook her head. “Never mind.”

			“What?”

			“I was going to ask something, but it’s rude.”

			“Go ahead, if it’s important to the case.” Arthur hadn’t forgotten her name on his list of suspects, but perhaps she’d let something slip if he let her into his confidence.

			“It’s just my curiosity about vampires.” She hesitated, then continued. “I assumed someone as old as Salvatore would have more wealth.”

			“Oh, that.” Arthur nodded. “Most vampires are very wealthy by the time they get to be Sal’s age. You don’t exactly have to be good with money when you have eternity to let your piles of riches accumulate interest in the bank, after all. Salvatore’s…an outlier.”

			“Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

			“He has terrible luck with investments. He claims he was cursed by a fae to always back the wrong horse, but I think he’s just too rash.” Arthur shrugged. “Besides, we spent most of my savings on renovations for the inn.”

			Before Nora could respond, her phone chimed with a text alert. She frowned at it. “I have to go straight to the office. No time for a detour. Carry on without me.”

			“Quinn?”

			Nora blinked at her phone. Though she didn’t respond, the sour expression on her face was confirmation enough. “Keep me updated about the case?” she asked, slipping her phone back into her bag.

			Arthur nodded, though he couldn’t help the wave of unease that passed over him. Nora was awfully interested in this investigation. He hoped it was simple curiosity and not something more sinister.

			“You’ll be wanting your cat back, I assume?” Nora lifted Rumble from her purse and held her out for Arthur.

			He took the cat awkwardly, uncertain of what exactly to do with her. He could plop her down on the sidewalk, but she might scamper off and get hit by a car or something, and then he’d never hear the end of it from Sal. Instead, he just held her close to his chest, eliciting an indignant meow from the cat as she was unceremoniously smooshed.

			Nora winced and fluttered her hand toward Rumble as if to assist, but she seemed to think better of it and simply hmmed before giving them both a half-hearted wave and making for city hall.

			Arthur watched her go. He supposed Nora couldn’t miss her first day as acting mayor to run around town playing detective with him, but suspicion itched at the back of his mind. If she was guilty, this would give her time to cover her tracks.

			Shifting Rumble in one hand, his umbrella in the other, Arthur said to the cat, “I don’t suppose you found any evidence in her purse between naps?”

			Rumble stared up at him as if he were the most foolish creature in the world. Maybe he was, if he was relying on a cat to be his sidekick. If he was to be a proper detective, he’d need someone more astute. A cat wasn’t suited to be the Dr. Watson to his Sherlock Holmes for plenty of reasons. She didn’t even have a medical degree. Lore, on the other hand…

			Without further delay, Arthur made his way toward an old brick building surrounded by sprawling green grass. City hall’s lawn was dotted with flower beds, brightly colored petunias sloppily crammed into reddish soil, and among them were a half dozen benches painted a blue-gray slate color Arthur had never particularly liked.

			Whoever had designed Trident Falls’ downtown area—perhaps the former city manager, as it had enjoyed a reconstruction since Arthur’s childhood visits—had taken it upon themself to decorate the entire street in a waterfall motif, apparently taking the Falls part of Trident Falls far more seriously than was necessary. The town was covered in blue statues of crashing waves—never mind they were nowhere near the ocean—and murals of cerulean waterfalls—never mind that water wasn’t actually blue.

			Though trips to the eponymous falls had been a staple of Arthur’s childhood, he had visited them only once since they’d moved to town. The forced hike had been one of Salvatore’s schemes—Waterfalls are romantic, Arthur!—which had gone awry—Waterfalls are so loud and wet, Arthur!—but once was rather enough for him. The falls were beautiful: one stream of water splitting into three equidistant falls near the bottom, shaped like a trident, cascading down the mountain. But they were loud, and they were wet, and Salvatore and Arthur were decidedly not the outdoorsy, adventurous types at their advanced ages, so they’d never bothered to visit again.

			As Arthur approached city hall, he caught sight of Lore on one of the benches with her legs tucked beneath her, staring at her phone in a manner that Arthur felt was all too common these days. When he complained about it to Salvatore, that people were ignoring the world around them to stare at little rectangles in their hands, Sal had glibly replied that the rectangles were windows to a much wider world than one could glimpse even from a scenic overlook, so why wouldn’t people want to stare through that window instead of at their familiar immediate surroundings? Arthur still felt it was a tad rude, but he appreciated the effort Lore was making to look inconspicuous. He sat on the other side of the bench, angling his umbrella so he and Rumble were in shadow.

			“I said ten minutes. You’re early.” Lore didn’t glance up from her phone.

			“Forgot to wear my watch today.” That was the truth. Arthur never wore it while cooking, and breakfast had been interrupted by finding a dead body, after all.

			“Do you really not have a phone?” Lore asked.

			“Of course I have a phone. It’s at the front desk of the Iris Inn.”

			She covered her laugh with her hand, and Arthur imagined he could hear the playful eye roll in the sound, though he dared not look at her. They weren’t exactly Cold War spies meeting to exchange intel, but it was close enough. Arthur was almost certain a coroner giving out autopsy information for an ongoing case was an ethical gray area at best.

			“I think you’ll be interested in my preliminary report,” Lore said, getting down to brass tacks.

			Juggling Rumble and the umbrella, much to the cat’s chagrin, Arthur withdrew his notebook and flipped to a new page.

			“Cause of death wasn’t exsanguination. The blood loss was postmortem. Blunt-force trauma to the back of his skull killed him.”

			“So, it might not have been a vampire at all,” Arthur mused as he jotted her words down in his notebook. “Anyone can hit someone in the back of the head.”

			“My thoughts exactly!” Lore kept her voice low, but her leg bounced with energy. “I rushed out as soon as I’d finished the autopsy, but there are some other irregularities I want to look into. Figured you and the sheriff should know that there’s no reason to suspect Salvatore over anyone else at this point.”

			Sal might really be innocent, then. Arthur’s shoulders slumped, tension leaving them. He hadn’t realized how stiffly he’d been sitting until that moment. This was huge. It complicated the murder, but any new avenue was one he was eager to follow to its end.

			“Thank you,” Arthur said. “I know this is a risk.”

			“Don’t mention it. Especially not in court.” Lore laughed at her own joke. “And I have one more piece of good news for you.”

			“Oh?” Arthur raised his pencil, ready to write more clues down.

			But instead of something very convenient like we found the footprint of a high-end shoe they only made thirty of or something similar, Lore continued, “Yeah. I think I know how to get Sal out of jail.”

			“Oh…I mean, that’s fantastic news! How?” Arthur exclaimed rather more loudly than he’d intended, but no one except a few nearby birds seemed to notice the sound at all, chirping back to him as though in conversation. Arthur found them endearing instead of overly cheerful as he watched a spring breeze rustle the trees nearby. Anyone might’ve killed the mayor, which meant Sal wasn’t the only suspect. Just one of many. It was going to be a good day.

			“Well, I can’t be sure—I don’t know all the rules—but I thought when I arrived at the inn I heard…well, it didn’t seem as though McMartin followed protocol. I don’t recall him reading Sal his Miranda rights before arresting him. Between you, me, and Nora, I think we might be able to make a case to get him freed, with the right lawyer.”

			“The right lawyer?” Arthur asked, but as the words left his lips a shadow crossed in front of him and Arthur’s heart sank. He tilted his umbrella up, gaze snagging on worn hiking boots, blue jeans, and an all-too-familiar T-shirt sporting a logo he wouldn’t soon forget.

			Theodore Park, owner of the Big Bad Brew. Of all the people Lore might have summoned here, the man standing before him was the second worst, after Sheriff McMartin himself.

			“What’s Ted doing here?” Arthur could barely keep the derision from his tone. What Lore was thinking, bringing Theodore into the mix, he couldn’t understand, especially as things were beginning to look up for him.

			“Theo was kind enough to offer his help. He’s part of an organization that provides pro bono legal advice to paranormal individuals.”

			“Lore texted me about what’s happening with Sal,” Theodore said. “That’s some bad luck.”

			Arthur bristled at the familiar way he spoke Sal’s name. “Did she, now?” Arthur turned and shot her a heavy look.

			Lore rolled her paint-splatter eyes in response and mouthed, Get over yourself.

			“Listen, I want to help if I can. It’s not right what the sheriff’s doing.” Theodore stepped forward, holding out a business card.

			Arthur took it and nearly groaned aloud. It read, Theodore Park, Attorney-at-Claw.

			This town was going to be the (second) death of him.
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			If there was one thing Arthur could not abide, it was a bad pun. He’d suffered many in the trenches of his marketing job before he’d died, and as eternity stretched out before him, he longed for a future with better wordplay. Salvatore, a pun aficionado, would have loved the werewolf’s business card. In fact, he probably would have hired Theodore on the spot. Attorney-at-claw, indeed.

			“What an interesting business card, Ted,” Arthur said, frowning at it. He’d take great pleasure in running it through the paper shredder later.

			“I prefer Theo, actually.”

			“I’m sure you do.”

			Before things could devolve further into outright insults, Lore cleared her throat and stood. “Okay. I gotta get back to work.”

			Arthur, who was now trying to hold his umbrella, Rumble, and the inane business card, stood to see her off. Managing the cat proved difficult, and she began to squirm. Theodore gave him a searching look before reaching out to adjust Arthur’s grip so that he held her from beneath, palm cradling her chest, her hind quarters tucked into the crook of his arm.

			“There we go, little one,” Theodore said gently.

			“No need to condescend,” Arthur grumbled before realizing Theodore meant the ten-pound cat, not the vampire of a perfectly respectable stature.

			“You two play nice,” Lore said, then strolled off through the bright spring morning.

			“So,” Arthur began, turning to face Theodore once more. “You’re a lawyer and a barista?”

			“I contain multitudes.” Theodore tucked his hands into his pockets. “The lawyer lifestyle was never really my jam. Lots of meetings and long hours. And after I got bitten—”

			“They fired you for being a werewolf?” Arthur couldn’t decide what was worse—that Theodore’s firm was clearly bigoted or that the lawyer he was about to align himself with had been fired in the first place.

			“No, no, nothing like that.” Theodore waved him off. “They actually offered to make me partner, but I realized if I was going to have my name on a door, I’d rather it be for something I actually enjoy, like coffee. I quit the firm and opened up shop here. It just seemed so clear to me all of a sudden that the city life wasn’t for me, and when I saw this place—well, what can I say? I fell in love.”

			“Understandable enough,” Arthur grunted. He could begrudge Theodore many things, but Trident Falls was his favorite place on earth. At least the werewolf lawyer/barista had good taste.

			“Knew you’d get it—you and Sal did the same thing, reopening the Iris Inn, right?”

			“Suppose so.” It didn’t sit well with Arthur how similar their stories were, if only because he preferred not to have anything in common with Theodore. They’d both left corporate jobs for a country lifestyle, they’d both opened a small business in this town, and they both wanted Sal out of jail. It had to be enough. “Funny how sometimes it takes dying to realize how you want to spend your life.”

			“Exactly!” Theodore gave a hearty laugh that was almost a bark, then slapped Arthur on the arm that wasn’t currently holding an unruly cat. “Anyway, I’m still barred in Oregon.”

			“And you think you can help Sal?” Arthur didn’t want to pin his hopes on Theodore if he could help it, but circumstances were such that, well, he couldn’t help it. “Lore mentioned something about Miranda rights?”

			Theodore deflated. “I wish it was that easy. Vega v. Tekoh made that pretty much moot, though.”

			Arthur, who knew as much about legal proceedings as the average Law & Order viewer, nodded with the air of someone much better informed. “I see. Yes. Of course.”

			“Still, I think we have a decent shot of convincing the sheriff to let him go. If he had enough evidence to make the arrest, he would have done so already, and it doesn’t sound like he has probable cause to keep Salvatore once his questioning is complete.”

			“I knew that already.” Arthur hadn’t, as such, known that.

			Theodore’s vague expression of confident ease gave way to a slight frown. “Well, I can get in touch with a law firm, and they can send an order to—”

			“Fine. Yes, do what you need to do.” Arthur should’ve been happy at this turn of events. He should’ve felt grateful to Lore for contacting Theodore, and fortunate that he had such good connections and was willing to help. But did it have to be Theodore, of all people, to swoop in to rescue Salvatore? First the werewolf’s coffee shop outperformed the inn, and now Theodore was going to do what Arthur could not.

			“Do you…” Theodore began slowly, “…have a problem with me?”

			“Why on earth would we have a problem? I don’t even really know you. Today was the first time I’ve been inside your shop.”

			“That’s what I thought, too.” Theodore kept that infuriating little frown on his symmetrical face. Really, what kind of person outside of the movies had a symmetrical face? “If this is about my curse, and yours—”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Arthur said, hugging Rumble closer to his chest as if to use her as a shield. “I have no issue with werewolves. I’m a very modern vampire.”

			If he’d been there, Sal would have laughed ruthlessly at that statement, citing the last time he tried to teach Arthur about TikTok as incontrovertible evidence to the contrary.

			“Then what’s the issue?” Theodore stared into Arthur’s eyes, not blinking.

			What was the issue, really? Arthur’s pride, perhaps. He would be a poor excuse for a husband indeed if he let something as silly as that get in the way of freeing Salvatore. He sighed and dropped his shoulders. “No issue at all. I’m afraid this is a very stressful time for me, so forgive me for not being at my most cordial.” It was like pulling teeth, but Arthur forced his lips to turn upward into a smile as though he were greeting a guest at the Iris Inn.

			“Sure. I understand.” Theodore gave Arthur a look that said all too clearly that he did not, in fact, understand. “Let’s focus on getting Sal out, okay? Common goal and everything.”

			“Yes, of course.” And because Arthur really was a spectacularly gracious and modern vampire, he added, “Thank you for your help.”
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			They made only one stop before returning to the station to rescue Sal: the pet store. As it turned out, Theodore wasn’t only concerned with the well-being of dead creatures like Arthur’s husband, but also with the well-being of the living.

			“Cats aren’t meant to be carried, not really, but if you’re going to lug her around, might as well do it in style and comfort,” he said before thrusting a soft carrier into Arthur’s arms.

			“Is this really necessary?” Arthur asked. If it weren’t for Sal’s attachment to the creature, he might have simply let her wander free by now. A carrier replete with a transparent window in the side seemed a mite over the top for a stray Arthur wasn’t entirely sure they’d keep.

			“Oh yes,” Theodore said with a stern nod as he tapped the clear viewing window on the obnoxiously fuchsia backpack. “The better to see you with.”

			Arthur would rather adopt every stray in Trident Falls than have a conversation with the werewolf that hinged so heavily on “Little Red Riding Hood,” so he simply paid for the carrier without further protest. He even let Theodore pack Rumble into it—Arthur had enough going on as it was without adding the possibility of an infected cat scratch to the mix—before heading back up the street toward the station.

			Upon entry, Arthur was met by the melodious rhythm of Salvatore’s voice as he recited an epic poem. From the sound of it, he was about a quarter of the way through Beowulf, though he’d chosen a more modern version that had translated all the instances of Hwæt to Bro. The deputies in sight were all wearing headphones or earbuds, but Sheriff McMartin had no such defense, and a muscle in his jaw was twitching.

			“Sheriff McMartin,” Theodore said. “I’d like a word.”

			“Anything to get me away from this racket.” McMartin rose and gestured Theodore forward. They both disappeared into the sheriff’s office.

			Salvatore quieted immediately. “Arthur, is that you, my darling? It’s been so long, I hardly recognize you, and I know I must’ve aged so much while in prison.”

			“This is just the city lockup, and neither of us ages.” Arthur spoke matter-of-factly, but inside, his muscles relaxed. It was a good sign, he told himself, that Sal was still up to his usual antics.

			“What are you doing with that werewolf?” Salvatore eyed the sheriff’s closed door. “He’s so square-jawed and tall! You said you’d wait for me.”

			Arthur gave Salvatore a dead-eyed look. “He’s helping with your case.”

			“Oh my, that’s even more scandalous!” Sal waggled his fingers and fluttered his eyelashes.

			“How is that worse than cheating on you?”

			“You hate Theo.” Salvatore leaned in to speak in a low, conspiratorial voice. “You must be truly desperate to accept his help. Are you that worried about me? Are you trying to woo me with a grand gesture?”

			“We’re married, Sal. I think I’m past trying to woo you.”

			“Like us, my dear, the romance never has to die.”

			“If you’re going to make fun of me for getting help, maybe I’ll just leave you in jail next time.” Arthur crossed his arms in a huff. He’d not forgotten the falsified alibi and the position it put them in. If Sal had just gone to the dentist like he was supposed to…but he hadn’t, and there was no use wishing he had. These were the cards they’d been dealt and Arthur would have to make the most of a losing hand.

			“Don’t be like that, my love. I only jest.” Sal traced a line from Arthur’s forehead to his nose through the bars. “How’s my little smarty-pants getting along with the case? Do you have any suspects yet?”

			“A few,” Arthur grunted.

			“Care to share? I could help, you know.”

			Arthur felt for the notebook in his breast pocket but didn’t retrieve it. A sudden hesitance stopped his hand as he stared into Salvatore’s eyes. What if all the names on his list were wrong? What if the sheriff had gotten it right, after all? Salvatore was not a killer anymore. Arthur knew in his heart that was the truth. Or at least he hoped it was.

			“Nothing concrete yet, but…it’s a bit odd that with the mayor gone Nora’s been promoted, don’t you think? And she was at the inn last night.”

			“Nora?” Salvatore jerked back. “You must be joking!”

			Arthur blinked at his husband. “Not at all. She’s my best lead.”

			“You couldn’t think of anyone more suspicious? And unpleasant? And also conveniently present at the place of the murder?”

			Arthur could. That was the problem. “Who…did you have in mind?”

			Before Sal could enlighten him, there was a bang as McMartin’s office door swung open and ricocheted off the wall. The sheriff stormed out, his face flushed, a twitch still present in the vein below his jaw. “This is absurd. When the FPI get here, they’re going to have a lot of questions for you, Mr. Park, about aiding and abetting a murderer—”

			“Are you formally accusing my client of murder?” Theodore said mildly.

			“Well, no. Not formally. But you can’t—you just—I have an investigation to conduct!” McMartin’s face reddened as he spoke, nostrils flaring as he glowered at the werewolf with undue anger. Arthur could relate.

			“It’s my understanding there’s no reason, other than pure bigotry, to suspect Salvatore Conte of having committed any crime.” Theodore glanced at Arthur, then Salvatore, who was for once rendered speechless by something more dramatic than himself going on in his vicinity. “In fact, blunt-force trauma could have been committed by anyone, not just a vampire.”

			“Yeah, but the cause of death doesn’t mean anything,” McMartin blustered.

			“That’s not for you to decide,” Theodore said. “Now, charge Mr. Conte or release him. Which will it be?”

			“The body was completely drained of blood. If that doesn’t scream vampire, what else would?”

			Arthur’s racing thoughts hitched, hitting a wall of sorts. “Completely drained of blood?” he repeated.

			“That’s right.” The sheriff looked smug.

			Theodore looked worried.

			Salvatore began to laugh.

			“That’s…that’s reasonable grounds.” McMartin shifted his gaze between the three of them, confusion inching its way into his expression. “It’s not bigotry. Just deductive reasoning. Only a vampire could do that.”

			“I hate to correct you, Sheriff…” Salvatore paused, considered, then added, “Actually, no, I love that for me.”

			“There was no blood in the garden; we would’ve smelled it.” Arthur glanced at his husband to confer.

			Salvatore nodded. “And I was famished—there’s no way we would’ve missed it.”

			Arthur drew himself up and faced the sheriff once more. “Which means a vampire couldn’t have killed George Roth.”

			“How do you figure that?” McMartin scoffed.

			“There’s no way a vampire could completely drain a body in one go,” Arthur said, doing his best to suppress a triumphant smile, “and I can prove it.”
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			Proof required a change in location. Sheriff McMartin was hardly eager to acquiesce. He grumbled incessantly as he released Salvatore from his cell and handcuffed him, trailing Arthur by only a few paces. He was clearly a man used to giving orders rather than following them. Arthur tried not to take petty delight in causing the sheriff trouble, but he didn’t try too hard.

			“The town sure has changed,” Salvatore said as they walked down the street, Theodore following quietly behind.

			Arthur had given up reminding Sal his stay in jail had only lasted a few hours, but McMartin did it for him.

			“It’s exactly the same,” the sheriff grunted.

			But that wasn’t true. Trident Falls was an ever-shifting beast. This late in the afternoon, teenagers who’d not skipped school began to flood the streets. Across the way, outside the coffee shop, Arthur spotted Dr. Young scolding his son with animated gestures. Perhaps he knew about the aforementioned skipping. Evening traffic was picking up as well, stalling McMartin’s insistence that they drive to their destination, though it was only a few blocks away. Arthur suspected McMartin only wanted to both impress and intimidate them with his unnecessary muscle car.

			When they got to GrubStop, Salvatore hurried forward.

			“Grubs!”

			“What is he going on about?” Sheriff McMartin snatched the back of Salvatore’s shirt to stop him from rushing into the store.

			Arthur pointed meaningfully at the signage above them, which boasted only five lit-up letters so it read GrubS.

			Really, if Sheriff McMartin was this unobservant, maybe Arthur had a chance of out-sleuthing him after all.

			“What are we doing here?” The sheriff glared with all the ferocity of a bottle-blond toad.

			“If you’ll simply follow me, I’ll show you.” Arthur didn’t bother to match his tone to the politeness of his words. “Or if you’d prefer, I can waste more of your time by explaining what would otherwise be apparent momentarily.”

			“You better not be trying to pull anything.”

			Arthur hadn’t thought he’d spend the day escorting another vampire, a werewolf, and a sheriff down the baking aisle toward the very limited dairy section of GrubStop, but there he was, passing carefully stacked pyramids of frosting containers. Trident Falls was too small for any of the larger chains, something Salvatore had taken as a personal slight when they’d first moved to town. The GrubStop didn’t carry blood—ethically sourced or otherwise—so aside from purchasing ingredients for the Iris Inn’s rather sparse guest list, Arthur didn’t often have occasion to peruse the grocer’s offerings.

			By the time they reached the glass refrigerator doors at the back of the store, Salvatore had wrestled free of McMartin, who wore a tight expression of annoyance but hadn’t yet reached for his weapon. Perhaps he’d decided Salvatore couldn’t cause too much chaos out in the open in a brightly lit store. He was wrong, of course, but Arthur wasn’t about to tell McMartin about the great Walmart incident of 1998.

			“Allow me!” Salvatore did a hop, a skip, and a jump rope–like maneuver to move his cuffed hands from behind his back to his front. He flung open the door to the milk case and began shuffling pint after pint of strawberry milk into the sheriff’s arms.

			“What are you doing? Stop giving me milk,” McMartin spluttered as he struggled to hold on to the bottles.

			“Milk has a similar consistency and nutritional density to…” Arthur trailed off, glancing around the store for other shoppers. A couple of employees lurked a few aisles over, determinedly not looking at the strange group ransacking the dairy section. “You know. The substance you accused Sal of drinking.”

			“Okay, but what does this have to do with anything?”

			“Aside from the fact that Arthur thinks you need more calcium in your diet,” Salvatore said, letting the door slam shut as he handed McMartin one final bottle.

			“I don’t think that.” Arthur took a few bottles from the sheriff, who clearly had never learned the art of carrying his own groceries.

			“Besides,” said Theodore, “milk isn’t actually that good for you. It’s just a myth started by the dairy lobby in the nineties to get people to buy more. When you think about it, drinking another mammal’s milk isn’t natural—”

			“Not natural?!” McMartin’s face had turned an alarming shade of pink to match the strawberry milk in his arms.

			Arthur cleared his throat. “Anyway, the point is that the human body has about ten pints of…a certain substance in it.”

			“I love that you know that!” Theodore clapped Arthur on the shoulder, a genuine smile on his face. Arthur didn’t trust it for a second. “You’re a cool guy, Arthur Miller.”

			McMartin didn’t seem to agree, the flush in his face only deepening as he looked from the milk in his arms to Salvatore and back. “Get to the point,” he said unconvincingly, as if the last thing he wanted was for the three paranormals in his company to get to the point.

			Salvatore straightened to his full height, a maneuver that had rather less impact than intended, as the sheriff was tall, if nothing else. “If you think I drank that much at once, then I challenge you to do the same. If you can consume all this in one sitting, I’ll go right back to jail, no arguments.”

			“No way! You’ve got powers—supernatural stomachs or something!” McMartin blustered.

			“Vampires and humans aren’t all that different,” Arthur said, the calm to McMartin’s storm. “We may be undead, but we’re still beholden to many of the physical limitations we had when we were alive, including this one.”

			McMartin eyed the milk in his arms and puffed out his chest. “Fine. You’re on.” He fumbled with the pints as he attempted to open one.

			“Allow me.” Salvatore, still cuffed, plucked the remaining bottles from his would-be jailer and balanced them with ease.

			McMartin glared at Salvatore, then the bottle in his hands in turn. “Strawberry? Why on God’s green earth would you get flavored milk?”

			“It’s pink,” Salvatore said.

			“So?”

			“It’s the closest to blood.”

			Arthur always loved his husband, but moments like these really drove the point home. He pretended to check the price of a dozen eggs to keep from letting the laughter show on his face. Then he actually checked the price. Were organic free-range eggs really that expensive? Maybe he and Sal should look into getting a coop and a few chickens—though Rumble might chase them, and he didn’t need another corpse on his hands, avian or otherwise.

			“Whatever.” McMartin twisted the cap and pulled a face. “Let’s get this over with.”

			The first pint went down without a hitch. McMartin wiped the pink milk mustache from his face and smirked. “It’s okay to be impressed. Most people are.”

			“Oh…we’re impressed, all right.” Salvatore handed him a second bottle and glanced meaningfully at Arthur.

			Wincing, Arthur scanned the aisles for the store employees, regretting that they’d have to clean up the mess McMartin was sure to regurgitate. Salvatore had forced Arthur to watch enough video compilations of people attempting the gallon milk challenge to know how this would end.

			“No sweat.” McMartin let the second empty bottle drop to the floor before reaching for a third.

			“That’s concerning.” Salvatore pursed his lips. “As a gentleman of an esteemed age, I can assure you, more than a pint at a time is considered rather gauche. Besides, this body isn’t by accident.” He gestured to his admittedly trim figure. “Any more, and one begins to feel more like an overstuffed tick than anything else.”

			“Maybe you’re just a weak-willed vamp,” McMartin said, glibly opening the next pint. “Or maybe you’re lying through those pointy teeth.”

			“I absolutely never lie,” Salvatore lied.

			Arthur, for his part, kept quiet, watching McMartin for signs of gastrointestinal trouble. He hoped the man wasn’t lactose intolerant on top of everything else.

			“Yeah, yeah.” McMartin finished his third pint, but he handed off the bottle with rather less flair. He opened his mouth, his words preceded by a loud belch. “You’re not the only bloodsuckers out there, though, are you?”

			Arthur flinched at the derogatory term but chose not to correct him. It wasn’t worth the effort, after all; the sheriff’s mind was as narrow as his shoulders were broad. Instead, Arthur cleared his throat and said, “I believe we’re the only vampires in the Trident Falls area.”

			“Yeah, but it could’ve been another paranormal type. Maybe one with a stronger stomach.” He grinned before lifting the fourth bottle to his lips.

			“There are species of fae who drink blood, and there’s speculation that ghosts require a single drop of blood, but in both instances the amount would be considerably less than a vampire needs.” Salvatore softened his voice to speak the last word in a whisper—not out of any concern for eavesdroppers, it seemed, but more for dramatic effect.

			“How do you know that?” McMartin asked, lowering the bottle of milk only half-drunk.

			“I googled it.” Salvatore held up his phone.

			“How did you get—” McMartin touched his back pocket, where he’d presumably been keeping Salvatore’s personal effects.

			“Don’t get any ideas, stud. I’m married.” Salvatore winked.

			“Real police work isn’t done by googling things.” McMartin took a step forward and let the half-full bottle dangle by his side, as if hoping they’d all forget about it if he changed the subject. “It takes hitting the pavement and collecting evidence.”

			Arthur suspected McMartin knew as much about police work as Arthur himself knew about automobile repair, but he kept that thought to himself and instead stepped back a bit, estimating his current standing position to be within the splatter-distance danger zone.

			McMartin lifted the bottle to his lips once more, making a face as he tipped it back. Not even a full second passed before he lowered it again. “I really don’t care for strawberry,” McMartin said, his voice strained, as if he were fighting down nausea.

			“Strawberry isn’t the issue. Your stomach can only hold so much liquid,” Arthur explained.

			“I guess.” McMartin handed the half-drunk bottle to Theodore, who looked curiously at the price tag.

			“I trust this expense won’t fall to my client,” Theodore said.

			McMartin let out a high whine that likely had more to do with his gastrointestinal situation than the price of milk.

			“It’s like seven bucks, my man.” Theodore flung an arm around the sheriff’s shoulders. “Your department has the cash.”

			McMartin closed his eyes as Theodore patted his back rather more harshly than was necessary. “You win this round,” the sheriff said through a shudder.

			Arthur’s shoulders relaxed for the first time in hours. If McMartin came around to the belief that someone other than a vampire had killed the mayor, perhaps he’d call off the FPI. He might not ever like Salvatore and Arthur, but at least they’d be able to stay in Trident Falls.

			“Of course, it could’ve been more than one vampire.” McMartin belched the last word, jumping a little like a dog surprised at the force of its own flatulence. He swallowed with difficulty, then pointed a finger at Sal and Arthur in turn. “There are two of you, after all, and I got through nearly half of that by myself.” He pointed to the carefully stacked pyramid of full and empty milk containers Salvatore had begun making on the floor—obviously bored now that the attention was off him for a change.

			“More like a third of it,” Salvatore corrected, taking the still partially full pint from Theodore’s hand to top his pyramid.

			Of the many occupations Salvatore had tried over the years, architect was never one of them—and for good reason. The moment he placed the final bottle on the tower, it wobbled, toppled, and crashed to the ground, spilling strawberry milk everywhere.

			Arthur had been right about the splash zone. McMartin’s cowboy boots—which had clearly never seen a cow in their lives—now sported a sickly pink splatter. The sheriff flinched back, but he oughtn’t have worried about the strawberry milk so much as the razor-sharp claws of the black cat who’d woken from her nap inside Arthur’s backpack and leaped out to partake in the spoils.

			Once she’d detached from McMartin’s pant leg, Rumble began lapping at the pool of pink milk, loud purrs disrupting the liquid’s surface with ripples.

			“You forgot to feed her, didn’t you?” Salvatore pointed a finger—or really a whole two hands, as they were still cuffed—at Arthur. “Poor thing. What would she do without her daddy?”

			“Please never call yourself that again,” Arthur muttered, righting the spilled bottle while Theodore hailed a shop attendant.

			“You know you like it.”

			“No one likes it.”

			Salvatore waggled his eyebrows. “I like it.”

			“Please,” McMartin groaned. “If I let you go, will you stop making me listen to this?”

			“Gladly.” Salvatore stood up and offered his wrists to the sheriff.

			McMartin produced the key and clicked the cuffs open.

			“Freedom!” Salvatore cried, pumping his fist in the air.

			“Can I…have those back?” McMartin gestured to the cuffs still clasped in Salvatore’s hand.

			Glancing between McMartin and Arthur, Salvatore leaned in and stage-whispered to the sheriff, “I thought maybe I’d keep them. A little souvenir of sorts…Besides, Arthur and I can probably get better use out of them—”

			The sheriff tugged the cuffs from Salvatore’s grasp and turned on his heel, loping toward the door only to make a sharp turn in the direction of the restroom.

			“What is the point of having a safeword if I never even get to use it?” Salvatore pouted and leaned into Arthur’s chest. “It’s so fun to say, too. Bourgeoisie. Bourgeoisie. Bourgeoisie.” He gave it a different inflection every time.

			Thedore returned, shaking his head as if in disbelief. “That worked a bit too well. Good job.” Arthur searched for mocking in his words but could find none. “See you around, though hopefully not in the dairy aisle again.” With that, the werewolf was off.

			Arthur returned Rumble to the backpack, then gripped Salvatore around the shoulders and began to steer him toward the front of the store, breath held. He couldn’t shake the feeling that the sheriff might turn around, mind changed. Some new evidence might come to light that would point toward vampires, or the town might turn against them regardless. After all, people like the mayor and the sheriff had never needed a reason to hate Arthur and Salvatore besides their simple existence.

			“It’s going to be all right,” Salvatore said, tweaking Arthur’s nose. “Now, how shall we celebrate my newfound freedom?”

			“Anything you want.” Arthur squeezed Salvatore’s hand, glad they had a few blocks before they’d recover the bicycle. He wasn’t ready to let go just yet.

			“Oh goodie. Maybe we can crack into the Fresh Bites box, and I know the sheriff wouldn’t let me keep the cuffs as a souvenir, but we do have some at home and…”

			Arthur just nodded as Salvatore carried on planning out the evening’s festivities. The day had quite gotten away from him, what with all the dramatics, and he’d forgotten to eat lunch. The late afternoon sun cast an orange glow across the downtown area. Soon it would be Salvatore’s favorite time of day—twilight, of course. Night was the domain of vampires, but Arthur couldn’t help but feel an eerie presence had crept in under the sun’s disregard. They’d found a reprieve, yes, but they were hardly out of the woods yet.
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			When they returned home, the Iris Inn looked the same as ever, but Arthur felt it had an extra sparkle when Salvatore was in residence. Arthur stowed their tandem bike in the garage while Salvatore fussed over Rumble, cradling her against his chest like a newborn.

			“You kept it all the same!” Sal exclaimed as he entered the lobby. “Hello, walls; hello, doors; hello, desk. Did you miss me as much as I missed you?”

			“I doubt the desk did,” Arthur said. “You don’t spend much time behind it even when you are home.”

			Salvatore ignored him. “You couldn’t have dusted it while I was gone?”

			“I was a little busy getting you out of jail. Besides, that’s your job this week. Don’t you check the chore wheel?” Arthur glanced out into the living room for Nora—it wouldn’t do for her to overhear them arguing like this—but it seemed she hadn’t yet returned.

			“I can’t be chained to some wheel of expectations, darling.”

			“You were all for the chore wheel when it meant breaking out the glitter glue.”

			“Glitter glue…” Salvatore said wistfully. “Would that all menial tasks included it.”

			“Speaking of, the kitchen’s still a mess from this morning.” Arthur eyed Sal, attempting to gauge the likelihood of getting help with that today.

			Surprisingly, Salvatore pitched in without a fuss, though he did it all while extolling the comparative virtues of various brands and colors of glitter glue. The fact that he wasn’t bemoaning his time in lockup anymore could mean one of two things: he’d forgotten all about it, or it was actually bothering him on a deeper level than his usual dramatics could soothe. Arthur was torn. If it was the former and he asked about it, he ran the risk of working Sal into an unnecessary fervor, but if it was the latter, he wouldn’t want to let Sal suffer alone. In the end, he decided to trust that his partner would confide in him if and when he was ready.

			By nightfall, the Iris Inn was once again in tip-top shape for guests, and they’d both worked up an appetite. After unpacking and deconstructing the Fresh Bites box for recycling, Arthur portioned out the first bag of blood into matching tulip glasses.

			Sal went to the pantry to retrieve a can of tuna for Rumble. “Don’t forget the—”

			“Crazy straw. I know.” Arthur plopped a purple straw with plenty of twists and turns into Sal’s drink, garnishing his own with a long stick of celery.

			“Oh, you’re both here!” Nora’s voice, too bright for the evening hour, wafted in from the entryway.

			Arthur scrambled to hide the glasses. Though Nora hadn’t seemed put off by their vampirism, one could never be sure how someone would react to the physical consumption of blood—especially through a crazy straw.

			“I do apologize, Nora. I haven’t started preparations for dinner just yet,” Arthur began, but Nora waved him off.

			“Don’t you worry about me. I got pizza.” She held up two boxes with the logo from the local combination pizzeria and ice cream parlor, Sugar and Slice. “I got extra just in case, but I wasn’t sure if you’d be home yet…or if you…eat food?” She winced. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to say that in a way that isn’t rude.”

			The truth of it was that while vampires could and did eat the way humans did, they certainly didn’t need to. Vampire anatomy deprioritized the parasympathetic nervous system, slowing down everything else, including digestion. When they ate too much, it could cause lethargy among other side effects, which ranged from the appearance of illness to intoxication. Most vampires indulged in human cuisine from time to time, especially now that vampire hunting was no longer legal and the need to remain vigilant had diminished, though blood remained the only form of sustenance they required. Sal in particular enjoyed revisiting his favorites from his mortal years as much as he delighted in discovering new delicacies, and Arthur would admit he was a bit of a gourmand himself.

			That was all rather too much for a casual response, though, so instead Arthur simply said, “We uh…obviously eat…food.”

			“Especially pizza! You know, I can’t resist the food of my people.” Salvatore eagerly swept past Arthur, jostling his arm just enough that Arthur had to move the glasses from behind his back to avoid spilling any.

			Arthur smiled sheepishly at their guest. “Sorry,” he said rather dully.

			“Don’t be. We all have to eat.”

			Salvatore took the boxes from her, practically waltzing with them as he gestured her toward the living room. “We were going to watch a spot of television, if you’d like to join us.”

			“We were?” Arthur asked.

			“Love Is Dead is on tonight, my dear. You know I can’t miss an episode.”

			“It’s a dating show,” Arthur explained, abandoning the goblets of blood for a stack of plates and napkins. He’d been skeptical at first, but as with most things Sal liked—tango dancing, escargot, Nicolas Cage—Arthur had learned he liked it as well. Each week, they cuddled up on the couch to watch humans lust after what Sal described as “a corner-store Dracula,” and Arthur was as invested in the love story as Sal was at this point. His husband was quite the tastemaker.

			“Is that the one where they’re competing to marry a vampire?” Nora asked, picking up the glasses without a moment’s hesitation.

			Arthur nodded, eyeing her steady hands. Perhaps Nora’s interest in vampires was genuine, after all. Then again, it was possible it was all just a clever front to keep suspicion off her. Arthur wasn’t ready to strike her name from his suspect list just yet. Still, he silently hoped she wasn’t the culprit. It would be a shame if the first friend he and Salvatore made in town turned out to be a murderer.

			Nora led the way out of the kitchen, stepping carefully over Rumble, who’d zoomed from her now empty can of tuna to join Salvatore on the couch. “Doesn’t the winner get turned at the end?”

			“It’s so romantic,” Salvatore chorused from the living room. “Come on, it’s starting! I hope Samantha gets the wooden stake tonight. She’s the worst.”
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			Samantha was the worst, as it turned out. Arthur, Salvatore, and Nora spent the next hour and a half heckling her and the other contestants on Love Is Dead with gusto. Arthur didn’t usually enjoy television by himself, but watching with Sal and Nora was almost enough to take his mind off the murder that had taken place in their garden nearly twenty-four hours ago.

			Almost.

			“So, Nora dear,” Sal said during a commercial break, rudely placed right before the Count (so named because of his status on the show, not because of any noble lineage) revealed who’d be going home. “I noticed a bit of tension between you and Quinn Clark. What’s going on there?”

			“Nothing!” Nora reached for another slice of pizza and took a bite with haste. Her voice was a touch too high, her eyes a touch too frantic.

			Arthur was inclined to let it go. Everyone had their secrets, and as long as it had nothing to do with the mayor’s murder, he was prepared to let Nora keep hers. Sal, of course, could never let anything lie.

			“My dear, I’m simply too old not to notice that level of drama when it’s right in front of me.” Sal wiggled his eyebrows. “You can tell us. We take secrets to the grave.”

			Not a particularly reassuring promise from two vampires, of course.

			After a drawn-out moment, Nora set her pizza down and leaned back into the couch. “Quinn has…a reputation. She’s ambitious, which normally I’d admire. I’m ambitious, too. But she’s been known to take it too far, from what I’ve heard.”

			“Very interesting,” Salvatore said. “Got any examples?”

			“I shouldn’t gossip.” All Nora’s good cheer was gone. The commercial break ended, but no one seemed to care. Sal always said all the real fun was on social media after the show ended, anyway.

			“Why not? Gossip is half the reason I wake up in the evening,” Sal pressed.

			“She—I mean I heard this, I can’t be sure—but she doesn’t personally support the mayor’s platform. She just goes along with it because she thinks sucking up to the mayor will help her career. Everyone knows she has plans to run when…” She trailed off, then in a much softer voice finished, “Well, when Roth retired. Guess that didn’t go exactly to plan.”

			Arthur sat up at that. Perhaps this had more to do with the mayor’s death than he’d thought. His fingers itched to reach for the notebook in his pocket, but he didn’t want to scare Nora off the topic. Instead, he adopted his best nonchalant tone and said, “She didn’t seem to take it well this morning when the city council gave you the role of acting mayor instead of her.”

			“No.” Her voice broke and she tipped her head back to stare at the ceiling. “She took the news hard. Maybe harder than the news of Roth’s death.”

			“Perhaps she expected the promotion herself?” Arthur suggested.

			“I think it was less about her and more about me. Even before the mayor’s death, she’d been…well, absent, really. Like she was protesting me getting the city manager job. It was a shock to see her at the wine and cheese night, that’s for sure. I’d hoped we could be allies, actually, since she seems to agree with most of my policy proposals, but she’s been nothing but unhelpful so far.”

			“That’s odd.”

			“It’s too bad. We could really make a difference in this town, if only she could see that we’re on the same side. But I guess it’s more important to her to see me fail.”

			With quick fingers, Arthur pinched the notebook from his pocket and scribbled a few notes. This was promising, indeed. Quinn had been at the inn last night. In fact, she might’ve been the last person to see the mayor alive. She claimed to have left him at the office, but perhaps the truth was far more sinister. He made a note to himself to check with Lore about the official time of death.

			“Sounds like more than simple professional jealousy,” Arthur began, but a commotion from the television prevented him from steering the conversation further.

			Nora gasped, eyes darting back to the screen.

			“Samantha just slapped Evie!” Sal exclaimed, and the subject changed for good.

			Arthur knew when to let things go, so he returned his attention to the TV, but his grip on the notebook remained tight until the credits rolled.

			Long after Nora had gone to bed and Arthur had tidied the inn twice over, sleep was still far from his grasp despite how deprived of it he was.

			The usual routine of brushing and flossing and putting in his fang guard—to preserve his teeth from his anxious night grinding—didn’t settle him like normal. Plush satin-cased pillows and drawn curtains around their king-size coffin weren’t enough to lull him into slumber. His mind whirred, shuffling through suspects and evidence endlessly.

			“Would you feel better if we slept upside down?” Sal asked after a half hour of Arthur tossing and turning.

			“I doubt it.” Arthur rubbed his eyes. “I just can’t get my mind to turn off.”

			“Aren’t you going to ask me if I might like to sleep upside down?”

			Arthur sighed and sat up. “Would you like to sleep upside down?”

			“Why, yes, Arthur, my love, I would.” Salvatore threw off the coffin lid and blankets and his silhouette rose against the velvet drapes as he turned around so his feet were on the pillow. Then he threw the blankets back over himself, all but his toes disappearing from view.

			Arthur waited until gentle snores disturbed the silence before adjusting the blanket to cover Sal’s feet. The last thing he needed was his husband catching cold. As far as he knew, no vampire had ever gotten sick that way before. Still, when Sal complained of tummy trouble or rheumatism, regardless of his physical ability to contract such ailments, he was more dramatic than William Shatner. Best to err on the side of caution.

			Try though he might, Arthur couldn’t drift off. He kept circling around his two top suspects: Nora and Quinn. Both people who stood to benefit from the mayor’s death. Both people here at the inn last night. Arthur wanted to move Quinn up to top suspect alone, but all the testimony about her had come from Nora, a woman who clearly disliked her.

			And there was, of course, the matter of how friendly and helpful Nora had been. Sal might be fooled, his easy social manner impeding his better judgment. Arthur was far more shrewd. People who went out of their way to act friendly usually had a reason for it. Niceness wasn’t kindness.

			Either way, he knew the next step of his investigation. He was going to have a chat with Quinn Clark.
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			Despite his churning thoughts, Arthur managed a little sleep. When he woke, he actually felt rested and relaxed, though not for long. The coffin lid was open and Sal’s place beside him was empty. The clock on his wardrobe read ten thirty, and judging by the light filtering in under the curtains, it was of the a.m. variety.

			Jolting to his feet, Arthur scrambled into a pair of gray slacks and a pink-striped shirt, accidentally buttoning it off-kilter twice before extracting himself from the bedroom. He found Sal in the kitchen surrounded by dirty dishes.

			“What are you doing just sitting around?” Arthur threw his hands in the air as he came to a halt at the kitchen counter, crashing into the open silverware drawer.

			“Relax, my dear.” Sal reached for Arthur’s hand, but Arthur was already dragging pans from a lower cabinet.

			“Nora will be so disappointed—”

			“Nora’s already gone into the office.”

			“Are you joking? I can’t believe you let me sleep that late. It’s well past breakfast, you know.”

			“Exactly, it’s past breakfast.”

			“How are you being so calm about this? Our first guest in weeks, and we skip the most important meal. It’s literally in the name—bed-and-breakfast.”

			Sal simply gestured to a stack of dishes near the sink. Arthur glanced at them to see a thin layer of syrup and leftover jam.

			“You…you already ate.”

			“Despite appearances, I am actually capable of feeding our guest without you.”

			“I didn’t—”

			“We had pancakes in the shape of hearts.” Sal pushed his pointer fingers and thumbs together to make a heart in the air.

			“Oh, that’s actually quite nice—”

			“Anatomically correct hearts.”

			“O…kay…”

			A grin spread across Sal’s face, mischief in his eyes. “I put strawberry jam underneath so when we cut into them it looked like real blood was gushing out.”

			Arthur groaned and collapsed onto the counter, elbows sliding out from under him. “You didn’t.”

			“I didn’t.” Sal patted him on the shoulder. “I promise I was every bit the picture of a modern major humanoid. Normalest normaler to ever normal about these parts.”

			Arthur peered at his husband through a gap in his fingers. “Why don’t I believe you?”

			“Because you’re a very sharp detective, of both mind and fang, my love.”

			“Speaking of which…” Arthur pulled out his notebook. “I’ve got a lead we can track down. If you still want to help.”

			“Of course I’m going to help! What’s Shuttlecock without his Wattpad, after all.”

			“You’re doing that on purpose.”

			“Doing what?” Sal’s smile was completely guileless. “I’ll be ready to go in just a moment.”

			Arthur selected a new umbrella for the day—black with glow-in-the-dark bats on it, the least ostentatious one he owned, but he needn’t have bothered. When Sal returned with Rumble in the cat backpack, he was sporting a pair of aviator sunglasses and holding a deerstalker cap in his hand.

			“What’s that for?” Arthur asked, against his better judgment.

			“The vibes, my dear.” Sal deposited the hat on Arthur’s head and handed over a folded pair of aviators to match his own. “Now, where to?”
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Chapter 10
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			Arthur wasn’t sure how he’d go about finding Quinn at city hall—and he was putting an awful lot of faith in the notion that she’d be working on the weekend as well as Nora—but for once, fortune favored him.

			Quinn sat on a bench outside city hall, eating a bagel, a drink carrier in her lap with four coffees sporting the logo of the Big Bad Brew. Her posture was ramrod straight, her business attire crisp and pristine. Not even the breeze seemed to dare to ruffle her tidy bun. The only crease on her was between her eyebrows as Arthur and Sal rode up on their tandem bicycle.

			“Good morning,” she said in a manner that assigned absolutely no goodness to that particular morning. Though Nora wasn’t around, Quinn’s tone remained icy. Perhaps that was simply her default state.

			“And what a lovely morning it is,” Salvatore replied far more convincingly. He left the shade of Arthur’s umbrella and sat on the bench beside her.

			Arthur kept his distance, not wanting her to feel trapped. “I was hoping to ask you a few questions, Ms. Clark.”

			“I can give you the number to our PR person,” she said. “They’ll answer all your questions about the mayor’s death. I can’t make any statements to journalists.”

			“Oh, journalists! Can you imagine?” Sal chuckled. “Though I will admit to having published some of my youthful journals in a rather scandalous periodical as well as some more recent pieces collected in the Archive of Our Own—”

			“We aren’t journalists is what he means. You know we own the Iris Inn. I’m investigating the mayor’s death.” Arthur stood tall as he said it, bracing for her ridicule. He wondered at what point he should remove his aviators for full dramatic effect.

			“I don’t know anything about it. Or at least no more than anyone else. Really, it’s none of my business.” Quinn shifted away from Sal and stood. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to work.”

			“Actually, we have a source that tells us you wanted the mayor’s job. So, a bit your business, as it turns out,” Arthur said in a rush, moving to block her path. “And also you were likely the last one to see him alive.”

			She gave him a puzzled look, eyes narrowed. “Let me guess. Your source is Nora Anderson?”

			“We may not be journalists, Ms. Clark, but even we know better than to reveal our sources.” Sal rose to his feet as well with a flourish that quite knocked the deerstalker cap from Arthur’s head.

			“So you didn’t see the mayor after you left him at city hall on Thursday night?” Arthur pressed as he stooped to pick up the hat.

			“No. I wasn’t even in the office that day. I met with the school board for a few hours—an absolutely inane discussion about a parent worried that teaching binary and nonbinary numbers in math class will push children onto a ‘devious path.’ ”

			“That’s ridiculous!” Sal scoffed. “Math never turned anyone gay.”

			Quinn blinked at Sal, her gaze betraying the slightest surprise before she recovered. “Right…well…after that, I had lunch with Hannah from Accounting, then a meeting with Public Works. I didn’t even see the mayor until the late afternoon, when he told me about your wine and cheese thing.”

			“What, did you plan your entire day to avoid seeing Nora?” Sal arched a solitary eyebrow. “Not very I-don’t-know-her of you.”

			“Yeah, well. It didn’t work. I saw her anyway. She was with the mayor, actually. She’d cornered him for some PowerPoint presentation or something as I was on my way out. So, if you think about it, Nora was actually the last to see him alive.” Her expression settled into a smug smile.

			“Nora didn’t mention seeing you.”

			“Yes, well, she wouldn’t, would she? Whatever Nora told you about me was a lie. You can’t trust her.”

			“Oh, of course. We’ll just take your word for it, shall we?” Sal pushed his aviators up, smoothing his hair back with the motion.

			Arthur shifted his weight, hand fluttering by his own pair of sunglasses. He wished he’d taken them off sooner. He looked ridiculous, to be sure, but if he removed them now, it would look like he was copying Sal. Instead, he straightened the hat on his head and switched tactics. “Can you at least tell us your whereabouts for the rest of that day?”

			Quinn crossed her arms and huffed. “I met with the local chamber of commerce at Sugar and Slice before heading to the Iris Inn.”

			“Can anyone corroborate that?”

			She ticked off her fingers as she listed names. “Theodore Park of the Big Bad Brew, Agnes Clement of Nuts and Bolts, and Trip Young of Young Family Dental. We were only there until about six. Trip had to leave early for what I now realize was Salvatore’s dental appointment. Then I went to the Iris Inn. I trust you remember my being there?”

			Arthur nodded curtly, glad she couldn’t see his eyes behind his aviators as he glanced at Sal. If only it weren’t for the damn dentist appointment, they’d be in the clear. No. He couldn’t think like that. It wasn’t Sal’s fault the sheriff suspected them of murder. Even if it was a little bit his fault. But only just a little bit.

			“And where did you go after you left the Iris Inn?”

			“Home.”

			“Can anyone else verify that?”

			“I live alone,” Quinn snapped.

			Salvatore wiggled his eyebrows. “Any nighttime callers?”

			“I’m single, if you must know.”

			“I certainly must! Perhaps when I’m finished with all this unsavory murder business I’ll offer matchmaking services.”

			“Pardon me if I don’t avail myself of these…services.” Quinn narrowed her eyes. “I’ll say this, though. Everything in this town was running smoothly before Nora came back. The day she arrived, the mayor ended up dead, and she replaced him. I don’t know why you’re bothering with me when she clearly benefited from his death. Meanwhile, the only thing that’s changed for me is instead of fetching coffee for Mayor Roth, now I’m doing it for her.”

			Without a backward glance, Quinn snatched her drink carrier and stalked off to city hall. Arthur watched her for a moment.

			“Well, she’s hiding something.”

			“Of course she is, darling. Aren’t we all? What is a human if not thirty thousand secrets in a trench coat?”

			“Is that why you have so many trench coats?”

			“Of course not. I have more secrets than that. My coats are purely decorative.”

			“What could it be, though?” Arthur mused aloud.

			“I just told you—trench coats were a fashion staple of 1820 and I suppose 1915 and most definitely 1970. They’ll have their day again soon, mark my words.”

			“No, I mean Quinn. And Nora, too. Do you suppose they did it together?”

			“A sexy past?” Sal gasped.

			“The murder, Sal!”

			“Oh! But how much more salacious if they were lovers.”

			As Sal’s imagination unspooled into a tale taller than its teller, Arthur let his husband’s voice fade into the background. It was possible, he supposed, that Quinn’s and Nora’s animosity was all for show, though there was still the matter of Nora’s alibi. The night of the mayor’s death, Arthur and Sal had flitted in and out of the living room and kitchen while they’d cleaned up until dawn, so he was fairly certain she’d remained inside the inn, unless she had supernatural abilities of her own he didn’t know about. That didn’t mean she wasn’t in on it, just that she hadn’t struck the killing blow.

			“Arthur, are you listening to me?”

			Arthur was not, in fact, listening to him. “Of course.”

			“Isn’t it interesting, the text I just received?” Sal’s eyes glittered with mischief.

			“Quite.” Arthur would not have his bluff called so easily.

			“Didn’t expect that, did we, Rumble?” Sal placed the phone screen in front of Rumble’s nose. The cat yawned. “What do you suppose she wants with me? Other than my charming company. If you had a phone she might text you, too, Arthur.”

			“All right, out with it.”

			“Out with what?” Sal’s eyes grew wide and innocent—or as innocent as a six-hundred-year-old vampire could be. “I thought you were listening.”

			“You know very well I wasn’t.” Arthur heaved a sigh and placed his notebook in his pocket. “Tell me who texted. We both know you’re dying to share.”

			Sal, of course, was already dead, but that was neither here nor there.

			“Maybe I don’t want to tell you anymore.” Sal frowned and furrowed his brow. “I don’t need your pity. Rumble is plenty interested in what I have to say.”

			Rumble chose that moment to disappear back into the bag, likely to nap.

			“Fine. It’s Lore. She says she wants to hang out again.” Sal’s expression turned devious. “What do you think that means? She knows we’re married, doesn’t she? You don’t suppose she—”

			A thrill of excitement shot through Arthur, though not at the prospect of whatever risqué proposition Sal had imagined. “It probably means she’s hedging against her text history getting subpoenaed.” He swiped the glasses from his face. “She must have more information about the case.”

			“Oh, such delicious dramatics! Yes! I love it when you talk like Hercules Parrot.” Salvatore walked his fingers up Arthur’s arm before planting a kiss on his cheek. “Though I must say, that wasn’t exactly a big reveal. Maybe try it again when we discover something truly tantalizing.”

			“It’s Hercule— You know what? Never mind.” Arthur slipped the glasses back on. “Let’s go meet her.”

			“She said she’ll be waiting for us by the river. What a romantic adventure!”
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			Meeting “by the river” might have been too vague a set of instructions in the previous places they’d lived, but in Trident Falls, it could mean only one thing. A row of shops overlooked the most scenic slice of the Cutlass River as it wound through town, a quick ride from city hall. Charming brick buildings with candy-bright awnings were bustling with Saturday morning shoppers. A wooden boardwalk ran the length of the stores, hanging over the edge of the river enough to allow for what Salvatore would call perfect Instagram moments.

			It wasn’t all so perfect, though. Arthur noticed a couple of storefronts were empty, a sign in the window declaring them available for rent. Trident Falls didn’t see enough tourism throughout the year to keep every business afloat, he well knew. As much as Salvatore might think it was poetic for vampires to be in the red, Arthur shuddered to imagine a similar sign hanging over the Iris Inn.

			“Oh, let’s get some saltwater taffy!” Salvatore scooped Arthur’s hand into both of his as he made eyes at a nearby candy shop.

			“You won’t go to the dentist, and now you want sweets?” Arthur tutted. “You’ll only get your teeth stuck together.”

			Salvatore didn’t seem to hear him, or perhaps he was choosing to ignore the implied threat of further torture via dentistry. “Or how about a malt shake? Oh, I love that jacket. What about a sweater for Rumble?”

			Arthur couldn’t keep up as Salvatore’s attention hopped from shop to shop. Instead, he looked out toward the river, where verdant trees swayed over slow-moving water.

			Lore sat atop the guardrail, perched as lightly as a bird, wearing a delicate lavender silk scarf and loose bangles that jangled together as she waved them over.

			“Good to see you out and about.” Lore hopped down and smiled wide at Salvatore. “And you, too, pretty kitty.”

			Rumble poked her head from Sal’s backpack to receive Lore’s boop. A passing child let out a squeal and made to approach before their mother hauled them away with a suspicious look at Lore’s pointed ears.

			Arthur turned away, forcing himself not to frown, in case Lore thought his consternation was directed at her. “You’ve got something for us?”

			“Arthur, darling,” Salvatore admonished him. “At least say hello before you go diving into all the depressing you-know-what business.”

			Lore gave Arthur a crooked grin. “I get it. And I’m eager to get to work, too.” She glanced around. No one was close enough to overhear, but she lowered her voice anyway. “I found two things you’ll wanna hear about. First, the body was moved. They tried to be subtle, because whoever moved him put him in almost the same position, but there was a little blood pooling that didn’t make sense with how we found him. And second, I pulled this from his head wound.”

			She held out her phone. Arthur and Salvatore crowded close to get a look, nearly knocking their temples together. On the screen was a photo of a very unassuming splinter of wood. One side was painted an unattractive gray-blue. It reminded Arthur of the smudge of blue ink on the mayor’s sleeve, but that had been a far more vibrant shade.

			“I’m not sure where it came from, but look around us.” Lore gestured to the riverfront. After a moment, Arthur understood. The boardwalk was a dark blue, the street lamps a sky blue, the tourist information signs, the benches. Trident Falls had a theme, and by god they stuck to it.

			“He could’ve been killed on city property,” Arthur whispered, nodding. “Not terribly surprising considering who he was.” The mayor likely spent most of his workday surrounded by shades of blue. “And I recognize the color. A bench, maybe?”

			There were a few scattered along the boardwalk, though these were of a darker, more oceanic blue. Most of the benches in town were the gray-blue on Lore’s phone, however. He and Lore had sat on one just yesterday.

			“Do you think he was killed at city hall?” Lore asked, eyebrows rising.

			“How ghastly.” Salvatore shivered. “To spend so much time working in a place only to be killed there as well. I was lucky enough to be killed in the most thrilling of locales.”

			“So…what, like, Greece?” Lore asked.

			“No, my dear, at a party.” Salvatore threw his arms wide as if conducting an opera of his own triumphant demise. “It was at a luxurious château—on a velvet fainting couch, if you’ll believe me.”

			“Wait a minute,” Arthur interjected against his better judgment, reticent though he was to allow Salvatore’s change of subject to derail the conversation. “I thought you were turned in Italy, not France.”

			“Oooh, Paris?” Lore guessed again.

			“A fart of a city, if you ask me.” Salvatore stuck out his tongue. Rumble mimicked him from her backpack.

			Lore waggled her eyebrows. “I sense a story.”

			“Stories, plural,” Arthur muttered. “For someone who purportedly hates France, you do talk about it a lot.”

			“Yes, well, just because I spent a great deal of time there doesn’t mean I liked it—not the art, not the architecture, not the language—”

			“Hang on.” Arthur held up a finger, eyes narrowed. For once, he thought he might have actually caught Salvatore in a lie. “You told me you taught William Shakespeare French.”

			“My dear, I taught him how to French.” Sal winked at Lore. “The one solidly good export of theirs.”

			Arthur might have mentioned the many bottles of French wine they currently had in their pantry or the gusto with which Salvatore consumed croissants, but it would only take them farther from the task at hand. “Anyway,” he said pointedly.

			“Yes, anyway, that doesn’t matter. What matters is that I had the grace to be killed somewhere interesting, unlike the mayor.”

			“It’s an awfully public place for no one to have noticed.” Arthur jumped on the opportunity to steer the conversation back to their real purpose. “Even if he was killed at night without any witnesses, surely there would be some evidence of a fight.”

			“Or the gallon or so of blood he lost,” Salvatore added.

			“There are benches all over town.” Lore glanced at her phone and frowned. “I wish I could help search, but I have to get back to work. Sheriff wants my full report done as soon as possible.”

			“But it’s the weekend!” Salvatore clutched his hands to his chest.

			“That’s the gig. Dead bodies don’t care if it’s a Tuesday or a Saturday.” Lore shrugged. “I’m sending you a list of all the places around town that have this color bench. If you find the crime scene…be sure to report it, okay? Otherwise it might look like you’re trying to hide something.”

			“Of course.” Arthur appreciated her warning. He didn’t need the sheriff suspecting Salvatore any more than he already did.

			“Do text again, Lore, my dear. I grow lonelier by the second!” Salvatore waved like a war-weary lover as Lore retreated back toward downtown.

			“Where do you suppose we should start?” Arthur asked, less because he thought Salvatore might have a reasonable answer and more to fill the silence. His mind was liable to run in terribly inconvenient directions if left unattended for too long.

			Salvatore took out his phone. “Rest assured,” he said, but didn’t elaborate.

			“What?”

			“It’s the color of the benches, according to Lore’s information. At least someone here has a sense of humor.” Sal scrolled, eyes flicking over the list. “Remember how I tried to convince you to let me paint the bathrooms with Sulking Room Pink? But you’re allergic to wordplay.”

			Arthur frowned. “I painted the kitchen with Simmer Down.”

			“I stand corrected. That is terribly droll, my dear.”

			“The locations?” Arthur prompted.

			“City hall, the waterfront, the park, and downtown by the fountain.” Sal looked up. “What do you think? Are any of those good places for a spot of murder?”

			“Keep it down,” Arthur hissed, glancing around for any eavesdroppers, but no one was paying them much attention.

			“All right.” Salvatore spoke in his deepest voice, then tried again. “Any clandestine spots where one might not be seen by passersby or surveillance cameras?”

			“Not sure that’s any better,” Arthur grumbled.

			“What? Maybe I’m just looking for a good place to make out.”

			“The park.”

			“Yes, very romantic. Good thinking.” Salvatore took Arthur’s hand in his and headed up the street.

			“I meant for…the other thing.” But Arthur followed him anyway. The park was rather romantic, and he supposed Salvatore would want to take advantage of the weather, and the freedom, to stroll through it. After all, it might be their last chance to do such a thing for a while. The park wasn’t far—though nothing in Trident Falls was really far from anything else. On the south side of town, near the Iris Inn, it was as busy as the riverfront. The playground was crawling with toddlers, and a crowd had formed around the baseball diamond, where a Little League game appeared to be ongoing.

			Lore’s intel turned out to be very correct—there were indeed a lot of benches here, and, surrounded by large pine trees and unruly hedges, the park was full of dark corners in which someone might kiss or kill, depending on their mood. Salvatore paused by the entrance and rummaged around in his backpack, then withdrew both Rumble and what appeared to be a cat harness and leash.

			“Where did you get that?” Arthur asked.

			“Went out this morning while you were sleeping and got her some necessities.”

			“I don’t know if you should be wandering off on your own.” Arthur tried not to sound like a worrywart, but, well, he was. “If the sheriff decides to arrest you for real this time—”

			“Then we’ll deal with it. I’m not going to stop living my life simply because some haircut with a badge threatens me.” Salvatore gave him a soft smile as he wrestled Rumble into the harness. She wasn’t pleased with the development, but Sal was a vampire, after all, and easily fifteen times her mass, so he prevailed in the end.

			When he put her on the ground, she collapsed onto her side.

			“Come on, now, no one likes a drama queen,” Salvatore said, with apparently no sense of self-awareness.

			After a moment, Rumble stood, though she stared up at Salvatore as if he’d murdered her entire family.

			“That’s the spirit, darling. A nice walk will do us all good.”

			In the end, Salvatore was right about the walk. The bright sunshine lifted Arthur’s cloudy mood, and because of his trusty umbrella, he wasn’t worried about the UV radiation exposure. It had been a long time since Arthur and Salvatore had strolled out in the open like this, during the day, no less. A cool breeze tempered the warmth, the air smelled of freshly cut grass and spring flowers, and fuzzy bumblebees droned pleasantly among the blooms. Arthur had a special fondness for bees. Sometimes insects got a bad reputation, but many of them promoted pollination and a healthy ecosystem. Seeing so many flitting from flower to flower made Arthur smile. Even Rumble stopped moping around after a while. Before long, she was the one walking Salvatore rather than the other way around, tugging her lead with a strength Arthur would never have guessed she possessed.

			“No, we’re going this way,” Salvatore grunted, pulling the lead in the direction of a cluster of benches. “Your other daddy needs to make believe he’s Scooby Don’t.”

			Rumble meowed indignantly—Arthur liked to think it was at the use of the word daddy—and doubled her efforts to lead them in the opposite direction.

			In a battle of wills, Salvatore and Rumble might have been an even match, but Rumble was still a cat.

			“Just put her back in the bag,” Arthur said.

			Salvatore turned wide eyes on Arthur. “She is a wild beast, Arthur! She needs to roam free—she was not made for captivity. You wouldn’t understand what it’s like to be put in a cage.”

			Arthur sighed heavily, biting back a remark about compulsory heteronormativity, and instead turned his attention to the reason they’d come to the park in the first place. The benches were entirely ordinary, though some needed a paint job and others suffered from issues of structural integrity. None of them had a chip that matched the fragment Lore had found.

			They’d inspected a dozen benches when the wind shifted and Arthur froze. Salvatore did the same beside him. The unmistakable scent of old blood was on the air. A lot of it. Humans—and most paranormals, with the possible exception of werewolves—wouldn’t have been able to smell it, but vampires had a vested interest in blood, so their noses were attuned to the rich smell of iron.

			Arthur glanced at Salvatore, his good humor gone. Without discussion, they followed the scent to the edge of the park, which wasn’t nearly as populated as the rest. There was a group of four benches there, and one of them sported a dark red stain. The earth had soaked up more, but Arthur was certain now: someone had lost a lot of blood here.

			“A pity.” Salvatore tutted under his breath. “Such a loss.”

			“I thought you didn’t like the mayor.”

			“I don’t—didn’t. I was talking about all that blood. Why waste it like that?”

			Rumble hovered behind Salvatore’s legs, as if afraid to approach. They stayed a few yards away.

			“Well, Sal,” Arthur said. “Thank god you’ve got that fancy phone. I suppose you won’t mind calling the sheriff’s office with it?”

			Salvatore pouted. “Can’t believe I’m being betrayed both by my own husband and by the very technology I hold dear.”

			Arthur shoved away his discomfort at the knowledge that the sheriff would soon arrive with all his pointed questions and his prejudice. If it was indeed the mayor’s blood, this was quite the break in the case, because it would prove the mayor wasn’t killed at the Iris Inn at all.
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			The pleasant weather was almost enough to compensate for Sheriff McMartin’s odious presence. Almost.

			“Get that stupid cat away from my crime scene,” McMartin snapped, shooing Rumble away from the bloodstain.

			She scurried behind Salvatore’s legs, her face peeking out from behind his powder-blue oxfords with an expression of disgust. Even Arthur ruffled at the sheriff’s words. There was no need to be rude to her. She was only a cat. He’d not forgotten their tenuous position, however, so he bit back a retort and let the sheriff work.

			His work, as it turned out, was barking orders at his deputies as they did what he called setting up a perimeter, which involved a lot of yellow police tape and foul language. Lore arrived not long after, and Arthur’s shoulders relaxed at the sight of a friendly face, even though she feigned neutrality whenever McMartin was watching.

			“Someone lost a lot of blood here, all right.” Lore crouched to examine the grass and pulled out her dayglow dolphin notebook to jot something down. “I’ll send these samples to the lab, but unless someone decided the park was a good place to slaughter a pig, I’m guessing it’ll be a match for Mayor Roth.”

			McMartin crossed his arms. “I bet it will. Just what the vamps want.” He turned to scowl at Arthur and Salvatore.

			“Sorry,” Salvatore said, holding up a hand in protest. “Do you mean to imply we…what, murdered the mayor, saved a bunch of his blood, and then dumped it here? That would be awfully clever of us.”

			Arthur covered his sunglasses with the hand not holding his umbrella. McMartin’s brightness began and ended with his highlighter-yellow frosted tips, so Arthur very much doubted the sheriff would have come up with an explanation half so compelling as the one Salvatore had delivered on a silver platter.

			“Real convenient, you two finding this alleged crime scene.”

			“There’s nothing alleged about it,” Arthur said stiffly. “And we found it because we smelled the blood. It’s hard for someone like us to miss.”

			“No way,” McMartin said. “You did this. I know you did. He practically confessed!” He pointed a finger at Salvatore and looked around with eager eyes. Alas, most of his deputies were actually doing their jobs, so he had no captive audience for his theatrics.

			Recoiling in mock offense, Salvatore pressed a hand to his chest. “Who, me?”

			“It wasn’t us,” Arthur said with a sigh.

			“Yeah? Prove it.”

			Arthur was about to point out that proving it was exactly what he was attempting to do, but Salvatore spoke first.

			“Well, for starters, how were we supposed to transport a bunch of blood through a crowded park?”

			McMartin cast his gaze around, as if looking for a growler or thermos hidden in the bushes. “You’re vampires—maybe you don’t need a container.” His eyes dropped to Salvatore’s throat and he grimaced.

			Salvatore burst into laughter. “We’re not mama birds, you know. We don’t regurgitate blood to feed our young.”

			McMartin straightened. “I wouldn’t put it past you.”

			“Please,” Salvatore said dismissively. “Vomiting up blood is possibly the worst experience I’ve ever had—food poisoning.”

			“I didn’t realize vampires could get food poisoning,” Lore said as she prodded the bloodstained soil with gloved hands.

			“They can if their meal is wearing toxic perfume. White oleander is an awful plant, let me tell you—”

			“Please, don’t tell us.” McMartin shot Salvatore a glare.

			“Well, the point is, I would rather go to jail for a murder I didn’t commit than go through that again. Nearly ruined blood for me altogether.”

			“Not sure I believe that,” McMartin muttered.

			“Doesn’t really matter what you believe.” Lore stood and removed her gloves. “Based on the absorption, I’d say the blood’s been here more than a few hours, however it got here.”

			“Still doesn’t mean it wasn’t them,” McMartin said sharply.

			Lore shrugged. “I guess, but they’d have to be pretty stupid to move the body from a neutral location like this to their own flower beds.”

			Arthur didn’t love that their best defense was based on something so tenuous as the sheriff’s opinion of their intelligence, especially as Sal chose that moment to step directly into the blood spot on the ground before them. The squelching sound of oxfords on wet soil was cringeworthy enough without Sal’s subsequent groan of disgust as he leaped back and frantically began wiping his shoe on clean blades of grass.

			“More likely,” Arthur interjected, if only to distract the sheriff from Sal’s antics, “someone else moved him to our property in order to point the finger of blame at us.”

			“Maybe you moved the body to your place to make it seem like you were being framed.” McMartin hooked his thumbs in his belt loops and struck a pose as if he were on camera. “You’re the only two vampires in town, so to deflect blame, you—”

			“What, we framed ourselves?” Salvatore laughed, though his tone was devoid of humor. “I have to admit, Sheriff McMartin, I’ve always had a distaste for the establishment, and your incompetence is doing nothing to change my opinion. You’re a lousy, rotten—”

			Arthur cleared his throat. “I think it might be more productive to pursue different avenues of the investigation.” He couldn’t make McMartin do his job well, but he could at least gently suggest he do it at all.

			“Gotta be cameras around here somewhere.” McMartin looked around, searching the tree line. “Yeah, that’ll prove it. Bet you chucked the blood jars into the woods before you called us in.”

			A few deputies shared significant glances with one another. Finally, one of them stepped forward.

			“Uh, Sheriff, there aren’t any cameras in this part of the park. But there are some by the entrance, the parking lot, and the storage sheds.”

			“Great!” McMartin clapped his hands together once. “I’ll pull the footage and prove it.”

			Arthur might have told McMartin they’d arrived via tandem bike, in full view of dozens of other people who would’ve noticed a jug full of human blood, but he let the sheriff have his fun. It would keep him busy for a while, leaving Arthur and Sal to do the real investigative work. From what he’d gleaned thus far, Rumble would do a better job of it than McMartin.

			When the sheriff, Lore, and all but one deputy—left to guard the crime scene—were gone, Arthur pulled Salvatore away.

			“We should look into the cameras, too,” Arthur whispered. Though McMartin’s bluster was a pain, Arthur wasn’t above admitting that the sheriff had managed to have a single good idea.

			“Oh, I love seeing myself from new angles. I bet these pants make my butt look amazing.”

			“More important than how you look—”

			“As if there could be anything more important.”

			Arthur rolled his eyes and plowed on, pretending Salvatore hadn’t spoken. “We might see if anyone suspicious was here the night of the murder.”

			Salvatore raised his eyebrows. “Very clever, dear. But won’t the sheriff beat us to it?”

			“Perhaps, but we have an advantage.” Arthur smiled. “Friends in high places.”

			Salvatore adjusted the straps on the backpack holding Rumble. “If only you had a way to contact the acting mayor—like a carrier pigeon or telepathy or a phone.”

			“Oh, just text her for me, will you?”

			“Not until you admit my butt looks amazing.”

			Arthur sighed but acquiesced, extolling the virtues of Salvatore’s physique all the way back to the bike rack in the parking lot.
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			City hall was nearly deserted, typical for a Saturday, though a few people hurried down hallways as they made their way to the mayor’s office, on the third floor. The interior of the building was old but well maintained, and the scents of wax and wood polish filled the air. The mayor’s office was the liveliest spot in the place, with a dark oak door and furniture to match. The walls were painted a respectable eggshell, and floor lamps with bell-shaped shades stood stalwart in all corners of the room like sentries.

			An actual guardian stood watch at a desk just outside in a small vestibule. The mayor’s receptionist, a young white woman with mouse-brown hair and a furrowed brow, sat in a wheelchair behind a small desk. Her hands moved with lightning speed across Post-its and loose papers that littered the space, covering a sensible corded phone and a brick of a computer. She barely looked up at them as she waved them inside, too busy fending off reporters on both her landline and cell.

			“No, I can’t comment on the situation. No, I can’t confirm that. Call back on Monday, I’m begging you.”

			By Monday, the whole town would know the mayor had been murdered, if they didn’t already. Arthur glanced meaningfully at Sal, but he was too busy balancing the takeout containers they’d procured from Down to Pho, the local Vietnamese restaurant. Arthur hoped their offering would serve as a sufficient bribe for the monumental favor they were about to ask of Nora.

			Arthur hadn’t forgotten his suspicions about Nora and Quinn. It was entirely possible they were both guilty, each committing half the crime. Quinn could’ve killed the mayor before the event at the inn while Nora did the work to move and stage the body. He rather liked the theory, if only because it felt twisty and exciting, like something out of a novel, but Arthur had to admit the pieces didn’t quite fit. If they’d managed to pull off something as elaborate as the mayor’s murder, why couldn’t they work together for more than thirty seconds? He needed more information. Then, hopefully, he could dismiss them as suspects for good.

			“Thanks, guys,” Nora said when they entered her office. She sat behind a large desk covered by papers and files, a laptop in the center. “I wasn’t sure I would have time to go out and get anything. City council wants a press conference later today about George Roth’s death, and I’m trying to figure out what to say other than he was very disorganized and apparently really hated paranormals.”

			“Yes, we know,” Arthur said. “Well. About the second thing. He ran on a campaign of keeping Trident Falls normal.”

			Nora rolled her eyes as she accepted the food from Salvatore. “His death was a tragedy, but I can’t say I’m sad to see him out of politics—although, according to some of his notes, maybe he was coming around a bit on the paranormal situation.”

			Salvatore choked. “That doesn’t seem likely.”

			“Yeah, I didn’t think so either until I gave my presentation the other night.” Nora shrugged and pried open the lid on her pho. “But I found some notes he made about my plan for the city. I think my proposal got through to him—or at least the economic benefits of it. If there’s one thing George Roth hated more than paranormals, it was a deficit.” She riffled through the files on the desk and produced a legal pad covered in scribbles.

			“Is this a pro/con list?” Arthur asked, serotonin flooding his senses at the very thought. “With…more pros than cons?”

			“And a positive economic projection.” Nora set the pad down. “I think he might have actually gone for my proposal if he hadn’t been murdered.”

			“Speaking of his murder,” Arthur said, glancing over his shoulder to check the door was still shut and no nosy reporters were listening in, “we came here to ask a favor.” It was a risk, looping Nora into the investigation in such a big way, but it couldn’t be helped. Besides, they could learn just as much from her reactions as they could from the video footage.

			“About the case?” Nora paused, about to dump an indecent amount of cilantro into her pho. Arthur couldn’t understand why anyone ate cilantro; it tasted like soap.

			“Yes, we’re here to examine the security footage from the park the night of the murder. We discovered it’s the crime scene, you see,” Salvatore said with a dramatic flourish of his hands.

			Nora ate as Arthur quickly filled her in on select new facts, namely, that the Iris Inn was no longer the scene of a murder and that they’d found a suspicious pool of blood in the park. He tried to be as vague as possible, all the while watching Nora closely.

			“I can call down to the security office,” Nora said when he was done. Her face revealed no signs of guilt, though it did bear a single cilantro leaf just to the left of her lips. “It’s on the first floor. I’ll tell them you’re coming.”

			“You’re not accompanying us?” If she was guilty, surely she would be curious to see the tape for herself. Or perhaps her calm demeanor was because she already knew it showed nothing incriminating.

			“Sorry, but I just don’t have time.”

			“Are you…sure?”

			Nora narrowed her eyes. “Why…?”

			“No reason!” Arthur said in a hurry. “It’s just video footage of a possible murderer. Why would you need to see that?”

			“Yeah, it’s not like you’re the killer, right?” Salvatore asked with all the subtlety of a jackhammer.

			Nora cocked her head. “Wait…do you suspect me?”

			“Of course not!” Arthur exclaimed, but it was too late. Sal’s voice was much louder and his words far more interesting.

			“Well, it’s just that you and Quinny seem to be hiding something, so obviously we thought it must be murder.”

			“Oh my god. You have got to be kidding me,” Nora muttered under her breath. “I promise you, Quinn and I had nothing to do with this.”

			“Oh? And you’ll vouch for Quinn?”

			Nora stared at him, a deer caught in headlights, or perhaps caught in a trap of her own making. Then she swallowed hard and said, “Look. Quinn may not be my favorite person, but she’s not a killer and neither am I. It’s just that we…” She trailed off, eyes darting from Arthur to Sal and back again. “Wait a minute. You think we were in on this together?”

			Arthur shrugged. “Hating each other is a fairly good deterrent for suspicion of teamwork, isn’t it?”

			“I mean, I guess, but really? We can’t even get together on the wording of an email, let alone align our schedules, alibis, and motives well enough to commit a murder.”

			“She has a point,” Sal said in a loud whisper. “Perhaps we should give it a rest?”

			Arthur bent his head to murmur back, “Might as well finish the job. We’re halfway there…”

			“Whoa-oh, chicken on a bear!” Sal exclaimed to the tune of “Livin’ on a Prayer,” a crescent-moon grin splitting his face.

			“Huh?” Nora’s eyebrows furrowed as she stared at them in half horror, half confusion.

			“Those definitely aren’t the lyrics,” Arthur huffed before he could stop himself. But correcting Sal’s recollection of a Bon Jovi song wasn’t why they were there. “Answer me this, Ms. Anderson. If you and Ms. Clark are so innocent, then why are you both lying to us?”

			Nora stiffened at his use of her surname, then shook her head. “I know you mean well, but I…The security officer is waiting for you. You’d best be on your way. Will the sheriff be joining you?”

			“I doubt it.” Sal guffawed, a sound that felt almost as out of place as two vampires in Trident Falls. “Last we saw him, he was trying to get into a storage shed at the park. I think he thought it was an office where he could view the footage.”

			“Wonder if someone should tell him any camera the city owns is monitored from here.”

			“Why spoil the joy of discovering it on his own?” Salvatore asked with a wicked twinkle in his eye before they ducked out to make their way downstairs.

			Arthur’s shoulders slumped as the door clicked behind them. “You didn’t have to do that, you know,” he said.

			“Do what? Save you from irreconcilably insulting our one and only paying guest?”

			This whole thing was such a mess, and it seemed there’d be no way through it without ruffling feathers. He hadn’t missed that Nora avoided answering his question. Still, that didn’t make her guilty of anything…Arthur shook himself, hoping the motion might jostle all the thoughts spinning through his head into some sort of recognizable order. He’d gathered plenty of clues by now; surely some of them added up to something significant. If only he could find the connections.

			“There, there, Arthur, my love. We’ll find a way to fix this. Perhaps an I’m-so-very-sorry-we-accused-you-of-murder brunch?” Sal ran a hand along Arthur’s shoulders. “Food heals all wounds.”

			“I don’t know about that…”

			“I know what you’re going to say, but once I saved a man from bleeding out after a stab wound with only a lamb chop and an onion.”

			Arthur blinked at him, unsure what Salvatore could possibly expect him to say after such a response. “That’s not a bad idea, actually,” Arthur said quietly, a finger pressed thoughtfully to his temple.

			“Alas, it was. I’m sorry to report, the man died later of an infection. The doctor chastised me most vigorously for using raw meat to stop the bleeding, but what else was I supposed to use? My shirt was white and covered in hand-stitched lace appliqué! The doctor tried to tell me that death is permanent, but it’s not nearly as permanent as bloodstains.”

			“Focus, Salvatore. I meant what you said about brunch.”

			“I do love a brunch.”

			“We should invite Quinn as well.”

			“Of course! We trap them with the promise of waffles, then bam!” Salvatore clapped his hands in triumph.

			Arthur couldn’t help but grin. There truly was a harmony in working together with the man who always seemed to know what he was thinking even before Arthur did himself. “We get them to confess—”

			“Their feelings for each other!”

			“To the murder!”

			They both pivoted to look at each other with pinched expressions.

			“Wait, what?” they said in unison.

			“Clearly they are hiding long-suffering crushes on each other,” Salvatore said, throwing his hands in the air as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

			“I thought this was about solving the case, but you want to play matchmaker?”

			Salvatore sighed dreamily. “It’ll be like The Parent Trap!”

			“But they’re not our parents…and we’re not twins…”

			“Shh.” Salvatore pressed a finger to Arthur’s lips. “Call it an interrogation if you must, but don’t spoil my fun. Now, I believe the security office is awaiting us. Let’s see what the recording shows.”

			Arthur sighed but acquiesced. Every bone in his body itched to go back in that office and find a way to make Nora tell him the truth. Perhaps she was innocent in all this, but she was hiding something. Oh, how he hated an unsolved mystery. But it could wait. At brunch tomorrow, he’d get his answers.

			The security office was nearly deserted but for a single middle-aged woman with light brown skin and black hair slicked into a ponytail, wearing a navy-blue uniform, utility belt, and thick-framed glasses. She introduced herself as Mariana in a voice aching with boredom, as though they were the only people to visit her all day. Maybe all week.

			“Acting mayor said you were coming.” Mariana rolled her chair over to a computer. “Let’s take a look at the park on Thursday night. Already got the files pulled because of the break-in.”

			“The break-in?” Arthur leaned in to peer over her shoulder, though he couldn’t discern much from the video thumbnails on the screen. “What break-in?”

			“Here at city hall. Someone broke into Ms. Clark’s office. She was actually just here a few minutes ago to look at the footage. Too bad we didn’t get a clear shot of the culprits.”

			“When did this break-in occur?”

			“Late Thursday night. Poor Ms. Clark. You can tell she hasn’t been sleeping well lately with those circles under her eyes, and then to get called back in to clean up the mess they left at that hour…She’s practically been glued to her office ever since. Think she’s been camping out in the hope they return to the scene of the crime, if I’m being honest.”

			“Did they take anything?”

			Mariana shrugged. “Ms. Clark didn’t report anything missing.”

			Arthur glanced at Sal over the top of his aviators. That didn’t match what Quinn had said about the night of the mayor’s murder. Why hadn’t she told him about the break-in? And if nothing was stolen, why check the recording?

			“Well, we’re not interested in city hall. Just the park.”

			Mariana nodded and opened a video feed that, thankfully, wasn’t blank. “You got it!”

			She set the playback to a fast speed, and they watched the parking lot clear out around sunset as the park closed. There was a bit of action around seven thirty when a cute bunny hopped across the field of view, but it otherwise remained unremarkable until a little after nine, when a silver truck pulled into the lot. It parked on the edge of the field of view, so they couldn’t see who got out of the truck, but something about it looked familiar. He could’ve sworn he’d seen it parked downtown before. Maybe it was Quinn’s. She would have had plenty of time to leave the Iris Inn before coming to the park.

			At long last Arthur had reason to dramatically take off his sunglasses. He did so, saying, “Zoom in and enhance.” He pointed at the license plate on the truck.

			Mariana and Salvatore stared at him. She spoke first. “That’s not a thing.”

			“But on all the shows—”

			“Movie magic, I’m afraid, darling,” Salvatore said mournfully. “The resolution of the camera is what it is.”

			Arthur sighed and motioned for Mariana to press play once more. They watched as time seemed to stand still. Arthur felt his eyes beginning to lose focus when a flicker caught his attention. In the lower right corner of the screen, something moved.

			“What’s that?” Arthur pointed. “Is it the killer? Her shoe or her shadow?” Any second now, he was certain Quinn would step into frame.

			“I certainly hope not!” Salvatore exclaimed as the figure came into view.

			The silhouette of a cat stood out against the silver truck as it leaped up onto the bumper and into the bed.

			“Was that—”

			“Rumble! What a clever girl!” Salvatore reached into the backpack to congratulate the feline, who was disgruntled to be woken from her nap. “Did you see the murderer? Come on, you can tell us. We’re your parents, after all.”

			“Unless you’ve learned to speak cat overnight, I don’t think that’s going to be much help.”

			Salvatore raised the backpack to eye level and closed his eyes slowly then opened them again.

			“What are you doing?” Arthur asked.

			“I’m trying to communicate with her.” Salvatore blinked again. “I read somewhere that if you blink slowly at a cat it means you love them.”

			“And how is you expressing your love to Rumble going to get us any closer to solving this case?”

			“Now, now, Arthur. There’s no need to be jealous. There’s plenty of me to go around.” Sal turned his gaze on Arthur and shuttered his eyes at him as well.

			Arthur spluttered. “I’m not a cat, you know!”

			“You and Rumble have more in common than you think, my dear. You’re both inquisitive, for a start. You’re both nocturnal. You’re both a little feisty at times. Oh, and I love you both with all my heart!”

			It was entirely too wholesome for Arthur to abide. “Yes, well, we’re also both likely to bite you if you don’t focus.”

			“Mm, think I might like that.” Salvatore grinned, but he turned his attention back to the screen.

			They only had to speed through about twenty more minutes of footage to see a large tarp-wrapped object rolled into the bed of the truck by an unseen perpetrator. They couldn’t make out much, but one thing was clear—George Roth or something his exact size and shape had spent some considerable time in the bed of a silver truck that belonged to neither Sal nor Arthur.

			“That’s it,” Arthur breathed. Several emotions crashed through him—relief that Sal was off the hook for the murder and satisfaction that they’d been clever enough to solve it most prominent among them—and he couldn’t help his triumphant grin. “Got you.”

			In the footage, the truck moved a little closer to the camera, the light hitting the bumper. The truck’s license plate was still too blurry, but Arthur didn’t need it to identify the vehicle. A bumper sticker, white and oblong, was on the tailgate. Even with the low resolution from the camera, he’d know that molar shape anywhere and the slogan written across it:

			Sorry for your floss.

			“Dr. Young. This is his truck.”

			Salvatore gasped in shock, for once being appropriately dramatic for the situation. “My nemesis?”

			“Sorry, Sal.” Arthur clapped his husband on the back and steered him toward the door. “Looks like you’re going to pay the dentist a visit, after all.”
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Chapter 12
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			Trip Young lived in one of the oldest neighborhoods in Trident Falls, on a quiet street not far from downtown. It was a shady area full of large rhododendron blooms and tall fences to keep nosy neighbors at arm’s length.

			“I don’t know why we’re bothering to talk with him,” Sal said, stopping in his tracks on the sidewalk with a glare at Dr. Young’s house. “It was obviously his truck. Why not let the sheriff handle it from here?”

			“So he can bungle more of the investigation? That video doesn’t actually show who moved the body. I’m sure he’d find a way to turn it back around on us.” Arthur gritted his teeth. “I’d sooner trust Rumble to handle this than McMartin.”

			“Detective Rumble does have a nice ring to it.”

			“I was joking, Sal— Please don’t get her a police uniform or anything.”

			“Arthur! I would never.” Sal clutched the backpack still holding Rumble to his chest, his mouth open in horror. “Rumble knows better. Snitches get stitches! She would obviously be a private investigator or maybe a vigilante! She could have her own theme song—”

			“Okay,” Arthur said before Sal could start singing. “Well, my point is that involving McMartin will only slow things down. We’ll ask Dr. Young about that night to see how he reacts. If he’s guilty, we can bring him to the station ourselves.”

			“Just a few moments ago you were certain it was Quinn and Nora. Why can’t we just…deliver their brunch invitations and continue things tomorrow?”

			“Really? You want to bother them?”

			“Better than incurring the wrath of a dentist.”

			“Wasn’t it you who suggested he might be the culprit to begin with?” Arthur asked.

			“Yes, but that was when I was behind bars and far away from him and his drills and tools and little suction thingy.”

			Arthur was sorely tempted to make a crack about how Salvatore didn’t always seem to mind such things in the right context, but now was neither the time nor the place for jokes of such a risqué nature. Instead, he merely fixed Salvatore with a weary stare and said, “Wouldn’t you rather take him down yourself? Prove once and for all you’re more powerful than a dentist?

			Not even the melodramatic potential of a citizen’s arrest, it seemed, was enough to sway Salvatore to go to Dr. Young’s house. He stood resolute at the end of the driveway and said, “It could be dangerous. He might be armed with one of those plaque scrapers!” He shuddered. “No, I shan’t be going with you. Our daughter needs to be fed, anyway.” He tapped the tip of Rumble’s nose.

			“Do cats have to eat three meals a day?” Arthur asked.

			“I’ll google it. And you”—Sal turned and booped Arthur’s nose as well—“be careful. Rumble needs both of her fathers in one piece.” Sal kissed Arthur’s cheek before sauntering off back toward the inn, cooing to Rumble as though she were an infant all the way.

			Dr. Young lived in a charming two-story home. A sign to reelect Mayor George Roth was still displayed on the neatly trimmed lawn. Arthur stalled just before the porch, pausing to scrutinize the wilting daffodils in a brick-lined raised bed. A frown creased his lips. If he was right about the dentist, neglecting his flowers would be the least of his crimes, but he couldn’t help but glance about for a hose or watering can. There was nothing in the yard or the driveway—not even the silver truck that had led him this far.

			With a sigh, he approached the door and rang the bell. Dr. Young answered a few moments later, looking perplexed to see Arthur on his porch.

			“Arthur Miller?” he asked, eyes widening at the sight of him. “What are you doing here? You haven’t broken a fang, have you?”

			“No, nothing like that.” Arthur fidgeted, nearly taking off his sunglasses. He wasn’t sure what the etiquette was for showing up at someone’s house to ask if they were a murderer, but he suspected he shouldn’t broach the subject standing in a doorway. “There’s a sensitive matter I’d like to discuss.”

			Dr. Young hesitated, surveying Arthur with narrowed eyes. “I suppose you’d like to come in.”

			The phrasing was deliberate, Arthur was certain. It wasn’t every mortal who’d voluntarily invite a vampire into their home, and Arthur wasn’t about to push his luck. It would be easier to get information if Dr. Young wasn’t on edge. Besides, if he turned out to be dangerous, Arthur would rather be in full view of the street. He glanced back at the neglected yard and frowned. “I noticed your flowers look a bit parched. Perhaps you might allow me to tend them while we chat.”

			“I guess that would be fine,” Dr. Young said, still eyeing Arthur with trepidation. “My ex-wife planted them. I’ll admit, I don’t have much of a green thumb, so I’ve just let them run their course since she left.”

			Arthur nodded, a pang of empathy rocking him. He’d left a flower bed behind once, too. He wondered if anyone had taken care of it after his departure.

			Dr. Young closed the door behind him as he stepped out to join Arthur. “There’s a hose around back.”

			Arthur closed his umbrella, set it aside, and rolled up his sleeves as Dr. Young fetched a trowel, gardening gloves, and the hose for Arthur. Perhaps today wouldn’t be a wash after all. With any luck, he’d uncover a murderer and rescue a few flowers.

			“I assume you didn’t stop by solely for yard work,” Dr. Young said eventually.

			“Right. Yes. Of course.” Elbow-deep in soil, Arthur turned to glance over his shoulder at the dentist. “Please excuse me for asking such a pointed question, but…where were you Thursday evening?”

			Young blinked. “I was out with the chamber of commerce for pizza. Left there around six or so to go to my office.”

			That aligned with what Quinn had said. Perhaps they were in cahoots as well. “And after that?”

			“I went to my office to wait for your husband to show up. When he was half an hour late for his appointment, I locked up and came home.”

			“You didn’t make any stops?”

			“No.” Dr. Young frowned. “Is this about the mayor?”

			Arthur heaved a sigh and sat back on his heels, careful not to get dirt on his khakis. “A silver truck that looked an awful lot like yours was seen near the scene of the crime.”

			“I walked home—didn’t have my truck that night.” Young deflated with relief, then he stiffened again. “Brody, my son, had it.”

			Arthur kept his face very still, but his mind was whirring. He’d been braced for a confrontation, ready—hopeful, even—to unmask the culprit. He’d seen Dr. Young’s truck on the video feed and taken that alone as proof of guilt. Perhaps he’d allowed Salvatore’s biases to sway him when it came to the dentist.

			Now that he was face-to-face with the man, could look him in the eye and see the worry rooted there at the thought of his son’s involvement, Arthur felt a wave of empathy wash over him. It was a terrible thing to discover a loved one might be embroiled in a murder plot. Arthur knew that all too well.

			“Do you know what time he got in that night?” Arthur asked tentatively.

			Dr. Young leaned forward, eyebrows pinched. “What’s your interest in all this? I heard your husband was released from jail. Is he still a suspect?”

			“Let’s just say I’m a concerned citizen looking into the events.” Outright admitting that he was an amateur detective trying to get his husband cleared of the murder might not have gone over too well.

			With a sharp sigh, Young glanced at Arthur. “Brody’s curfew is nine.”

			Arthur furrowed his brow. The time stamp on the video footage had put the truck near the park around then, but if Brody had come home on time, Arthur would be back to square one.

			Hesitating, Dr. Young shrugged one shoulder. “He was late coming home. I called him, but he wouldn’t tell me where he was, other than out with friends. He’s been getting into trouble lately, with all that graffiti nonsense. He lost his part-time job a few weeks ago, too. It’s not good for kids to have so much free time, you know. They need somewhere to put all that energy. I never thought he’d do anything serious, but…” Young shook his head. “He wouldn’t hurt anyone. You don’t think that, do you?”

			Arthur’s stomach sank lower and lower as Dr. Young spoke. “Brody was with friends, right? Do you know their names?” Maybe the friends could confirm Brody’s whereabouts…or maybe they couldn’t. Either way, Arthur needed to know the truth.

			“Yeah, I can text you their names,” Young said.

			“I don’t have a cell phone.” Arthur wished Salvatore had come along, if for no other reason than this. Instead, Arthur withdrew his notepad and flipped it open to a blank page. “Do you mind writing them down?”

			“Sure.” Dr. Young took the offered pen and scribbled a few names. “Brody’s a good kid. Most of the time. I’ve been trying to keep him in line, but he really hasn’t been the same since his mother left. These past few years have been tough on him. I hope he’s not mixed up in anything dangerous.”

			Arthur accepted the piece of paper. “I hope so, too.” And he meant it. Solving a murder was all well and good, but if a teenager was the murderer, that would indeed be a tough pill to swallow—tougher even than getting Salvatore to take his multivitamin.

			After bidding Dr. Young and his much-improved flower beds farewell, Arthur went on his way. He really didn’t fancy walking back to the Iris Inn to get Salvatore, only to retrace his steps once more to follow up with Brody’s friends, but he was in luck. As he passed Sugar and Slice, the combo pizza and ice cream parlor, he spotted Salvatore sitting on one of those horrible gray-blue benches, sharing an ice cream cone with Rumble.

			Arthur cringed. Vampires didn’t have to worry about infectious diseases, but still. It wasn’t at all hygienic.

			“Well, darling,” Salvatore said, eyes flicking up to meet Arthur’s as he approached. “Was it the dentist?”

			“I don’t think so.” Arthur slumped beside Sal. It was harder to admit than he’d anticipated. Some part of him had been hoping it was the dentist. Then all this would be over and he and Sal could go back to running the inn and leading perfectly normal lives in Trident Falls.

			Sal made a face. “Are you sure?”

			There was always the chance Dr. Young was lying, of course, but Arthur couldn’t fathom the kind of man who would deflect suspicion onto his own son. As much as he wanted to be finished with the whole ordeal, Arthur knew it wouldn’t be that easy.

			“Quite.” He sighed and showed Sal the handwritten list of names. “I do have a lead, though. Time to put your Internet stalking skills to good use.”
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			Brody’s friends weren’t terribly difficult to track down. A few of them were at the riverfront, revealed by something Salvatore called an Instagram Story. Arthur wasn’t sure why anyone would publicly post their location in real time, but he also didn’t know how they could all strap themselves inside cars and go over twenty-five miles an hour. It just wasn’t natural for a body to travel at such a speed.

			Three teenagers sat on the wooden railing, ignoring the sign asking them not to do just that. They appeared to be taking photos with a medium-size dog whose sad brown eyes conveyed an air of weariness, though the dog’s tail was nevertheless wagging.

			“Let me do the talking,” Salvatore whispered. Rumble was in his arms, secure in her harness. She blinked her eyes slowly, seeming perfectly content with life now that her stomach was full of ice cream.

			“Why would I do that?” Arthur asked indignantly. “I’m more familiar with the details of the case, and I’m the more adept detective.”

			“Yes, but you’re not a very adept youth whisperer, are you?”

			“I’m younger than you.”

			“I just spent the last twenty minutes explaining how emojis work, but if you think you can be hip with the youths, be my guest. I’d love to see you try.”

			Arthur grumbled but reluctantly agreed to let Salvatore take point this time.

			As they approached, the dog made a break for it, wagging its tail with abandon. Arthur couldn’t help squatting to meet it and holding out his hand for it to sniff.

			“Who’s this?” Arthur asked in a voice far higher pitched than he’d intended. He repeated himself in a lower, more natural register. “Who’s this?”

			“This is Pancake,” one of the teenagers replied. “She’s super friendly, you can pet her.”

			Pancake accepted Arthur’s scratches behind her ears as Salvatore spoke up.

			“Wazzup?” Salvatore let out a horrifying sound, his mouth hanging wide like a broken window. “Peeps, we’ve got a little curly Q for you.”

			Brody’s friends stared at him, one unblinking wall of judgment.

			Arthur put his head in his hands. “Salvatore, why don’t you let me—”

			Salvatore shook his shoulders and cocked his head, as though resetting to try again. “What’s the haps?”

			“No.” The girl who’d introduced Pancake put up a hand. “Absolutely not.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Arthur began, but Salvatore cut him off.

			“No? What, am I not down with it?” He gasped, taking a step back. “Am I cheugy?”

			“If this was 2021, sure.” A kid wearing purple-and-yellow-striped flannel rolled their eyes.

			“Please, pay him no mind.” Arthur stepped in front of Salvatore and shot him a disgruntled look. “We just hoped you might be able to help us. Do you know Brody Young?”

			“Yeah,” the girl said with a shrug just a smidge too conspicuous. The quick dart of her eyes from the dog to Arthur betrayed her ambivalence as a performance. “Why?”

			“His father told us he was with you on Thursday night. Was he?” Arthur tried to sound casual, leveling his tone and keeping his hands busy scratching behind Pancake’s ears. It wouldn’t do to spook the teens with his line of questioning. He didn’t need them clamming up the way Quinn had.

			Now the teens seemed to close ranks. “Who’s asking? Are you cops?” said a boy holding a basketball with the word goose spray-painted across the orange rubber.

			“No,” Arthur replied. “Not sure why people keep asking me that. We own the Iris Inn.”

			“If someone said he tagged it, that’s a lie,” the girl said. “He was with us Thursday night, until he had to go home for curfew. He always goes straight home, his dad’s a—” She cut off what was undoubtedly about to be a swearword and continued, “A real stickler for the rules.”

			“And so many bad dentist jokes. It’s next level,” Flannel Teen said.

			“What time was this?” Arthur asked.

			“A little before nine, like always.” Basketball Teen frowned. “If someone tagged your place it was probably his other friends.”

			“Wait, what do you mean his other friends?”

			The girl scoffed, expression souring. “Brody’s a good guy, okay? Just because he sometimes hangs out with a different crowd—”

			“Okay, but they suck.” The teen in flannel crossed their arms and gave their friend a scathing look before addressing Arthur and Sal. “Brody’s been hanging with some seniors from school. They’re all into graffiti art or something—which would be fine, by the way, if they weren’t also jerks.”

			“I’m familiar.” Arthur knew the boys in question, having met them at the coffee shop the day prior.

			“Anyway, if someone got the inn, it was probably them. They’re pretty trash about paranormal stuff.”

			“Ah, no. Nothing like that.” Arthur couldn’t bring himself to accuse their friend of murder aloud. It wouldn’t be kind, and Arthur wanted them, just like all the residents of Trident Falls, to like him. “Did Brody have his father’s truck when you were together?”

			“Yeah, he always drives,” Basketball Teen said.

			Hiding his dismay, Arthur gave Pancake one more good scratch and stood. “Thank you very much for your time. Enjoy your afternoon.”

			The teens surveyed them with varying degrees of trepidation as Arthur and Sal retreated to the tandem bike, Arthur in a daze, Salvatore in a rage.

			“Cheugy, me?” Salvatore wailed. “Who could’ve thought I would be so out of touch!”

			Arthur couldn’t be bothered to talk him down. His mind was elsewhere, churning rapidly through the information they’d gathered.

			Brody had definitely had the truck, and he’d left his friends before the time of the murder but had told them he was going home. And Dr. Young had said he’d been out well past curfew.

			Arthur might have just solved the case, but he didn’t feel very triumphant, because, if he was right, it meant Brody Young—a certified youth—was the killer.
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Chapter 13
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			The worst thing about solving a murder was telling the sheriff. Even though he was right and McMartin was wrong, Arthur couldn’t shake the unpleasantness that came with interacting with law enforcement. It was the one time he would have preferred to simply send a text, never mind he couldn’t figure out how to use Salvatore’s smartphone. But, alas, he didn’t trust McMartin to take the information seriously unless they delivered it in person.

			The station was as busy as usual. A few deputies sat at desks doing paperwork, and a little old white lady complained to another that her neighbor’s dog was too loud. McMartin stood in the back with his hands on his belt, surveying them all as if he had nothing better to do—like solve a crime, perhaps.

			“What now?” McMartin grunted when they walked in, a scowl taking root on his face.

			“We have essential information about the case,” Arthur said.

			McMartin crossed his arms. “You might not have gotten caught on camera dumping blood in the park, but I still don’t trust you.”

			“You don’t have to trust us.” Arthur knew that was a lost cause. “You can trust the facts, and the evidence. We have a viable suspect, and I think he’s worth looking into.”

			“Other than your husband?” McMartin glanced at Salvatore, and his lip curled into a soundless snarl.

			Salvatore had been unusually respectful, letting Arthur take center stage, but this seemed to break whatever restraint he had.

			“Really, Sheriff, there’s no need for pretense.” He gave an exaggerated wink. “I know I’m in your head.”

			“There’s no longer any reason to suspect Salvatore, given the facts,” Arthur continued. As much as he would love to delay pointing the finger of blame at a teenager, he wouldn’t let Salvatore derail them now. Not when they were so close to being done with this awful business. “Brody Young’s the one you want.”

			McMartin paused, genuine concern crossing his expression before he returned to an indifferent sneer. “Brody? Really?”

			“He was out past curfew and his friends can’t account for his whereabouts, not to mention there’s video of Dr. Young’s truck leaving the park around the time of the murder. Brody was the one driving it.”

			“There’s no way the kid was involved. He might get up to a little vandalism with his friends, but he’s not a murderer.”

			“Excuse me if I don’t take your word for it.” Arthur narrowed his eyes.

			“Look, I know Brody. He used to work for me. He didn’t do this. That footage from the park isn’t definitive—and for all I know, it’s a deepfake.” McMartin shook his head and turned. “When the FPI gets here Monday, I intend to hand them an open-and-shut case proving one of you did it. Stop wasting my time with this nonsense.”

			McMartin disappeared into his office and slammed the door.

			“That went well,” Salvatore said cheerily.

			“Well? I can’t think of any way it could’ve gone worse!” Arthur exclaimed, leading the way out of the station.

			“I could have ended up behind bars again.” Salvatore stroked Rumble’s head. He’d turned the backpack around so it was more of a front pack, for easy cat access. “Or they might have taken this sweet child away from us.”

			“I suppose we must simply do everything ourselves.” Arthur sighed and beckoned Salvatore forward. If McMartin refused to investigate anyone besides them, they’d have to find Brody and question him on their own.

			“There’s one problem with that.” Salvatore held up his phone. “Brody’s been off the grid since before the murder. No status updates, no Stories.”

			“That’s odd…Suppose we’ll have to hit the streets and search for him the old-fashioned way.”

			“Yes, yes, good, good. Old-fashioned.” Salvatore tucked the phone away and nodded sagely. “Shall I wear a doublet and hose, do you think? Or is this more of a bell-bottoms and tie-dye affair?”
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			By the time darkness fell over Trident Falls, Arthur and Salvatore were no closer to finding Brody. They’d biked across town what felt like a dozen times—to the park, the riverfront, downtown, even the trailheads. Trident Falls wasn’t very populated, but it was spread out. Arthur was beginning to find it all rather hopeless, so though he wasn’t particularly hungry, he readily agreed when Salvatore suggested stopping for dinner at Trident Slaws.

			Sal insisted on buying enough for Nora, saying that even if she was a murderer, they couldn’t let her go hungry, as she was a guest at the inn. Arthur agreed, though Nora and Quinn were now at the bottom of his suspect list—even if they were both acting suspicious.

			“Are you sure Brody wasn’t home when you dropped by?” Salvatore asked as they parked their bike in front of the restaurant.

			“I don’t know. Dr. Young didn’t invite me in, but he didn’t act like Brody was there. The truck wasn’t in the driveway either.” Arthur shoved his hands into his pockets, frowning. “You don’t suppose Brody might have skipped town?”

			“Maybe.” Salvatore pulled out his phone. “You can call the dentist and find out.” He waved it in Arthur’s direction.

			“All right.” Arthur sighed and snatched the phone.

			“If you open the browser and search for Trident Falls dentist, I bet it’ll come up.”

			“Right…” Arthur gave Salvatore a sidelong glance.

			“You don’t know how to google things, do you?” Sal’s jaw dropped with altogether more surprise than was strictly necessary, in Arthur’s opinion.

			“It’s fine.” He tapped his head. “I’ve got all the emergency numbers memorized anyway.”

			“In what universe is the dentist an emergency number?”

			“Teeth are our first line of defense, Sal. If a tooth goes bad, that can lead to all sorts of issues, and—”

			“Sorry I asked.”

			Arthur dialed. Predictably, considering it was after five and a Saturday, the out-of-office voicemail played—press 1 to leave a message, press 2 to be connected to emergency services, press 3 to contact Dr. Young directly.

			“Sal, the numbers aren’t showing; how do I hit 3 if—”

			With a melodramatic eye roll, Salvatore took the phone. He tapped the screen a couple of times, then handed it back to Arthur. A ringing sound blared from the speaker, and Dr. Young answered.

			“Dr. Young here, how can I help you?” His voice was curt and professional, if a bit put out by being called in the evening.

			“Dr. Young, this is Arthur Miller.” He stopped himself from adding no relation, as the dentist had already been informed of this detail. Someday soon, perhaps, Arthur would be acquainted with the rest of Trident Falls enough to do away with the habit entirely. “We spoke earlier—I tended your garden.”

			Salvatore waggled his eyebrows suggestively but stayed blessedly silent.

			“I remember,” Young said.

			“I was wondering if Brody is home. We’d like to ask him some questions.”

			“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Dr. Young said, tone clipped.

			“Why not?”

			“He’s a minor, for one,” Young said stiffly. “And…he’s my son. I don’t want you or anyone else talking to him about something as serious as murder accusations without a lawyer present.”

			“Dr. Young, we’re only trying to help—”

			“Are you having a dental emergency?” Young snapped.

			“No, but—”

			“Then I’ll thank you not to bother me again.” He hung up.

			“Rude,” Salvatore said as Arthur handed the phone back. “I was going to ask him what might constitute a dental emergency.”

			Arthur let out a long sigh and ran his fingers through his hair. “To be fair, we were calling after hours, and we were doing so in order to accuse his son of murder.”

			“To be fair, he’s a shifty sadist who yanks teeth for a living.”

			“Come on, how would you feel if someone called you to accuse your child of murder?” Arthur asked.

			“First of all, I cannot believe you’d stoop so low as to empathize with a dentist. Secondly, I’d feel proud as a peacock. Rumble is a vicious hunter. I’m sure she’s plenty capable.”

			“I’m not sure it’s a matter of capability, but rather motivation.”

			Despite her sharp claws, Rumble seemed more likely to take a nap than engage in a spot of murder. In fact, when they’d dropped her off back at the inn, she’d promptly curled into a ball and begun snoring, true to her name.

			“So, what’s the plan?” Sal asked.

			“Well, Dr. Young said we couldn’t talk to Brody—not without a lawyer.” Arthur shook his head. “Maybe we should try McMartin again, or one of his deputies. Clearly we’re not going to get anywhere with him ourselves.”

			“Nonsense.” Salvatore produced his phone again. “Dr. Young wants us to get a lawyer, so we’ll get a lawyer.”

			“I think he meant his son would have to have a lawyer—”

			“Quiet, darling, I’m making a call, don’t be rude— Oh, hello, Theo.”

			Arthur groaned and put his head in his hands.

			“I’m putting you on speaker. Yes, Arthur’s with me.” Salvatore leaned against the brick siding of the building, apparently all thoughts of barbecue gone.

			The entrance was deserted, but still. Arthur felt embarrassed to be having this conversation in such a public place. With proper landlines, one couldn’t wander around sharing sensitive information with the world while on a call.

			“Hey, guys.” Theodore’s calm voice came from the speakers. “What can I do for you?”

			“We need a lawyer in order to ask a minor questions,” Salvatore said before Arthur could wrestle the phone from him.

			“Uh,” Theodore began. “Why? You’re not with the police or any other law enforcement agency. You’re private citizens. If you need to ask a kid something, having their parent around is good enough.”

			“Really?” Arthur said. Maybe this call wasn’t such a waste after all. “What about a teenager? We think Brody Young might have…information about the case.” It still felt so wrong to accuse him of murder.

			“Brody?” Theodore sounded surprised. Arthur could relate. “Legally speaking, his father doesn’t have to be present or anything, but probably nothing he says to you will hold much water in court unless he’s willing to repeat it to law enforcement.”

			“If only we could find him,” Salvatore whined. “We’ve been all over town, and Dr. Young has been absolutely no help, though you know how dentists are.”

			“Huh.” Theodore sounded thoughtful. “When I was closing up the shop tonight, I saw Brody’s truck parked nearby.”

			“How long ago was that?” Arthur asked, excitement lifting his spirits.

			“Maybe half an hour?”

			“We’ll check it out immediately, thank you—”

			“I can help you look,” Theodore said, a note of smugness in his voice. “I’m pretty good at tracking people.”

			Arthur suppressed a groan.

			“That would be lovely. Toodles!” Salvatore hung up. “Well, that was easy. Shall we adjourn to the…street over yonder?”

			Arthur let Salvatore link their arms together as they hurried in the direction of the Big Bad Brew. They didn’t encounter anyone else as they walked. Shops around Trident Falls tended to close early, and there wasn’t much nightlife to be had besides a few restaurants. Anyone interested in that made the drive to Portland or Bend on the weekends. A city was only a couple of hours away in either direction, but Arthur would sooner confess to murder than sit that long in a car.

			They spotted the silver truck just up the road from the coffee shop, parked wonkily along the sidewalk. No one was inside. Brody might still be nearby. Theodore wasn’t here yet, but Arthur wasn’t about to wait for him.

			“We should split up, do a grid search—” But before Arthur could begin to put a plan in motion, the wind shifted. The scent of iron, sharp and strong, carried toward them. It wasn’t diluted like the blood at the park.

			This was fresh.

			Someone was bleeding, and they weren’t far.

			“Is that what I think it is?” Salvatore sniffed the air, freezing for a moment, then snapping his head to stare behind the shop. “It’s coming from over there.”

			Arthur turned, following Salvatore’s gaze. A darkened alley carved a path behind the coffee shop. In the light of day, Arthur had noticed the wall was covered in graffiti, but he couldn’t make anything out from this angle.

			“Let’s go.”

			“Good thing we left Rumble at home. I can’t bear the thought of bringing her into a dangerous situation like this,” Salvatore said softly.

			“Be quiet,” Arthur hissed. “Whoever made this dangerous situation could hear you.” He glanced around for a weapon of some kind, but there was nothing but empty spray-paint cans lying around. He didn’t like to think of it, even with the prospect of a hostile murderer on the loose in Trident Falls, but he didn’t need a weapon, strictly speaking. His fangs would do in a pinch.

			Arthur stepped as quietly as he could, every squeak of his shoes against the pavement like claws on a chalkboard. Behind him, Salvatore employed his vampiric flight to hover a few inches off the ground as they made their way down the empty side alley. They rounded the corner behind the coffee shop, revealing a long corridor full of dumpsters and pallets leaning against the walls. The scent of fresh blood was overpowering, mingling with the faint chemical smell of spray paint.

			A message was scrawled across the brick in white paint: Fur Fiend. Blue paint, still wet by Arthur’s estimation, had been inserted between the letters to change the message to Fur Friend.

			The particular shade stirred something in Arthur’s memory, but he didn’t have time to dwell. Below the freshly painted words, a pair of sneakers poked out from behind the nearest dumpster. Arthur rushed forward, Salvatore hovering right behind him.

			A body lay propped against the wall, eyes closed, breath uneven. Blood pooled in the hollow of his throat, and on the side of his neck were two small puncture wounds.

			It was Brody Young.

			“Well,” Salvatore said dully. “This sucks.”
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Chapter 14
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			“Walk me through it again,” McMartin demanded.

			Arthur sat at the table closest to the door of the Big Bad Brew, his eyes darting every few seconds to the unlit Open sign in the window. Salvatore sat beside him, uncharacteristically calm under the scrutiny of the sheriff. A deep scowl marred McMartin’s face and his usual glib air of superficiality was missing, like he’d finally realized this wasn’t just a movie script they were all acting out. This was real. A man was dead, and another life hung in the balance.

			Minutes ago, paramedics had taken Brody Young to the ER. He’d been alive when they left, but Arthur had no new information beyond that. Not as if knowing would change anything. He and Salvatore had done all they could for Brody by calling for help when they’d found him unconscious and bleeding out. Now their act of civic duty was being rewarded with more suspicion than ever.

			“We’ve told you three times already.” Arthur sighed and reached for Salvatore’s fingers beneath the table.

			Salvatore squeezed Arthur’s hand and shifted in his seat, glowering at the sheriff. “Yes, perhaps you’d like us to record our statement for you. That way, you can listen to it as often as you like—you know, I’ve been told my voice is rather soothing. You could use it as a sleep aid or meditation tape.”

			Arthur nudged Salvatore. As much as he appreciated Salvatore’s levity, now was not the time to rile the sheriff further. McMartin was surely trying to trip them up, get them to change their story.

			But they wouldn’t, because theirs was the truth.

			Theodore made an exasperated noise from where he sat at the counter, but he said nothing. He’d arrived before the paramedics and had stayed after to offer the sheriff a comfortable place to get everyone’s statements. But now this was turning into an interrogation. Arthur shot a look at Theodore. What was the point of having a werewolf lawyer on retainer if he didn’t do any lawyering? He hadn’t seen any more than they had, but he could’ve at least vouched for their characters.

			Perhaps Arthur was right not to expect much from a werewolf.

			The unkind thought sped into his mind and lingered there. It was better than dwelling on Brody Young and his precarious state, or the fact that he could be a murderer who’d tried to frame Arthur and Salvatore.

			Each time Arthur blinked, he saw Brody lying there, helpless, so very young, skin too pale. Random details buzzed through Arthur’s thoughts. One of his red-and-white sneakers had been untied. The tips of his fingers on his right hand were stained blue. There had been a paper coffee cup lying near him.

			Salvatore touched Arthur’s arm, and with a jolt he realized he’d missed the last few minutes of conversation.

			“Can you tell the sheriff where we were this evening, once again?” Salvatore said, voice gentle. There was a flicker of concern in his eyes as he took in Arthur’s fatigued expression.

			Arthur straightened his spine, determined not to let the sheriff break him. “Yes, of course,” he said. There was no point in pushing back against McMartin, troublesome though his methods were. This would all get cleared up. “We decided to take a nice walk before dinner. When we came down Main Street—”

			“Where’s that ridiculous bike?” McMartin interrupted.

			Arthur paused. He, Salvatore, and Theodore had agreed to not mention the fact that they were looking for Brody. It was the sort of thing the sheriff would seize upon as proof they had hurt the boy. But he hadn’t thought to explain why they’d left their tandem bicycle near the barbecue restaurant.

			“We planned to pick it up later,” Arthur said.

			“After a nice romantic stroll,” Salvatore added. “You know, Arthur may not love animals, but he’s a bit like a dog sometimes—he needs his walkies or he gets cross.”

			The sheriff didn’t reward Salvatore’s tangent. “During this walk, you just happened across Brody, unconscious?”

			“Yes,” Arthur said. “And we immediately telephoned for help.”

			“Very convenient story.” McMartin sat back like he’d just called checkmate, though Arthur couldn’t figure out for the undeath of him how.

			“I’m flattered you think us criminal masterminds.” Salvatore leaned forward, closing the space between him and McMartin. “But unlike us, this blame game is getting a little old. Can we go home now? We left our cat alone, and I fear she might be overcome with worry for us and shred our furniture with her mighty claws if we don’t return soon.”

			McMartin seemed indifferent to their plight. “Brody Young is seriously hurt. He might not make it to morning. And you people think a cat is more important?” For a moment, real emotion edged into McMartin’s expression, but he pasted smugness over it with alarming ease.

			“We’ve already helped Brody as much as we can,” Arthur said. “We aren’t doctors. I wish we’d found him sooner, or seen who hurt him—”

			“I know who hurt him.” The sheriff crossed his arms, malice dripping from his words.

			“Are they under arrest?” Theodore asked from his perch at the counter.

			“Not yet, but you’re both persons of interest in this. Don’t even think about leaving town.”

			“We won’t.” Arthur stared the sheriff down. He didn’t want to leave town. That was why he’d gotten so embroiled in this mess. “Trident Falls is our home, you know,” he added in a softer tone.

			“Maybe not for much longer,” the sheriff grumbled. “But you can go now.”

			Everyone rose from the table, but before Arthur could take so much as a step toward the front door, it burst open. Dr. Young stood framed in the doorway, eyes wild, face red.

			“What did you do to him?” Young shouted, the sound echoing off the exposed brick walls of the coffee shop.

			His sudden arrival was enough to make everyone, even McMartin, step back.

			“Trip.” McMartin recovered quickly. “What are you doing here?”

			“Those monsters attacked my son!” Young pointed at Arthur, Salvatore, and even Theodore. “Why aren’t they locked up yet?”

			McMartin raised his hands in a placating gesture. “Come on, now, let’s calm down and lower our voices.” He was obviously as skilled at de-escalation as he was at investigating murders.

			“Don’t tell me to calm down!” Young stomped forward, towering over Salvatore, the only one shorter than him.

			Arthur shoved down his instinct to get Young out of his husband’s space. The man was scared and desperate. He deserved some sympathy. Arthur didn’t have to reach very far to find some, pain twisting in his chest at the very thought of Dr. Young’s circumstances.

			“We didn’t hurt your son,” Salvatore said without any trace of sarcasm or enmity in his tone.

			“In fact,” Theodore added, taking a step forward, “Brody’s got some chance of living thanks to Arthur and Salvatore’s quick action.”

			Arthur nodded. “He’ll be at the ER by now. Maybe you should be there with him. If there is any update—”

			“Don’t you dare.” Young’s complexion bloomed even redder as he moved his accusatory finger into Sal’s face. “You tried to kill him.”

			“Please, I’ve never tried to kill anyone,” Sal replied, putting a smidge too much emphasis on the word tried. “And Arthur’s too soft for that sort of thing—do you know, he won’t even kill spiders? Takes them outside to the garden in little jars. It’s adorable, honestly.”

			Arthur could see things derailing quickly, so he stepped in, holding Sal by the shoulders and gently pulling him back a few steps. “The point is, we’re all worried about Brody,” he said. “And we want to find who hurt him.”

			“Find someone else to pin it on, you mean? Like you were trying to pin George Roth’s murder on my son? And you.” Young turned his furious gaze to the sheriff. “You’ve been letting these vamps roam free around our town. If Brody…” He swallowed audibly, as though the words were stuck in his throat. “If Brody doesn’t make it, his blood’s on your hands, too.”

			“I assure you, I’ll get to the bottom of all this,” McMartin said, face stony. “Let me take care of things. Go be with your kid.”

			“Yeah. I will.” Young glanced at Arthur, eyes wild. “You bloodsuckers won’t get away with this. Not again. I’ll make sure of it.”

			With that, McMartin finally managed to corral Young out the door. Hopefully, the sheriff would escort him all the way to the ER so there wouldn’t be any surprise visits from the dentist. After the night’s events, Arthur was rather done with shocking twists. Oh, how he hated a jump scare.

			“Well, that was a bit much,” Salvatore said, shaking himself like a large barn owl ruffling its feathers.

			“His son’s in critical condition, Sal. I think he has every right to be irrational.” Arthur’s words rang hollow in the wake of Dr. Young’s outburst, however. He wanted to be understanding. He wanted to be compassionate. But those were things neither the dentist nor the sheriff had been toward him and Sal. Perhaps he was being too generous. “Could’ve done without the bloodsucker comment, though.”

			Salvatore nodded furiously. “And he did seem awfully serious about pinning all this on us.”

			Arthur sighed and looped his arm through Sal’s. “I’d love to have just one day where no one suspects us of murder.”

			“It does seem to come with the territory, doesn’t it.” Sal bared his fangs, a hint of resignation in his throaty tone. He patted Arthur’s hand and straightened his shoulders. “Now, did I ever tell you the story of when I was mistaken for the Countess Báthory and had to go on the run?”

			“You certainly did, but I suspect you’ll tell me again anyway.” Arthur didn’t mind so much. It was a bit like watching a favorite movie or reading a beloved novel. Perhaps it was the familiarity of Sal’s voice or the way Arthur knew how the story would end, as all his stories did, with the two of them married and dying happily ever after. In the midst of all the uncertainty they found themselves embroiled in now, the predictable nature of Sal’s story would be a comfort.

			Sal didn’t tell it, though. Instead, he tightened his grip on Arthur’s arm and pressed a kiss to his jaw. “Well, darling, what should we do now?”

			The knot in Arthur’s stomach loosened just a little. “There’s only one thing we can do.” Arthur met Salvatore’s gaze, a pang hitting him square in the chest. He wouldn’t let this town ruin what they’d worked so hard to make. “We’re going to solve this case.”
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			Untangling the mess they were in was easier said than done. Arthur peered at his notebook with blurred vision. He couldn’t focus on the words, not while his brain was buzzing so loudly.

			“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m about ready to fall asleep standing up,” Theodore said, crossing to the door, keys in hand.

			Arthur ushered Sal onto the street as Theodore locked up behind them.

			“I’ve done that,” Sal said. “You know, it’s not quite so unpleasant when you don’t have to worry about circulation and so on. No blood pooling in your feet or anything.”

			“Right…” Theodore gave them an exhausted smile. “Well. Bedtime. You two get home safe, all right?”

			Arthur nodded as Theodore headed in the direction opposite the Iris Inn, but Arthur had no intention of going home. Instead, he grabbed Sal’s hand and pulled him to a halt just outside the café.

			“Not yet,” he whispered, eyes trained on Theodore’s retreating back.

			Sal eyed Arthur with interest. “What’s going on in that gorgeous head of yours?”

			“I’m not…I’m not sure yet…” Arthur could feel an epiphany just out of reach, like the threat of a phantom sneeze. “Something’s bothering me about all this.”

			“Yes, murder is rather bothersome, isn’t it?”

			“No, not that—although, yes, also that.” Arthur shook his head to clear it, but it was like a thick fog had settled in his brain. “It’s just…Who would want Brody dead?”

			“Besides us, you mean?”

			“Sal!” Arthur’s brows shot up and he put his finger against his lips. The truth was, until all the funny business with the mayor’s murder, Arthur would hardly have known Brody from any other teenager in Trident Falls. Even now that the evidence pointed toward Brody being at fault for their current predicament, he couldn’t bring himself to wish ill on Brody. Well, not of the violent sort, anyway. Whispering, he said, “I mean, yes, I can imagine that would be the sheriff’s line of thinking, but you don’t have to say it aloud.”

			“Shall I mime it?”

			“No!”

			“Pity. I so rarely get the opportunity to utilize the skills I learned at clown school.”

			Arthur put his head in his hands and heaved a sigh. “What I mean to say is that we should work backward—what do we know about Brody?”

			“He’s a teenager, his father’s a dentist, he’s a bit of a vandal…”

			“That’s it!” Arthur grabbed hold of Sal’s lacy shirtsleeve and tugged.

			“Careful!” Sal brushed Arthur off, cradling the fabric of his shirt.

			“Sorry. Didn’t mean to wrinkle your—what do you call them? Vintage threads?”

			“Actually, I got this at Hot Topic, but there isn’t one of those for miles around here. Could be centuries before I step inside another mall.”

			Arthur blinked. “Right…well…back to Brody. You don’t suppose someone might have wanted to hurt him because of the graffiti?” Suspicion crept into Arthur’s mind, a prowling, predatory wolf.

			“Like…one of the downtown business owners?”

			“Exactly, a downtown business owner whose shop had been tagged recently, who knew Brody was here tonight.”

			“I know that look.” Salvatore’s eyes widened. “Don’t let your prejudice cloud your judgment now. Theo wouldn’t do something like this.”

			“Think about it. He’s the one who told us Brody’s truck was in the area. What if he came upon him painting graffiti and lost his temper?” The more Arthur thought about it, the more sense it made. Theodore had been awfully eager to let them sit in the coffee shop to talk to McMartin, perhaps because he wanted to know what they said. And, of course, he’d been reserved the whole time, not offering up any aid when the sheriff was jumping down their throats. Helping Salvatore before might have been just another way of getting closer to the investigation. Perhaps he’d had it in for Brody this whole time.

			“I suppose we could look into him, if it will make you feel better.” Salvatore glanced at the sky, clouds crossing in front of a vibrant gibbous moon. “Maybe in the morning—”

			“We should go now.” Arthur hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep in the last few days, but he felt alert and energized. They were nocturnal, after all, and Theodore wasn’t. The coffee shop opened bright and early each morning, so he would have to go to sleep soon. “I bet there’s physical evidence on his clothes. He was wearing a jacket—”

			“Because it’s cold at night.”

			“Or because he was covering up a bloodstain.” Arthur nodded to himself. This grew more compelling by the moment. “If we go now, we can look around his house, make sure to find his clothes before he can destroy the evidence.”

			“Breaking and entering?” Sal perked up. “I like the sound of that. Arthur, I had no idea you were a bad boy.”

			“Sal, this is serious. It’s Saturday night, and the FPI is still coming on Monday. McMartin will try to pin all this on us. Now he has Dr. Young on his side, too.”

			“Well, woe is us—suppose we’ll have to find a new dentist.”

			“I hardly think that will be the most pressing issue if we aren’t able to find the real culprit.”

			“Have a little fun, Arthur. If there’s one thing immortality has taught me, it’s that there’s always time to be serious later.”
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			Arthur jogged as quietly as he could alongside a hovering Salvatore. Keeping a safe distance, they dogged Theodore’s steps. With any luck, Theodore would toss his bloody clothes into the trash outside and save them a lot of trouble. Breaking and entering, after all, was difficult for a vampire to do without express invitation.

			From the cover of some nearby bushes, Arthur and Salvatore watched as Theodore strolled up the sidewalk to a modest cottage with a—Arthur was loath to admit—flourishing garden.

			“Well, what now?” Sal asked as Theodore disappeared behind his front door.

			“We wait for him to toss his clothes.”

			“What if Theo is so exhausted by everything he goes to sleep fully dressed?” Salvatore stepped out from behind the hedges, picking a few crunchy leaves from his hair.

			“What kind of person sleeps in bloody clothes?” Arthur did not remove himself from their hiding place. After all, he was still hoping Theodore might exit once more to dispose of the evidence.

			“I’m suggesting he might not be a murderer. I know you’re a little obsessed with him—”

			“Am not,” Arthur snapped.

			“You need to be ready for the very real possibility that no one attacked Brody Young over some silly graffiti.” Salvatore sighed and turned his attention to Arthur, leaning over and grooming him as well, not unlike a mama bird. He smoothed Arthur’s collar rather more intently than was necessary before adding, “Just keep an open mind.”

			“I will consider all evidence fairly.” Arthur knew Salvatore had a point, but he wasn’t going to walk away from this now. If they snooped around and didn’t smell any blood, they’d leave and Arthur would cross Theodore off his suspect list.

			Maybe.

			The lights went off in Theodore’s house, and there’d been no sign of suspicious activity.

			“Damn it!” Arthur shook his head in defeat. “Well, this was pointless.”

			“Whoa, there.” Sal caught Arthur’s hands in his and frowned. “It’s not like you to give up so easily.”

			“I thought you didn’t want me looking into Ted.”

			“Theo.” Sal glanced at the house, windows as dark as the rest on the street. “If you really think he might be guilty, then we should do everything we can to make sure. One way or another.”

			Arthur sighed and stepped out from behind the bushes. “Obviously I agree, but there’s nothing to be done about it. He’s gone to bed. Any evidence we might use is inside.”

			A mischievous smile spread across Sal’s lips as he floated backward toward the werewolf’s house, arms waving in what Arthur could only assume was meant to be a come-hither dance.

			It worked, as Arthur followed him. “What are you doing?”

			“The evidence is inside, right? So…we go inside.”

			Arthur stopped in his tracks at the base of the stairs leading up to the porch. “Absolutely not. Salvatore, you should know better.”

			“You think I’m afraid of a little threshold?” He pointed to the door, a dark teal color with a brassy doorknob. “Child’s play.”

			“Child’s play? Is that what you call it? I was there, Sal. I remember. You couldn’t so much as hover for weeks after you snuck in to Lady Grozdana’s rave.”

			“Totally worth it.”

			“You couldn’t even feed yourself.”

			“She had those color-changing glow sticks.”

			“You had to drink everything through a straw.”

			“To be fair, straws are cool, and I still do that.”

			“Salvatore!” Arthur stomped his foot, knowing he looked ridiculous and not caring.

			Vampires didn’t often get sick, but crossing a threshold uninvited was a surefire way to knock one out of commission. Arthur had never tried it himself, but Salvatore had likened it to passing through an electric field of sorts. First, he’d felt immeasurable pain, then he’d felt numb, then he’d felt weaker than a baby. Salvatore’s usual dramatics paled in comparison to sick-day Sal. If not for witnessing the aftermath himself, Arthur might not have believed him.

			“Not worth it? I suppose we could just go home and give up on solving this mystery.” Salvatore took a step back down the stairs, but his eyes glinted with unspoken mischief.

			“Or?” Arthur prompted, ascending the stairs one at a time.

			“Or…we could try to get the invite.” Salvatore whipped out his phone and began typing.

			Arthur leaned in to read over his shoulder.

			Hey there, Theo. It’s obviously been a spectacularly weird night, but we wanted to say thanks for your help and hospitality.

			“There. That ought to do it.” Sal hit send.

			“Do what?” Arthur twisted his expression into a grimace. “I really don’t think—”

			Salvatore held up a finger to silence Arthur. “Wait for it…”

			A new message arrived.

			You’re very welcome.

			“There it is.”

			“Do you really think that’s going to be enough? You’re welcome isn’t exactly Oh yes, please do come into my house.”

			“Yes, but it’s not not that.”

			“I’m not sure that’s in the spirit of the thing.” Arthur didn’t understand everything there was to know about their curse, but he did know that most of the rules around vampiric existence had been set forth by fae, notorious for their legalese. In fact, he was fairly certain it was the fae who’d first invented such standard practices as fine print and terms and conditions. Messing with a fae curse was tempting fate in more ways than one.

			Salvatore just shrugged. “I mean, the vibe is right.”

			“And we’re comfortable relying on vibes?” Arthur made a face. “It’s not exactly the most enthusiastic reply…not very potent with welcoming energy.”

			“Mm, yes, the LaCroix of invitations.”

			“If you end up powerless and fatigued because of this, you’ll have to find someone else to nurse you back to health,” Arthur grumbled.

			“Why, Arthur. That’s not very husbandly of you. What happened to for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, and all that?”

			Arthur sniffed. “No, I don’t mean it like that—I mean because I’m coming with you. We’ll both be out of commission if this goes awry. So, are you sure?”

			Salvatore shrugged. “No.” Then he turned the handle. Arthur expected it to be locked, but he supposed if anyone could live the small-town dream of a community where locked doors weren’t required, it would be a werewolf.

			As Sal pushed the door open, darkness and silence met them on the other side. Arthur pressed a finger to his lips and Salvatore nodded before taking Arthur’s hand in his and stepping across the threshold.

			Nothing happened. There was no electric shock, no immediate energy crash, nothing.

			Arthur blinked, taking in Theodore’s living room with his excellent vampiric night vision, which remained unaffected by entering the house with only the barest hint of invitation. His gaze traveled over a mauve sofa, a TV mounted to the wall, bookshelves, a weirdly lumpy armchair—

			The lamp beside the armchair clicked on, revealing Theodore himself sitting there in a matching set of corgi-print pajamas, face blank as he stared at them. There was a tray with a teapot and three cups beside him, all of them steaming.

			“Oh,” Salvatore said breezily, “this isn’t where we parked our bike. Sorry for the mistake, we’ll be going now.”

			“Come in, have some lavender tea,” Theodore said. “I insist.” His tone left no room for argument.

			If he really was an attempted murderer, they had to tread carefully or risk becoming his next victims.

			“Well, if you’re inviting us, I suppose we can’t say no.” Sal slowly lowered himself to the ground from his two-inch hover.

			“I thought I already invited you.” Theodore waved his own cell phone, screen bright.

			“I, well, we certainly didn’t—” Arthur began.

			“It’s fine.” Theodore chuckled. Maybe that was a good sign. “I heard you bickering through the door.”

			Arthur was about to protest—bickering was hardly the word for it—but Theodore gestured him toward the sofa and offered him a bluebell-patterned teacup.

			Arthur was many things, but impolite was rarely one of them, so he sat and accepted the beverage, but didn’t drink. After all, it might be poisoned. “I can explain—”

			“You don’t have to.” Theodore stood and rummaged for something in the corner of the room. “I could hear you through the door, remember?”

			“Is it true that werewolves have exceptional hearing even when they’re not in wolf form?” Salvatore asked coolly.

			“Are vampires all very good at basic math?”

			“Of course not! I’m bisexual!” Salvatore exclaimed.

			“Does one stereotype cancel out the other?” Theodore returned to the light, carrying a pile of clothes. “Never mind. The point is, I didn’t need supernatural hearing. You’re both extraordinarily loud stalkers. If I was on the fence before about whether or not you’d murdered the mayor, this seals the deal. Neither of you is stealthy enough to take down a sloth, let alone a conscious adult human.”

			“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Arthur deadpanned. “Now, what about you?”

			“Look for yourself.” Theodore laid a pair of jeans, a leather jacket, and a Big Bad Brew T-shirt on the armchair. Wrinkled and worn they might have been, but there was no bloodstain in sight.

			“You could have washed them,” Arthur pointed out. “Or swapped them out for clean alternatives.”

			Theodore leaned on the back of the armchair and sighed. “I guess I can see how my showing up soon after you found Brody is suspicious, but it’s no more suspicious than the two of you looking for the kid all day, only to find him near death.”

			Arthur glared. “We’re not the ones whose store he was tagging. You have more motive than we do.”

			“For the record, I never thought it was you,” Salvatore said. “I was just playing along with Arthur’s fantasy.”

			Arthur spluttered. “Fantasy?”

			“You know, that you’re the hero of some enemies-to-lovers romance with Theo here, your dashing business rival.”

			“Be serious, Sal,” Arthur said, mortified. If he’d been capable of blushing, his face would be beet red by now. “I’m not, it isn’t like that, Ted—”

			“See? You’ve got a cute little nickname for him and everything.” Salvatore wiggled his eyebrows. “Good thing I’m not the jealous type.”

			Theodore pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes. “Let’s get back to the subject at hand. I didn’t hurt Brody. You can search the whole house if you want.”

			Arthur took a delicate sniff of the air. Theodore’s house smelled of coffee—how utterly predictable—sage, and lavender, but there was no blood.

			He had wanted it to be Theodore because he’d wanted an easy answer. They had just over a day left before the FPI arrived, and Arthur had wanted to finally be right about something.

			“So that’s it, then.” Arthur set the teacup down. “Another lead come to a dead end?”

			“Maybe not,” Theodore continued thoughtfully. “Brody and his friends have been tagging local businesses with anti-paranormal messages, including mine, it’s true. But that graffiti tonight…”

			Arthur thought about the words on the wall for the first time. He’d barely processed them because Brody had been lying unconscious beneath. “Fur Fiend.”

			“Fur Friend.” Theodore drew the letter R in the air. “Someone added a letter to make it less offensive.”

			Brody’s hands had been stained with fresh paint. Blue paint. The original message had been written in white, but the new addition was blue.

			The same blue that had been on the mayor’s sleeve, Arthur realized. It hadn’t been ink after all, but spray paint. It must’ve transferred during the murder, or after, when Brody was transporting the late George Roth to their property.

			“Brody.”

			Theodore nodded. “Exactly.”

			“That’s interesting,” Sal said. “What if his friends realized he was undoing their work and got angry with him?”

			“They’re rude and rowdy, certainly,” Arthur said, recalling how they’d laughed at him at the coffee shop, “but I don’t know if they’re murderous. And his other friends didn’t strike me as violent at all.”

			“Speak for yourself!” Salvatore clutched a hand to his chest. “They were downright brutal about my advanced age.”

			“They were just being teenagers, Sal.”

			“Brody is a teenager, too,” Theodore said pointedly. “And you think he might have killed George Roth.”

			“Yes, but…something’s bugging me about that. We still don’t know why he did it.” Arthur leaned back, eyeing the teacup. The contents did smell awfully pleasant.

			“Problems with authority?” Salvatore supplied.

			“Maybe Brody had a change of heart about the whole paranormal business. If he was altering his friends’ tags, perhaps he was willing to go further.” Arthur chewed his lip and let his thoughts spill forth without filter. “Who was the biggest anti-paranormal voice in town? The mayor. Maybe they fought and it went wrong. Or maybe he planned it from the start.”

			“If that were the case, why would he try to then pin it on us?” Sal asked.

			“We won’t know unless we can ask him.”

			“I hope he pulls through.” Theodore let out a long sigh and collected Salvatore’s empty cup. “I’ll have to wish you a good night now. I’m exhausted, and I have to be up early tomorrow.”

			“Yes, of course,” Salvatore said. “You’ve been a lovely host. Next time, you’ll have to unexpectedly break into our place. Arthur will make muffins.”

			“I look forward to it.”

			As Theodore ushered them to the front door, Arthur put his notebook away.

			“Good night,” he said to Theodore, with a stiff nod.

			“Night. Oh, and next time you break into someone’s house to snoop for evidence, make sure they aren’t home.”
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			Theodore’s advice came in handy much sooner than Arthur expected.

			“Are you sure this is wise?” Arthur asked as Sal poked his head around the back gate of Dr. Young’s home. The silver truck wasn’t in the driveway and none of the lights were on, but still Arthur approached with caution. “Dr. Young wasn’t exactly brimming with hospitality the last time I visited, and his display in the coffee shop…If he’s home, he might just shoot us on sight.”

			“Unless he’s loaded his gun with miniature wooden stakes, I think we’ll be okay. Besides, he’ll be at the ER all night.” Salvatore’s bright mood dimmed for a moment. “Too busy taking care of his mortally wounded son to worry about trespassers.”

			“True enough,” Arthur said, but the lightness in his tone didn’t match the anguish of his insides. “What are we going to do about the threshold issue? We’re not exactly on texting terms with Dr. Young, so I doubt the trick you pulled with Theodore will work twice.”

			“Not to worry!” Sal leaped over the flower beds, beheading a tulip on his way to the door. Even in the dark, the flowers Arthur had tended to earlier in the day were looking better, their previously drooping stalks perkier.

			Arthur followed more slowly, but when he reached the porch, the source of Sal’s confidence became abundantly clear.

			“No. It can’t be that easy.”

			Sal grinned, pointing at the faded doormat, helpfully displaying in curly cursive letters the word Welcome.

			“You and I both know he doesn’t want us here, and this is merely an anachronistic gesture—”

			“Of what, the 1960s?” Sal clasped the doorknob. “Curses like ours are always letter of the law rather than spirit. Why should we suffer because the stuffy old fae who originated our kind didn’t think to consider the existence of welcome mats? Anyway, I’m about ninety-five percent sure some modern rebel fae are the ones who invented them in the first place, just to mix things up, so of course we should use them.”

			Arthur flexed his fingers nervously. “Oh, I don’t know, Sal. It just doesn’t seem right—”

			“If you’d like, we can go back and ask Theo. As a lawyer, I’m sure he’d be able to elucidate the issue for us.”

			“Fine, fine,” Arthur grumbled, shooing Sal forward. “I trust you.”

			Salvatore tried the door, but it was locked. Fortunately, Trident Falls was the kind of place that invited lax security measures.

			“Welcome mats really do have so many uses,” Sal said, flipping it up to reveal a spare key, which he used to unlock the deadbolt before replacing it.

			“Good thing, too.” Arthur wasn’t sure he could stomach bending fae law and picking a lock in the same night. It was all a bit too exciting.

			Salvatore eased the door open and they slipped inside. He held his phone up, shedding a narrow sliver of dim light ahead of them as they crept through the sparsely decorated living room. At a glance, the space looked purposefully minimalist, but as Arthur made his way toward the stairs, he noticed a dusty vase full of dried flowers and a rogue nail protruding from the wall, where, perhaps, a family picture might have hung. There was an air of loss to the downstairs—a faded brown sofa looked as though it hadn’t been used for anything but decoration in years, and a stack of CDs on the coffee table had collected so much dust Arthur couldn’t read the titles—like a perfectly preserved time capsule, left behind as a relic of some memory by people who could neither bring themselves to remember nor bring themselves to forget.

			Arthur sped up, accidentally stepping on the backs of Sal’s loafers in his rush to leave behind the eerie space.

			“Ow!” Sal yelped.

			“Shh.” Arthur pressed a finger to his lips, but he needn’t have bothered. The upstairs was as deserted as the down, quiet in a way that wasn’t entirely comforting.

			Once they reached the landing, it was easy to tell which was Brody’s room. The door was half-open, clothes strewn across part of the floor. A laptop sat on a desk, behind which the wall was covered in Polaroids of graffiti and murals, ticket stubs for concerts, Post-its, and dried flowers pressed into homemade paper. An electric guitar and an amp sat in one corner and a duct-taped skateboard with only three wheels was discarded beside it.

			“That explains why he borrowed the truck,” Arthur muttered, jotting down mention of the broken board in his notebook.

			“Guess I’ll start here.” Salvatore took a seat at the desk and booted up the laptop. When the password screen appeared, Sal deftly typed Graffiti1s4rt, which was written on one of the Post-its stuck to the wall. “You can check the closet for skeletons.”

			“And to think you promised me I’d never have to go back in the closet again.”

			“All in the name of solving an attempted murder, my dear.” Salvatore fell silent as he zeroed in on the computer.

			Arthur turned his attention to the haphazard mess inside the closet. Only a few dress shirts and a black suit that looked several sizes too small were hung up, though the floor was covered in T-shirts and jeans that may or may not have been clean. Arthur gingerly stepped over a pile of rumpled bedsheets to peer farther, but found nothing more enlightening than a stack of yearbooks and an overflowing hamper. A line of orphaned socks led under the bed like a breadcrumb trail of teenage depression. There, he spotted a shoebox behind a scattering of guitar picks, loose change, and other detritus that had fallen beneath the bed to be forgotten. He pulled the box out.

			“Should I open this, do you think?” Arthur asked, eyeing it with trepidation. It seemed the sort of box that might house contents he couldn’t unsee.

			Salvatore glanced at him. “Why not? Could have some answers. What if someone was writing him threatening letters?”

			“What if it’s…you know. Private.”

			“If you’re worried about pornography, I’m far likelier to stumble upon it on the laptop. Kids don’t hide Playboys under their beds anymore.” Salvatore turned back to the laptop. “Really, this generation doesn’t know how lucky they are. In my day, it was all erotic poetry—the entire reason I learned how to read, to be honest.”

			“To think, we have poetry to thank for your literacy.” Arthur chuckled and returned to the box. Sal was probably right, so he tipped the lid up and looked inside.

			A rubber band collected a stack of envelopes of varying colors, all addressed to Brody and dated periodically over the last few years. The return address was a simple PO box, but the same spiky handwriting penned each one.

			Arthur slipped the first letter from its envelope, the seal already broken, and skimmed to find its signatory—and there it was, at the bottom of the letter. A single word that said everything Arthur needed to know.

			Mom.

			A pit opened up in Arthur’s stomach. He knew Brody’s mother wasn’t present in his life. Dr. Young had said as much, mentioning that his wife had left years ago. Arthur had assumed she’d cut all contact, since Brody didn’t seem to spend any time away from Trident Falls, but here was evidence she hadn’t exited her son’s life quite so cleanly as Dr. Young would have people believe.

			Each letter Arthur skimmed painted an altogether different picture of the woman who’d left her family behind. She asked after Brody’s life, posing questions about his hobbies and hopes for the future. She asked about his painting—Arthur gathered Brody’s artistic inclinations had shifted toward graffiti more recently—and his music. She sent him stickers and dried flowers, names of songs she thought he’d like. She told him how much she missed him.

			Arthur frowned. He supposed if she didn’t want to miss her son so much, she might have visited. Each letter ended with his mother’s hope that he might write her back, but there was no mention of any reply. Perhaps Brody resented his mother as much as Dr. Young seemed to. The walls of Brody’s bedroom told a different story, however. There, tacked and taped to the wall, were the dried flowers she’d mentioned in one letter, and several concert ticket stubs were for the band she’d suggested to him.

			Arthur’s mind worked quickly, piecing things together. If Brody resented his mother, the collage on his wall didn’t show it, and there was nothing in the letters that supported the theory of a rift between them. Maybe it wasn’t what was in them but what wasn’t…Dr. Young was never mentioned. Not once.

			“Oh, Arthur, darling. I’ve found some good gossip,” Salvatore said, jarring Arthur out of his thoughts.

			“We’re not here for gossip.” Arthur frowned.

			“Oh, right, you detective types call them clues.” Salvatore waved him over. “There’s a fair bit of drama among his friends’ text messages.”

			“You’ve got his phone?” Arthur asked, surprised. Surely a sixteen-year-old would’ve had it with him while out, and it would now be at the hospital.

			“You simply must get with the times, my dear. One can access one’s texts via computer these days. I’ve skimmed Brody’s, but there’s nothing too salacious, more’s the pity.”

			“I’ll remind you these are teenagers we’re investigating, Sal. I’d be more concerned if there was anything salacious in there.”

			“Just because you were a boring teenager doesn’t mean the rest of them aren’t still the pinnacle of drama.”

			“That’s rich, coming from the drama king of Trident Falls.”

			“Drama king?” Salvatore raised one perfectly arched eyebrow. “I’ll expect a crown delivery shortly. Anyway, looks like he had a bit of a tiff with his friends a few weeks ago.”

			“What did they fight about?” Arthur asked against his better judgment. It didn’t seem particularly relevant to the case, but Arthur knew better than to dismiss teenage squabbles outright. There might be something important embedded deep in their threads of selfies and acronyms Arthur would never understand.

			“Well, a few weeks ago two of his friends got a crush on the same person—but it looks like they resolved that by simply all dating each other. Very modern of them. I like their style.”

			“Anything actually important?”

			“I’m getting there, darling.” Salvatore clicked a different text thread and scrolled up. “A couple days ago, someone named Shelly confronted Brody about his new friends.”

			“She must be the girl we met. I definitely got the sense she wasn’t pleased about them.” Arthur recalled the girl’s body language as she’d discussed Brody’s buddies. He’d thought perhaps she’d developed feelings for her friend and was simply grumpy he’d ditched her for a group of seniors, but perhaps it was something more sinister.

			“Yes, see, here she calls them a bigot brigade—very inflammatory language—and he says it’s not like that.”

			“It very much is like that,” Arthur grumbled. “But I don’t see how any of that is related to the mayor’s death. If Brody was running about with those kids now, why would he kill the mayor? Roth was the leader of the bigot brigade, so to speak.”

			“You tell me—you’re the detective here.”

			“We need something more concrete,” Arthur muttered, shaking his head.

			“Well, the best I can do is that Shelly texted him a skull emoji. Perhaps it’s a death threat of some kind.”

			“Unlikely, considering how popular those little pictures are among kids these days.”

			“There’s more.” Sal sat on the unmade bed, moving the laptop over so they could both see the screen. He navigated over to another text thread. “His friend’s emojis might not have been a threat, but this certainly looks like one.”

			I know what you did. This isn’t over.

			Arthur nearly dropped the box he was holding as he shuffled on his knees to close the distance between them. “What did he do?”

			“No idea!” Sal pointed to the screen, which showed the solitary text on an otherwise blank page. “This is all they said. But it seems our friend Brody was up to something that caused someone’s displeasure.”

			“What about you? Find anything good in the Playboys?” Sal asked.

			“They’re letters,” Arthur said, pushing the box onto the bed beside Sal before getting to his feet. “From Brody’s mother.”

			Salvatore perked up. “Oh? Now, that’s interesting.”

			“She seemed to want to reach out to him, but there’s no indication he wrote back. If he did, his father didn’t seem aware of it.” None of this was painting any sort of compelling picture of a would-be murderer, though Arthur supposed in real life, murderers didn’t usually leave a clean trail of evidence or obvious death threats. It would be more complicated than it ever was on TV.

			“I’ll check his email. Maybe he sent her a message that way? I mean, honestly, who writes on paper anymore?”

			“Some people like old-fashioned correspondence.”

			Arthur shrugged and flipped open his notebook to jot down the threatening texter’s phone number from Brody’s computer. Perhaps they could look it up later. Phone books might have been passé, but Arthur felt sure Sal could work some Internet magic.

			“What are you doing? I can just put the contact directly into my phone and google to find out who it is.” Sal waved his cell phone in Arthur’s face. “Oh! We could prank call them!”

			“Don’t you dare!” Arthur snatched the phone from Sal’s grip and pocketed it. “They could be a killer!”

			“I don’t see what difference that makes. Prank calls are always funny.”

			“For now, let’s finish examining the potential clues here.”

			Sal grunted, but he got up to help Arthur search all the same.

			Brody’s room didn’t exactly scream criminal the way he’d expected. Arthur hadn’t known Brody as more than his dentist’s son for the few months they’d lived in Trident Falls, but since finding George Roth’s body in the garden, he’d built an opinion of the boy that was now being complicated by hard evidence. Arthur had thought of him as a misbehaving teen, then perhaps a murderer driven by hate, but now Arthur couldn’t help but see Brody as the child of an estranged mother and a boy whose zest for art was being ignored by everyone except the vandals his friends so despised. Arthur couldn’t help but empathize. It had to be lonely to be so unseen by everyone around him.

			“Well, this is odd.” Salvatore leaned over to stare into the little wastebasket by the desk. “There’s crumpled-up notebook paper in here.”

			“How is that unusual? It’s a trash can. It’s probably his math homework.”

			Salvatore lifted one of the crumpled pages and smoothed it. “It’s a letter. Oh my, is everyone in this town as old as you, Arthur?”

			“Me? You’re six hundred, Sal!” Arthur threw his hands up but made his way across the room to lean over Salvatore’s shoulder nevertheless. “What does it say?”

			They read together, and it didn’t take long. It was an attempt at a letter to Brody’s mother, though it was a false start.

			Dear Mom, it read, Sorry for not writing back sooner. I hope you’re good.

			The letter stopped there. The other pages in the wastebasket were different attempts at the same letter, though he never got more than a few sentences in before giving up and trying again. It seemed Brody was struggling to find the right words to greet someone who’d left him so long ago.

			Arthur felt a little twinge of pity for the boy, until he remembered the video of Brody tossing the body of George Roth into the bed of his truck. Arthur pulled open a desk drawer to find it as disorganized as the rest of the room. Among the loose pens and other office supplies, there was a messy stack of papers.

			“Not everything is digital these days, Sal.” Arthur flicked through the pages. They were pay stubs, the checks detached. Judging by the amounts, a part-time job. The name of the issuer gave Arthur pause, however: McMartin Ranch. Arthur recalled the sheriff saying Brody had worked for him for a time, but he had assumed it would’ve been at the station.

			As he flipped idly through the old pay stubs, which didn’t seem to be in any order, one caught his eye. The check hadn’t been removed yet, and the amount made his eyebrows rise.

			“I didn’t realize ranching was so lucrative,” Salvatore said. “A check for fifteen hundred dollars? And look, it says he only worked three days that pay period.”

			“This was his last check, too.” Arthur skimmed all the dates to verify.

			“Perhaps McMartin is more generous than he lets on?” Sal asked.

			“No. This isn’t a bonus for a job well done. Dr. Young said Brody got fired. Who fires someone, then pays them this much extra?” Arthur glanced up at Salvatore.

			“You’re right, then. What if it’s hush money? Or some sort of bribe?” Salvatore’s eyes lit up with mischief. “What if McMartin is the one funding all the anti-paranormal graffiti, and this was his way of paying Brody and his friends to see it done?”

			“That seems a little far-fetched.” Arthur tucked the check and pay stubs back where they belonged.

			“At least take a photo for evidence,” Sal huffed.

			“Is that really necessary?” Arthur asked, hesitant to use the phone.

			“I can do it if you’re not up to the task.”

			“No, no, I can handle this.” He was a detective, after all. He opened the camera app to take a few shots.

			“What are you doing? That’s panorama, Arthur. No, now you’ve selected video.” Sal scrambled for the phone, but Arthur tugged it out of reach. “Oh, for the love of— No! Why!”

			A bright flash of light filled the room and Sal dramatically stumbled back.

			“My retinas! They’re burning!”

			“No, they’re not,” Arthur said, leaning closer to the phone screen to select the correct photo option for one last shot of the incriminating documents.

			Sal gasped. “I can’t believe you’d use flash, you heathen.”

			“I’d rather not use anything at all,” Arthur grumbled. “I don’t see why cameras need to be so complicated. Why are there so many options? I liked those ones we used to use before the turn of the century—the disposable ones with the little clicky slider on the side.”

			“Technology evolves, my dear. In my day, we had to sit for portraits and hope the painter didn’t accidentally sneeze on the canvas.”

			“We don’t have time for that.”

			“Of course we don’t!” Sal flung his arm around Arthur’s shoulders. “We have shady evidence to inspect!”

			“Shady enough that we’d better ask the sheriff about it.” Arthur glanced around the room one last time. He hoped Brody would one day see this space again, and he hoped the boy wasn’t a murderer, though nothing here could erase the video footage they’d seen.

			“Does this mean we have to go back to the station?” Salvatore whined. “That place is so drab, it’s taken decades off my undeath already.”

			“No,” Arthur said with a smile. “We’re going somewhere better.”
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			The McMartin Ranch was situated a few miles outside town, but after they picked up the tandem bike from outside Trident Slaws, the trip passed quickly. The roads were deserted and a bright gibbous moon hung overhead, lighting their path. If not for the business with the murder and attempted murder, it might have been a very lovely night indeed.

			As the neat rows of houses in town fell away to sprawling fields and old-growth woods, the scent of wildflowers hanging in the air, Arthur found himself relaxing. He didn’t mind the hustle and bustle of town, as long as Salvatore was with him, but he much preferred quieter places where nature wasn’t so far away.

			Set back from the road was a long structure with a gabled roof and large double doors—horse stables, if the ranch sign was to be believed. Arthur raised his eyebrows as they passed. The building was larger and nicer than most people’s homes.

			The McMartin house was massive as well. A towering shadow in the night, it was more of an estate than anything else. The family had owned this land for a long time, as Arthur understood, and all the local McMartins lived there.

			Salvatore let out a low whistle, looking up at the house as they pedaled up the driveway before coming to a stop. “Reminds me a little of the old days, back in Italy. Have I ever told you the story of the time I dated one of the Medicis just for the architecture?”

			“I don’t think so.” Arthur made sure the bike was steady on its kickstand before stepping away. “Perhaps after we’ve talked to McMartin you can regale me.”

			“Assuming he even answers the door.”

			“What, no tricky workaround to get us inside this time?”

			“And incur the wrath of the great McMartin family? No, thank you. I’ve had enough of jail.” Salvatore pulled off his helmet and fluffed his hair around his shoulders.

			“Preening for the sheriff?” Arthur whispered as they walked up the front steps.

			“Ew.” Sal knocked three times on the door and straightened his shoulders. “But yes—one must always look better than one’s enemies.”

			Enough time passed that Arthur began to worry it was indeed too late to come calling on McMartin, but eventually the door opened to reveal an elderly white woman in a robe and slippers, curlers in her wispy gray hair.

			“Can I help you?” she asked, narrowing her eyes up at them. She was even shorter than Salvatore.

			“We hope so, ma’am,” Arthur said. “We’re here to see Patrick McMartin.”

			“Awfully late to visit my grandson.” She continued to scrutinize them. “What’s this about?”

			“You might have heard about some recent unpleasant events in town. We’re here to help deduce what happened to Brody Young.” Arthur used his most polite tone. He was normally great with parents and grandparents. “We think your grandson’s input will be instrumental.”

			“I should think so, as he’s the sheriff and it’s his job.” She stepped back. “Come on in, but no funny business—no necking.”

			“We—we would never—” Arthur sputtered. “Just because we’re vampires—”

			“You’re vampires?” Mrs. McMartin stopped in her tracks, adopting an astonished expression of dubious sincerity. “I just assumed if you were calling this late you had some ulterior motive of the boudoir variety.”

			“Certainly not!” Arthur began, but Sal laughed.

			“I must say, Mrs. McMartin, you’re a delight. Your son isn’t even remotely my cup of tea, but if you’re ever in the market for a nighttime visitor—”

			Arthur elbowed him hard in the ribs. Far be it from him to stop Sal from flirting with the occasional senior citizen, but Arthur would be damned if it got in the way of his interrogating the sheriff.

			“What? I was only being polite!” Sal clutched his side.

			“You’re being petulant, that’s what,” Mrs. McMartin said, but Arthur could’ve sworn she winked as she left them in the grand foyer. “I’ll get Ricky.”

			“Did she just call him Ricky?” Arthur whispered.

			“I do believe she did.” Salvatore’s grin was wide and full of fangs. “Ricky McMartin. It’s honestly an insult to the entirety of pop music.”

			A minute later, the sheriff walked into the foyer, arms crossed. “What are you two doing bothering my granny at this hour?”

			“Don’t be rude,” Mrs. McMartin said. “Invite your guests to sit down at least. I’ll bring them some tea.”

			McMartin rolled his eyes—when his granny’s back was turned, of course—and gestured to a doorway. “Living room’s through here.”

			Out of his uniform and in a T-shirt and sweatpants, McMartin looked somehow more authentic, like he wasn’t playing a role for once. Arthur couldn’t let that cloud his judgment, though. McMartin had paid Brody a lot of money for some reason, and they’d find out what it was before they left.

			The living room was large but cozy, one wall covered in photographs of the family dating back generations—though he felt confident Sal was still the oldest thing in the room.

			“Take a seat,” the sheriff said, channeling a small portion of his grandmother’s hostess instincts, “and explain what you’re doing here.”

			Sal leaned back, letting his full weight be absorbed by the cushions, but Arthur sat gingerly on the edge of the sofa. This was going to be a delicate conversation. Comfort could wait.

			“You mentioned before you employed Brody Young for a while,” Arthur said.

			“Yeah. So?” McMartin sat on the armchair across from them, hooking his hands around both armrests rather more aggressively than was strictly necessary.

			Arthur cleared his throat and continued. “We’ve been looking into who might have had reason to hurt Brody—”

			“That’s a police matter.” McMartin glared and pointed with two fingers at them both. “I’ll remind you that you’re my top suspects.”

			“We didn’t hurt anyone,” Arthur insisted. “And we intend to find the real culprit before you can wrongly arrest us.”

			“We know you paid Brody Young an extra bonus after you fired him,” Salvatore exclaimed, sitting up straighter and returning the sheriff’s irritable stare.

			Arthur stiffened. Sal really had no instinct for timing. If they came on too strong, McMartin would simply utilize his authority to avoid the conversation. “We received a tip, you see,” he said as gently as he could.

			McMartin shifted uncomfortably. “A tip?”

			“Yes, a tip.” Salvatore jumped to corroborate the lie.

			“I don’t have to tell you anything,” McMartin snapped.

			“That’s no way to talk to guests,” Mrs. McMartin said as she entered the room, carrying three glasses of iced tea. She handed them to Arthur, Salvatore, and McMartin.

			“Sorry, Granny.” McMartin sipped the tea. “Thanks for this.”

			By its scent, the tea was a floral blend, primarily hibiscus.

			“Don’t let me catch you being rude to guests again, even if they are undead.” Mrs. McMartin turned to Sal and Arthur. “Now, if you two boys need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

			Sal raised his hand as if he were a student in class. “Don’t suppose you have a straw, do you?”

			“Let me check, dear.” Mrs. McMartin bustled from the room, leaving them alone with the sheriff once more.

			“As we were saying,” Arthur began to break the awkward silence. “The amount you paid Brody is suspicious.”

			“Excuse me if I don’t take your tip very seriously.”

			“You should!” Sal leaned forward, a glint of mischief in his eyes. “Arthur here says I’m a wizard with—”

			“We have photographic evidence,” Arthur interjected, keen to steer the conversation away from wherever Sal was taking things. He withdrew the phone he’d confiscated from Sal back at the Young residence and produced the picture of the pay stub.

			“Where did you get this?” McMartin asked, leaning in. “That looks like a desk in the background.”

			Sal, to his credit, did not miss a beat. “One of Brody’s friends sent this to us. So, Sheriff, why the large payment to someone you fired?” Salvatore raised his eyebrows.

			“I don’t have to sit here and let you interrogate me while that kid is in surgery. He might not wake up, you know.”

			Arthur’s stomach plummeted. He knew Brody’s condition was unstable, but hearing the sheriff say it out loud was another thing entirely.

			McMartin stood. “I know you think Brody killed the mayor, but he’s not a murderer. He was a model employee—”

			“Yes, what did he do around here exactly? Was he a ranch hand?” Sal asked.

			“He didn’t work for the ranch, he worked for me. He was my assistant, he managed my social media, my fan mail, that sort of thing.” McMartin waved a hand. “He was great.”

			“Then why did you fire him?” Arthur pressed. McMartin was clearly losing his composure, though his concern for Brody seemed sincere.

			“I don’t see how it’s any of your business.”

			Arthur stood, too. If McMartin could leverage his height for a little extra authority, Arthur could as well. “If you don’t want to talk to us, maybe the FPI will. I’m sure when they arrive on Monday they’ll be interested to hear how a small-town sheriff tried to frame vampires for his own crimes.”

			McMartin hesitated. “I didn’t kill George Roth or attack Brody. I have alibis for both times. When George Roth died, I was on duty, filling out paperwork at the station. Security cameras there will show it.”

			“And for earlier tonight?” Arthur pressed. He hadn’t really thought McMartin had killed the mayor, but he might have hurt Brody for unrelated reasons.

			“That’s also not your business.” McMartin’s face was very red now.

			Arthur glanced at Salvatore, who was still reclined on the couch, sipping his glass of tea. Sal made a small shrugging motion that wasn’t particularly helpful.

			“I think you paid Brody to do something illegal, like graffiti the town, so you could put a stop to it and be the impressive sheriff you so clearly want to be.” Arthur was shooting in the dark, but he had to try. “Or perhaps you just wanted him to spread an anti-paranormal message that couldn’t be traced back to you.”

			McMartin paused. “What? That has nothing to do with the money—”

			“Then what is it? Did he find out you’re a murderer, so you had to keep him quiet?”

			“I paid him off way before the mayor died!” McMartin shouted. “What kind of fake detective are you? The check was dated weeks ago.”

			“Paid him off, eh?” Arthur asked, suppressing a grin.

			McMartin shrank a little. “That’s just an expression.”

			“Did he ask for more money?” Arthur said. “Is that why you tried to kill him tonight?”

			“I didn’t hurt him. He didn’t ask for more, said he didn’t even care about—I mean—I fired him for incompetence.”

			“You said he was a model employee.” Arthur took a step forward, forcing McMartin to fall back into the chair. “What did he discover? Was it a secret worth killing over?”

			“Maybe you’re not a McMartin at all,” Salvatore guessed. “But the product of an extramarital affair, and if your granny finds out, she’ll disinherit you.”

			“If I find out what?” Granny McMartin reappeared in the doorway, holding a tea tray with an assortment of straws.

			“Oh, yay!” Sal wiggled his fingers and bounded forward to select one for his drink.

			“Nothing, Granny. He’s just making a joke, that’s all.” McMartin stared at Arthur with pleading eyes, his jaw clenched, expression tight.

			“This isn’t about your movie being canceled, is it, dear?” Granny McMartin placed a hand on her grandson’s shoulder and squeezed. “He’s bursting with talent, you know. It’s not his fault one of the producers pulled out.”

			McMartin slumped, all the fight seeming to leave him.

			Sal took another straw from the tray and pocketed it.

			“Is that…a big deal?” Arthur asked hesitantly.

			“Are you kidding?” Sal guffawed. “Hollywood is fickle. Poor Ricky. I can’t imagine anyone is banging down your door for any other roles, are they? Your little movie was the most exciting thing to happen to anyone in this town since we moved here—well, except the mayor’s murder.”

			“The mayor was murdered?” Granny McMartin’s smile fell. “Why didn’t you tell me, Ricky?”

			“I did, Granny. This morning at breakfast, remember?”

			“Well, I must not have been listening.”

			Arthur wasn’t sure if Granny McMartin had a faulty memory or if she’d simply lived with her grandson long enough that tuning him out had become habit.

			“What does this have to do with Brody?” Arthur asked.

			McMartin sighed and leaned forward on his elbows. “Well, I’ll be up for reelection soon, so I didn’t want people to find out until after. I had to let Brody go because without the movie, there’s really no need for me to have a personal assistant, but I paid him extra to keep the news quiet.”

			Arthur took a step back. “Really? That’s it? You thought people wouldn’t vote for you because of this?”

			“That’s ridiculous! No one will care about that.” Sal nodded in vigorous agreement.

			“You think so? I wasn’t sure. It seems like sometimes that’s the only reason people might know me,” McMartin said, a red blush sneaking into his cheeks at the admission.

			“Not at all,” Sal said. “There are much better reasons to not vote for you. Like your gross incompetence, for example. This movie business is just silly.”

			McMartin looked up sharply. “It’s not silly. It’s a big deal to some people. To me. Anyway, earlier tonight, when I got the call about Brody, I was here, at home.”

			Granny McMartin nodded along with her grandson’s words. “He came home at the usual time, then holed himself up in his room.”

			“Did you see him again?” Arthur asked her.

			“No, I was asleep until you two started banging on the door.”

			“So you wouldn’t have noticed if he slipped out before we called the attack in to the station.” Arthur narrowed his eyes at McMartin.

			“I was here. You’ll have to find someone else to pin it on, or just admit your guilt so we can get this over with.” McMartin stood again. “I think it’s time you two leave. Go home.”

			“Now, hang on,” Arthur began, but McMartin ignored him and stormed out of the room.

			“Lovely to meet you both,” Granny McMartin said as she shuffled them to the door and out onto the front porch. “Ricky’s under a lot of pressure, you know. Don’t hold it against him.”

			“Well, we certainly won’t hold it against you.” Sal plucked an orange flower from a nearby plant and tucked it behind Granny McMartin’s ear.

			A flush filled her cheeks. “You can hold anything you like against me.” Then she straightened, seeming to have realized she’d said that out loud. “Another one for the road?” she asked, holding out the tray of straws.

			Sal selected a bendy straw and put it between his teeth like it was a rose and he was a tango dancer.

			“Please, Sal. You’re embarrassing yourself. She’s got to be at least ninety years old,” Arthur muttered as they returned to the bike.

			“What, do you think I’m too old for her?” Sal removed the straw from his mouth and placed it in his pocket with the others. “You know how I love a May-December romance.”
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			“Well, that was a bust.” Arthur pedaled with reduced fervor as they navigated the dark road back to town. “I don’t know why I thought that would work. McMartin’s not going to just confess because we asked him nicely.”

			“Don’t give up hope, my dear. I know you can do it!” Sal reached for him, pawing at his arm like a needy kitten.

			“Hold on to the handles, Sal!”

			“We literally can’t die. If I fall off, I’ll just get back up.”

			“Pavement is an unforgiving mistress.”

			Sal’s touch vanished. “Well, maybe she’d like to hold my hand.”

			“I’m sorry,” Arthur said through his teeth. “I’m just frustrated.”

			“I have an idea how we might fix that…”

			“Really, Sal? Now isn’t the time for euphemisms—”

			“Who said anything about euphemisms?” Sal took his feet off the pedals and let them drag until Arthur squeezed the brakes. “We just need another clue to follow.”

			Arthur clambered off the bike and turned to face his husband. “It’s not as though clues grow on trees.”

			“Come on!” Sal palmed Arthur’s sides and squeezed. “Surely there’s someone else we can question.”

			“I suppose we could try to find Brody’s less agreeable friends. They’re the only ones we haven’t spoken to, and if Theo was right about Brody being the one to paint over their graffiti, they might have had it in for him.”

			“That’s the spirit!”

			“I doubt we’ll be able to find them at this hour. They could be anywhere, defacing some wall or another.” Arthur shook his head and cast his gaze down. “Let’s just go home. Perhaps some sleep will do me good.”

			“Giving up already? That isn’t the Arthur Miller—no relation—I know and love.” Sal narrowed his eyes. “Come on.” He marched out in front of the bike and waved for Arthur to follow.

			“Sal? Salvatore?” Arthur called after him. “Where are you going?”

			Sal turned, not stopping his momentum as he flashed Arthur a winning smile. “To ask the locals!”

			“What locals?” This late the streets were deserted, and all the stoplights had become flashing yellow or red. Arthur doubted very much that anyone else was awake, let alone willing to offer their assistance to two wayward vampires.

			“Oh, darling, sometimes I forget how young you are, but when your powers kick in, you’ll understand,” Sal said with the air of someone with a great amount of maturity, which he assuredly was not. “When I say the locals, I don’t mean our human neighbors. I mean the most informed residents of Trident Falls, the town’s natural spies.”

			“Ah,” Arthur said, understanding washing over him. “The raccoons. On Fourth Street, I think you said?”

			They ambled that way and soon arrived near the infamous dumpsters, positioned at the apex of four different alleys. Raccoons were indeed ransacking them—that was, until Arthur and Sal approached. The critters paused their plundering to peer at them over the rim of the dumpster with glittering eyes. Arthur was struck by how utterly adorable he found their little furry ears, even in the midst of so much chaos. Perhaps it shouldn’t have been a surprise; he’d married Salvatore, after all, and he was the most chaotic thing around for miles.

			“Good evening, gentlemammals,” Sal said with as much decorum as he would use to address royalty—or perhaps more, given how many beheadings of nobles he’d attended while on holiday in France. “I was hoping you might aid us in a very important matter.”

			Most of the raccoons just blinked at them.

			“Are you sure about this, Sal?” Arthur asked, stopping a few yards from the dumpsters. “Perhaps the raccoons don’t care for vampires.”

			“What?” Sal clutched at his nonexistent pearls. “All animals love vampires!”

			“That’s not even a little bit true.”

			“All animals love me.”

			Arthur arched an eyebrow, recalling with perfect clarity the time Sal had taken him to visit a beekeeper. It had been their fiftieth Valentine’s Day. A terribly romantic gesture, if Arthur was being honest. Unfortunately, the bees hadn’t loved Arthur as much as he loved them, and he’d walked away puffy and in pain. Sal had sustained only two stings, but Arthur still spent the evening tending to Sal’s wounded pride.

			“There’s only room for one queen in a hive, I suppose,” Sal had eventually conceded.

			And Arthur had put his closely held dream of one day being a beekeeper himself to rest.

			Bees weren’t the only creatures with a distaste for vampires. As they’d discovered upon moving to Oregon, nutria, though an invasive species themselves, were particularly inhospitable to newcomers. Additionally, when Arthur had first become a vampire, he’d been gobsmacked to learn that most bats held vampires in low esteem—they couldn’t take the competition, as Sal put it.

			“Some animals fear us, you know,” Arthur said, unwilling to bring up the bee incident again. “Deer and the like.”

			“Deer are afraid of everything, Arthur.” Sal tossed his hair back, the light from the moon catching in its shiny waves. “Face it, darling. You may be the expert in all things flora, but you really ought to leave dealing with fauna to the expert.” He turned back toward the dumpster and cleared his throat.

			One of the raccoons perked up and approached the edge of the dumpster, a bruised banana peel adorning its head like a jester’s hat.

			“We’re looking for some kids who like to spray-paint the buildings around here. It’s absolutely vital to the fate of the galaxy that we find them. Help us, raccoons; you’re our only hope.”

			Arthur cleared his throat. “He means we need to find them to investigate an attempted murder. Brody Young was attacked earlier tonight.” He didn’t know why he bothered. Sal was the one with the powers, limited though they were. Sal promised him his own powers would awaken eventually, but it had been decades and Arthur wasn’t holding out hope. He had the only power he needed anyway: the one that kept him undead and by Sal’s side.

			The raccoon placed its paws on the rim of the dumpster and lowered its snoot to rest between them. Perhaps he was only projecting, but Arthur felt sure the raccoon was expressing some form of sympathy.

			“Yes, it’s very sad,” Arthur said. “But we’re trying to help him. Do you know where his friends might have gone?”

			To Arthur’s surprise, the raccoon lifted its paw and pointed down the road, in the direction of the edge of town.

			“They’re that way?” Arthur pointed as well, not daring to tear his eyes from the raccoon’s.

			The raccoon gave an almost imperceptible nod.

			“Excellent! Thank you.” Arthur gave the raccoon a half bow before he remembered himself and straightened up. “You can go about your business now, citizen.”

			The raccoon returned to the dumpster, the banana peel falling off its head with an almighty flop.

			“Well, I hope this isn’t a wild-goose chase,” Arthur said, mounting the bike again. “Geese!” He snapped his fingers. “They don’t like vampires…although I suppose they don’t like anyone. Hateful birds.” He glanced toward Sal, waiting for his rebuttal, but it never came.

			Instead, Sal watched him with wide eyes, mouth agape.

			“What’s wrong?” Arthur searched the space around them for what might have shocked his husband so—an attacker lurking in the shadows or someone wearing white after Labor Day. “Sal?”

			“You talked to them! You commanded creatures of the night!”

			Arthur blinked. “I wouldn’t say I commanded them, exactly.” Discomfort rippled along his arms, a chill he couldn’t quite place. He’d never exhibited any prowess with vampiric powers before, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. He was quite comfortable with Sal being the expert in that particular arena and he wasn’t sure what a change in that dynamic might mean for them. “I’m sure they were responding to you, not me. You’re the one with powers, after all.”

			“I don’t think so.” Salvatore floated up to the bike, taking a seat behind Arthur. “You did all the talking.”

			“But I only—” Arthur stopped as he made eye contact with one of the raccoons behind them. Perhaps he was seeing things, but he could’ve sworn it winked at him. Winked! That was odd, certainly, but it wasn’t proof of any latent vampire powers awakening within him. “It was a coincidence. Nothing more.”

			“Of course,” Sal said without an ounce of humor. Blessedly, he let the matter drop as they pedaled in the direction the raccoon had indicated.

			Arthur didn’t stop thinking about it, though. He felt the same as he always did at night—stronger, faster, lighter on his feet, with sharper vision. But he didn’t feel like he could summon a swarm of bats or order wolves around like he’d seen powerful vampires do. He knew vampiric powers developed with age, an echo of one’s sire, but he’d begun to suspect maybe talent might skip a generation. His own sire was formidable, but he himself, not so much. He’d decided long ago he didn’t want to be powerful. He just wanted peace.

			A light tapping on his shoulder followed by Sal’s voice saying his name interrupted his thoughts, and he squeezed the brakes.

			“If you can extract your head from the clouds, I do believe we’ve arrived at our destination.” Sal gestured at the Trident Falls welcome sign, which had been in a constant state of mid-redesign since they’d moved there.

			Two boys stood amid an impressive collection of spray paint. Arthur immediately recognized them as the pair who’d hassled him at the coffee shop. One of them, who had shaggy blond hair and a neon-pink hoodie, added finishing touches to the Falls part of the sign. He’d changed the F to a B while keeping the font the same.

			Sal snorted a laugh, but Arthur thought this wasn’t the time to be indulging in puerile jokes.

			Their approach hadn’t been stealthy, what with the teal bicycle and Arthur’s hasty braking, so by the time they were in comfortable speaking range, both boys had put down their cans of spray paint and were waiting.

			“Isn’t it past old people’s bedtimes?” said the ginger boy.

			“Luke, they’re vampires, they stay up all night,” Pink Hoodie said to him.

			“Oh, right.” Luke, the ginger, scowled and crossed his arms. “You better not have called the cops on us.”

			“Feeling guilty about something?” Arthur adjusted his shoulders and stood as tall as he could to convey a sense of boldness. These two might have turned on Brody, but perhaps they’d think twice about attacking a vampire. Two, in fact.

			“No.” Pink Hoodie laughed. “We made this sign better.”

			“I’m not talking about the sign,” Arthur said. “I’m talking about attempted murder.”

			This at last chased the mocking smiles from their faces.

			“We didn’t have anything to do with that,” Pink Hoodie said, “and if you want to ask us questions, you need a warrant.”

			“Sawyer, they’re not cops,” Luke said in a low voice.

			“Shut up, I know that,” Sawyer shot back. “Don’t correct me in front of bloodsuckers.”

			“You corrected me first!” Glaring at Arthur and Salvatore, Luke said, “My dad says vampires killed him, anyway. Why are you talking to us?”

			Arthur’s heart sank. He hoped Brody was still alive, though they might have gotten news otherwise. “You’re his friends, or you were, before he changed his stance on the paranormal issue, I suppose.”

			“What are you talking about?” Sawyer said. “There’s no way the mayor would change his mind about your type.”

			“Oh my, I think there’s been a miscommunication.” Sal’s fingers danced gleefully before him. “And I’m not even responsible this time. How fun!”

			“Look, we didn’t hurt the mayor, okay? We were doing something else when he was killed,” said Luke.

			“Yeah that’s right! We have an alibi!” Sawyer puffed up his chest. “We were over at city hall taking back what his assistant stole from us.”

			“Oh my god, Sawyer. Don’t just admit it.”

			“They’re not cops, you said so!” Sawyer turned to face Arthur and Sal again, pointing an accusatory finger. “You have to tell us if you’re cops…right?”

			Sal shuddered. “Ugh. To think you’d mistake us for one of them. This is worse than the time Anna Wintour thought my Versace sunglasses were knockoffs.”

			“They were knockoffs. But we’re not cops.” Arthur cleared his throat and stepped forward, hoping to return the conversation to the matter at hand. “Out of curiosity, what…uh…did you take from city hall?”

			“Only what was rightfully ours to begin with,” said Luke.

			“Yeah, that lady took our paint cans!” Drops of spit flew from Sawyer’s mouth as he spoke. “Took Brody’s whole backpack. And you know what? I don’t think she was allowed.”

			“Yeah, it’s not like she’s a cop. She didn’t have a warrant or anything. We know our rights!” Luke glared at Arthur.

			“Just a reminder that we are also not cops,” Arthur said tentatively. It wasn’t the answer he’d been seeking, but Luke and Sawyer were beginning to fill in some of the gaps. At least now he knew who had broken into Quinn Clark’s office and why. Perhaps it was all connected. “Do you know how Brody felt about his backpack being confiscated? He must have been angry if he broke into city hall to get it back.”

			“Huh?” Luke scrunched his face. “He wasn’t even with us—”

			Sawyer coughed loudly.

			“I mean…if we were there, he wouldn’t have been with us. You know…hypothetically.”

			“Yeah, hypothetically, Brody had to go home because of his curfew.” Sawyer shifted his weight back and forth, glancing around at nothing in particular. “Does that answer your questions? Or do you still think we had something to do with the mayor’s death?”

			“You misunderstand.” Arthur shook his head. “We’re not here about what happened to the mayor. This is about what happened to Brody Young.”

			The troublemakers’ demeanors changed almost immediately. Sawyer’s eyes went wide and Luke’s shoulders slumped.

			“What do you mean what happened to Brody?” All the bluster had gone out of Luke’s voice, and he suddenly sounded as young as he was.

			“He was attacked,” Arthur said slowly, watching them for any signs of guilt. “He was in critical condition the last we heard.”

			Sawyer swore, then turned and began shoving paint into his bag. “We gotta go see him.”

			“Will they let us in this late?” Luke asked as he helped his friend pack.

			“I may not be a master of reductive reasoning,” Sal began in a low voice, and Arthur was so thrown by the boys’ reactions he didn’t bother to correct him, “but I don’t think they hurt Brody.”

			Arthur nodded as the boys picked up their own bikes and began to pedal toward the hospital. It was possible the boys were lying, but he’d seen genuine surprise and concern in their eyes upon learning of their friend’s condition. It was a relief to rule them out, but it left Arthur with no obvious suspects. Perhaps the graffiti had nothing at all to do with why someone had hurt Brody, or why Brody had killed the mayor.

			“It sounds like they were the masterminds behind the break-in at city hall. At the very least, we may be able to lure Quinn into a conversation with that information.”

			“Brilliant thinking, darling. She wasn’t particularly keen on the idea of brunch when I extended the invitation, but this ought to do the trick. We simply must text her and dangle this juicy carrot.”

			“You extended the invitation? When did you have time for that?” Arthur asked as he extracted the cell phone from his pocket.

			“When you were off snooping at the dentist’s, I made myself busy. Nora, and I suspect Quinn now, will be round the Iris Inn tomorrow at ten.”

			Arthur handed the phone to Sal and watched as his husband typed out a message.

			Hello, dear Quinn! Have you given any thought to our brunch invitation? We heard some delicious gossip about that break-in at your office we think you might be interested in. We’ll tell you everything over mimosas! Xoxo Sal

			“Sal!” Arthur exclaimed, grappling the phone out of his hands as Sal hit send.

			“What is it now? Do you not approve of my texting etiquette? I even included some hugs and kisses in case she took any of that the wrong way. Wouldn’t want her to expect an interrogation.”

			Arthur clicked on Quinn’s contact card and flipped to the notebook page on which he’d written Brody’s mystery texter’s number. He held them up side by side and motioned for Sal to look.

			The numbers matched.

			Arthur smiled. “She may not expect an interrogation, but it’s exactly what she’ll get.”

			“Oh, goodie!” Sal clapped his hands together. “Now, let’s talk menu. What says, ‘We’re oh so sorry to ask, but did you try to kill a teenager?’ Waffles or pancakes?”
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			Though Arthur couldn’t be completely sure, he suspected that never before had the setting for a detective’s interrogation smelled so heavenly. He and Sal had made a spread to rival that of the first morning of Nora’s stay—before the discovery of the late mayor in their flower garden. The meals since had been a tad lackluster in Arthur’s estimation, but perhaps he didn’t need to worry about Nora’s opinion of the inn, considering she might be involved in the murder.

			This morning, Sal had revisited his anatomically correct heart–shaped pancakes, adding raspberry syrup Arthur had made from fresh berries, and he’d shaped the scones like little bats. Arthur was too nervous to even playfully chide Sal for leaning too heavily into the whole we’re vampires business. There were far more pressing matters at hand.

			A few minutes before ten, Nora walked into the kitchen, looking cozy in an oversize T-shirt and leggings. Arthur had yet to see her in such casual attire, though of course brunch didn’t have a dress code. He himself had tried to go for a lazy Sunday look, sporting a taupe sweater with elbow patches over his usual button-down along with slacks and his most comfortable loafers. His neat white apron completed the ensemble. A timeless look he liked to think would put their guests at ease. Sal, on the other hand, was making a particular statement with his tie-dye and bell-bottoms.

			“This looks incredible,” Nora said, though her tone was muted. Perhaps she, too, was drawing parallels between today’s offering and that from her first morning at the Iris Inn. The shadow of the mayor’s death loomed in every corner.

			“Nora, darling, can you help me carry these plates?” Sal asked. “Quinn will be here soon, and I want to have the whole table set by then.”

			“Quinn?” Her words turned brittle. “She’s coming?”

			“Yes, didn’t I mention that? We’ll be a fearsome foursome!” Sal swooped forward with a few platters of food. “There’s something so clandestine about the number four, isn’t there? The Beatles, the Incredibles, the Jonas Brothers—”

			“There are five Incredibles,” Arthur said. “And only three Jonas Brothers.”

			“Joe, Nick, Kevin, and Vladimir.”

			“Vladimir Jonas? You’re making that up.”

			Sal huffed. “Just because he’s their grandfather to the eighth degree…You’re just like all those other fake fans.”

			Arthur held up his hands in surrender. Now wasn’t the time for one of Sal’s impassioned rants about pop culture.

			“You did not tell me about Quinn.” Nora fisted her hands in the fabric of her shirt. “You said this brunch was to apologize for accusing me of murder.”

			“Come now.” Sal turned back to Nora, replacing his pout with a glowing smile. “You don’t suppose you were the only person we accused of murder yesterday, do you?”

			“Please tell me you didn’t invite them all,” Arthur muttered.

			“Of course not! Though, now you mention it, Theo would have been an excellent addition to our party…”

			Nora sighed heavily. “I…I need to go change.” She fled the room, knocking into Sal on her way and nearly bringing a platter of sausages to their demise.

			“Well, that’s something,” Arthur said.

			“I’ll say!” Sal lowered the plates back to the counter. “Downright heroic of me, I should think.”

			“What?”

			“The sausages. I saved them!” Sal gestured to the links, now clustered near the lip of the platter. “They’ll probably throw a party in my honor, give me a medal or something.”

			“We’re just going to eat them all anyway.”

			Sal pressed a finger to Arthur’s lips and hushed him. “Not so loud! The sausages will hear you!”

			“Right…” Arthur eyed the sausages with trepidation, his train of thought quite derailed by Sal’s dramatics. “Anyway, did you notice the way Nora clammed up when you mentioned Quinn?”

			“Indeed! Such delicious tension!”

			“I don’t think she’s been sleeping well. The bags under her eyes were more substantial than her luggage when she arrived. Perhaps the pillows are not to her liking.”

			“Yes, well, she has a high-pressure job and an unrequited love, my dear. You ought to know something about that.”

			“Unrequited love?”

			“Oh, you know you wanted me right away.” Sal quirked an eyebrow and licked his lips. “I, on the other hand, was very cool.”

			“To the touch, maybe,” Arthur muttered, but he was saved the unfortunate job of clarifying the narrative of their love story by Nora’s reappearance. Now she looked the part of city manager in her blue blouse and skirt. She was even a few inches taller in her heels. So much for creating a relaxed atmosphere from which to launch his interrogation.

			Before Arthur could ask why she’d changed, the front door opened. Sal rushed out to greet Quinn, who looked almost cheerful until she caught sight of Nora on the other side of the dining table. Her face fell.

			“What’s she doing here?” Quinn groaned.

			Arthur glanced at the coffee mugs, freshly poured, almost expecting to see them ice over. Whatever was going on between these two hadn’t gotten any better in the days since Nora’s arrival. If anything, it was worse. Perhaps it had something to do with Brody’s attack last night.

			“You can’t expect us to exclude our paying guest, can you?” Sal gestured Quinn toward the table, pulling out a chair for her. Quinn’s nostrils flared, but she sat down all the same. Arthur knew well the position she was in, being swept along by Sal’s charms while trying to stay furious with him. If he’d been in a more charitable mood, he would have intervened.

			“You said you had information on the break-in—” Quinn began, but Sal waved her off.

			“Not before the yum-yum! Come on, the coffee will get cold.”

			Nora glanced at Arthur, and for a moment they shared identical fond exasperation, then she reached for the chair beside him.

			“No, no! Nora, dear, you’re here next to Quinnie!” Sal guided her by the shoulders to the other side of the table.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Nora muttered under her breath.

			Quinn, on the other hand, took no pains to lower her voice. “Don’t call me Quinnie.”

			“No? What nickname would you prefer? Quinner? Q-tip?”

			“No nicknames.”

			“Ah, a Quinnter chill…”

			Rather than reply, Quinn reached for her coffee and drained her mug in one fell swoop. When she was done, she put the mug down on its saucer and set her gaze on Arthur. “Now, what do you know about who broke into my office?”

			Arthur snuck a glance at Nora. She didn’t look up from her plate, fork toying with her hash browns.

			“We know who is responsible for it,” Arthur said, taking a bite from his own plate. It wasn’t blood, but he had to admit ketchup was a particular triumph of human invention.

			“And? Are you going to actually tell me?” She placed her hand palm down on the table as she leaned forward, a tremor building in her voice.

			“Not just yet, I think. I have a few questions of my own.” Arthur wiped the corner of his mouth with his napkin and returned it to his lap before continuing. “First, have you heard about what happened to Brody Young last night?”

			The mood around the table got even tenser. Nora frowned and nodded. “I woke up to an email about it from the sheriff. He’s still in critical condition.”

			“And so did I,” Quinn said icily. “What does that have to do with the break-in?”

			“I’ll get to that,” Arthur said. This whole confronting-the-suspects business was quite thrilling. “You told security nothing was stolen from your office.”

			“So? A break-in’s still a break-in. Just because they didn’t manage to take anything valuable doesn’t mean they won’t try again.”

			“But they did take something, didn’t they?” Arthur eyed her carefully. “Why lie?”

			Quinn didn’t blink.

			So it was going to be like that. Arthur sighed and leaned forward on his forearms. “They took a backpack full of spray paint, one you’d previously confiscated from Brody Young.”

			Nora’s gaze snapped to Quinn, apparently done pretending not to care about the conversation. “You took Brody Young’s backpack?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Quinn said.

			“Yes, you do.” Arthur placed his napkin beside his plate and rose slowly to his feet. “You took his backpack, and when you discovered it was gone, you tracked him down and took your revenge.”

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Why is this the first I’m hearing of a break-in?” Nora’s voice wavered for a moment before she continued in a more stately manner. “You really should report things like that to my office.”

			“I don’t see a need to report anything to you—your office.” Quinn stared down at her still mostly full plate as she spoke. “It’s not like you’ll stick around for long. You never do.”

			“We’ll see about that,” Nora muttered.

			Quinn turned her back on Nora, speaking more to the ground than to Arthur. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I confiscated Brody Young’s backpack because I caught him outside city hall planning to graffiti the walls. He broke into my office to take it back, I assume.”

			Arthur cleared his throat. “Brody didn’t break into your office.”

			Quinn looked up at that, a tinge of pink remaining in her cheeks. “What do you mean? Of course he did.”

			“Thought you might find that interesting.” Arthur moved his plate aside and folded his hands atop the table. He didn’t want to come on too strong, but he also didn’t want her to dismiss his line of questioning. He needed to assert himself without scaring her. It was a delicate needle to thread. “But, no, it wasn’t Brody Young. His friends were the culprits, but Brody wasn’t with them.”

			“Bet you don’t feel so good about trying to kill him now,” Sal said with a smug smile. “Don’t try to deny it. We read the text you sent him with our own four eyes.”

			So much for the delicate needle.

			“I know what you did. This isn’t over,” Arthur repeated from memory. “Not exactly something an innocent person would send to a teenager.”

			Quinn stood up. “I won’t sit here and let you accuse me of attacking Brody Young. I had nothing to do with any of this.”

			“Then why are you being so cagey about it?”

			Arthur was surprised to hear the question come from Nora, who stood as well.

			“Seriously, Nora?” Quinn shot her a look sharper than whatever had punctured Brody Young’s jugular.

			Arthur held up his hands and motioned for them to sit. “Now, now, we can be civil about this.”

			“Civil?” Quinn’s gaze snapped to him. “I think we passed civil when you and your husband accused me of attempted murder! Maybe we let everyone do their jobs—you two should stick to making pancakes and turning down beds, and I’ll stick to government work. We let the police handle this like they’re supposed to.”

			Sal snorted. “Oh, my dear, there’s so much more to running a bed-and-breakfast than the bed and the breakfast.”

			“That’s hardly the point,” Arthur said, gently tugging on the sleeve of Sal’s shirt. He needed everyone to settle down so he could get back to the plan. “Besides, the police aren’t doing their jobs, which is exactly why we’ve had to step up.”

			“So you accuse the first person you can think of and call it a day?” Quinn huffed.

			“Well, what were we supposed to do? You threatened Brody, and then he was attacked.” Sal picked up a slice of bacon and pointed it at Quinn like a magic wand. “J’accuse!”

			“Really, you can’t blame them for thinking the worst,” Nora said. “Arthur and Sal are just following the logic.”

			“In what universe is it logical to try to kill someone over a break-in where all they stole was their own bag? I may not be your favorite person in town, Nora, but I’m not a monster.” Quinn glanced at Arthur and Sal before adding, “Sorry…no offense to the monster community.”

			“None taken!” Sal flashed her a fangy grin and a thumbs-up.

			“We’re just trying to get the facts,” Arthur said with a sigh. “Please.”

			“Well, I think you’ve got a lot of your facts wrong, so maybe start there.” Quinn made to step around the table toward the door.

			“Like what?” Arthur asked, desperate to keep her talking.

			Quinn fixed him with an expression of pity. “You really think Brody didn’t break into my office? It was obviously him.”

			“It wasn’t.” Arthur stood as well, meeting her at the head of the table. “Unless Brody Young can be in two places at once.”

			“What do you mean?” Nora asked.

			“At the time of the break-in, Brody Young was busy moving a dead body.”

			Quinn blinked. “But…”

			“So, Quinn was wrong,” Nora said with a little edge of satisfaction.

			Quinn’s face had lost all its color. “If it wasn’t him, then I—”

			Her words were cut off by an awful electronic ringtone. The phone was ringing in the kitchen, a blistering synthesized rendition of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. Salvatore had programmed it the day they moved in, and Arthur, not for lack of trying, hadn’t been able to change it.

			The song continued for a few bars before anyone moved. Arthur wanted to ignore it, eyes glued to Quinn, who was breathing like she’d just finished a marathon and looked almost close to fainting (for real, not one of the melodramatic swoons Sal was so fond of). But eventually decorum won over his curiosity—and it was clear she would say no more—so Arthur went to answer the phone.

			Sheriff McMartin’s smug voice blared at maximum volume from the receiver, not at all the embarrassed almost starlet from the night before. “Mr. Miller? I’m going to need you and Mr. Conte to go to Young Family Dental at eleven a.m.”

			“Why?” Arthur blinked.

			“Because I’m the sheriff and I’m telling you to? Don’t be late.” McMartin hung up.

			In a daze, Arthur returned to the dining room. “I’m afraid we’ll have to cut brunch short.” He’d barely gotten to interrogate them, and now both Nora and Quinn were tight-lipped, staring daggers at each other. There was something there, something that might be at the heart of this whole mess, but he couldn’t stay and uncover it because the sheriff was flaunting his power and bossing them around.

			“Who was it?” Sal stood, clearly sensing something was wrong.

			“McMartin. He wants us downtown by eleven.”

			“Why downtown?”

			“I don’t know, but he said to meet him at the dentist’s office. I assume it has something to do with Brody.” Arthur glanced at Nora and Quinn, who were staring at him now.

			Salvatore poured himself another cup of coffee. “Tell him we can’t go out into sunlight or we’ll burst into flame. We can’t run our guests off now. Brunch has barely begun.”

			“He’s seen us out during the day without any signs of spontaneous combustion, remember?”

			“I refuse to remember anything while there’s uneaten bacon to be attended to.”

			“It’s fine,” Nora said, voice strained. “I can stay to clean up.”

			“Well, I can’t.” Without another word, Quinn was gone, practically running for the front door. Nora didn’t hang around either, hurrying for the kitchen with a stack of dishes.

			Rumble prowled into the room and leaped onto Sal’s lap, probably after all the uneaten bacon.

			“Ouch!” Sal yelped as her claws made contact with his thighs.

			“What will the cat think if you stand up the sheriff and he’s forced to come bother us here?” Arthur tried.

			Perhaps it was the possibility of being such a bad influence on Rumble that inspired Salvatore to leave the food behind and change into something respectable. More likely it was the threat of further pain, care of her murder mittens.

			Brunch was quite over, but Arthur’s stomach had never felt emptier.
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			They reached Young Family Dental at five minutes before eleven. The dentist’s office was in a tidy brick building, and the parking lot was nearly empty, save for the sheriff’s car and the coroner’s van. Young’s truck was blessedly absent.

			Arthur and Salvatore took their time leaning their bike against the back of the office—the building had no bike rack—and languidly dragged themselves up the front steps, not particularly eager to face McMartin again after last night. Arthur felt the tightness of anxiety creeping into his chest the closer they got, the impending news of Brody’s condition like a storm cloud that had followed them from the Iris Inn, even though it was another fine spring day.

			Arthur wasn’t used to feeling so antsy when entering a dentist’s office, a place he usually associated with cleanliness and order, but he doubted he would ever be able to get his teeth cleaned without seeing Brody’s unconscious form or Dr. Young’s face, red and screaming. Salvatore took his hand before they walked inside, and Arthur felt a little braver.

			His apprehension fell away when he saw Lore in the waiting room instead of McMartin. She was hunched over her phone, picking neon nail polish from her fingers with precision. When she saw them, she jumped up and a smile lit her face, but the sunny expression was short-lived.

			“Good to see you two,” she said as her eyes flicked from Arthur to Sal and back again. “Sure wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”

			“Better circumstances?” Arthur quirked a brow, searching her face for answers. “Where’s McMartin?”

			“Where’s the dentist?” A dour look crossed Sal’s face.

			“Don’t worry. Dr. Young isn’t here.” She patted Sal on the arm. “The sheriff just went to the restroom; he’ll be back in a minute. He wants me to compare your dentals to the wound on Brody’s neck.”

			“Weren’t you supposed to compare Sal’s to the bite on Mayor Roth already?” Arthur asked.

			“Unfortunately, that one was too torn to be conclusive, but the bite on Brody was quite…precise, for lack of a better word. This should be fairly quick, and then we’ll have a definitive answer.”

			“Well, that’s a relief!” Sal’s gloomy demeanor melted away into outright glee. “No way he can pin this on us with such incontrovertible proof.”

			“How is Brody?” Arthur asked in a low voice. He wished he could replicate his husband’s easy mood, but the thought of the injured boy lying in the hospital kept him from celebrating just yet.

			“Stable, but…” Lore sighed. “The doctor isn’t sure when he’ll wake up, or if he ever will. I expect they’ll move him to another hospital soon. Folks out here don’t have much experience with paranormal-type injuries and he’ll be better off with a specialist if he really did sustain a vampire bite.”

			“How dreadful.” Salvatore didn’t sound like he found it dreadful at all. In fact, his next words were far more filled with anticipation. “Well, let’s get this awful business with our teeth over with so I can get my prize.”

			“Your prize?” Lore asked.

			“Naturally. Whenever Arthur makes me go to the dentist, I get a prize afterward. There’s usually a drawer full of sugar-free gum or action figures and the like—does Dr. Young not do that? It’s the only good thing about dentistry. Honestly, more dentists should turn their practices into candy stores.”

			“That would defeat the purpose, Sal,” Arthur said, squeezing his hand. Maybe Salvatore had taken his hand to begin with partially to chase away some of his own fears.

			“One of Dr. Young’s hygienists set everything up for me.” Lore gestured toward the exam door, then lowered her voice. “For obvious reasons, he won’t be the one performing the exam.”

			“Well, that’s a relief, I suppose,” Arthur said, Dr. Young’s livid expression from the night before not far from his mind.

			“What are you all loitering about for?” McMartin asked, stepping into the hallway. He wiped his still-wet hands on his pant leg, leaving damp marks on the fabric. “Get a move on. Some of us have places to be.”

			Lore nodded stiffly and gestured for Salvatore and Arthur to follow her to the exam room. A large reclining chair sat in the middle of the room, with a tray full of instruments positioned just next to it. Everything was set up exactly as Arthur remembered from his first cleaning with Dr. Young. He’d booked an appointment during their second week in Trident Falls, even though he hadn’t been due for another until March. It was important, he’d reasoned when Sal accused him of being a sadist, to orient oneself in a new town and establish relationships with all the key health providers. He’d scheduled a checkup with a doctor, a vision test, and a colonoscopy in quick succession after.

			“Let’s get this over with,” the sheriff said, positioning himself in the doorway with his arms crossed.

			“Do you, uh, have much experience with dentistry?” Sal asked Lore, eyes glued to the tray of instruments.

			“Not in the usual sense.”

			Salvatore took a step back into Arthur as Lore reached for the tray. He was going to hate this.

			“Don’t worry!” Lore held a hand out toward the chair, as if welcoming Sal to lie down. “I’ve taken a lot of dental impressions for autopsies and such, although this’ll be my first time doing it on a live person.”

			“I daresay it won’t!” Salvatore stood up straighter and eyed Lore with trepidation.

			“Sal, don’t make this harder.” Arthur tried to guide him forward, but Sal stubbornly held his ground. “Let Lore do her job and then we can go home.”

			“What? I just meant because we’re undead—technically, we’re not alive either.”

			“You seem pretty lively to me.” Lore beckoned him toward the chair. “Come on, it’ll only take a few minutes.”

			Sal narrowed his eyes, freezing for a moment before he ripped his hand from Arthur’s and pushed his husband forward. “You go first.”

			Lore chuckled and patted the chair like Sal was an unruly cat who needed to be corralled at the vet. “Arthur’s records are all up-to-date, so he’s off the hook. But you, my friend, are the star of today’s show.”

			Salvatore, who had never once shied away from being the center of attention before, slunk toward the chair, face downturned in an impressive pout, even for him.

			“The mold will feel a little weird, but at least you don’t need to breathe. I’ll be taking an impression of your top teeth. Try not to move if you can.”

			Salvatore unclenched his jaw and lay back. The last thing he said before Lore silenced him for a blessed few minutes of peace was “If I wasn’t already dead, it would probably kill me that this whole mess could have been avoided if I’d simply gone to the dentist like I was supposed to in the first place.”

			Arthur sat on a small chair on wheels to the side by a window that looked out on a stretch of grassy lawn behind the dental office. A soothing breeze tickled his neck as he watched Lore take the impressions. Arthur couldn’t wait to be finished with this business. He’d never been particularly outdoorsy, but the gentle wind blowing through the window reminded him of the freedom they’d lose if the sheriff had his way. Thankfully, McMartin remained silent through the whole process, though his scowl never abated as he watched them all. Salvatore, to his credit, was a model patient, and in a minute or so, it was done.

			Lore stepped back and removed her gloves. “You can rinse to get rid of the residue. We’ll be back in a few.”

			“Don’t touch anything while we’re gone,” McMartin grunted, pointing to the various dental gadgets and gizmos.

			“What sort of trouble do you think we could get up to with a water pick, Sheriff McMartin?” Sal batted his lashes, a picture of innocence.

			McMartin glanced from the water pick to Sal and back again. “I have no idea.” He backed into the hallway, never quite taking his eyes off them until Lore stepped in front of him.

			“This is all just to rule you out,” Lore said with a reassuring smile. “I know you didn’t hurt Brody.”

			The door clicked shut, and Arthur and Salvatore were alone.

			“Well, that was rude of him,” Sal grunted.

			“He’s…just doing his job,” Arthur said, but he could hardly summon the energy to be convincing. “Badly.”

			“That, too. But I meant the thing about the water pick.” Sal plucked the device from the tray and waved it around. “Could’ve at least brainstormed with me a little. Now I’ll have to come up with an idea all by myself.”

			“I don’t doubt your creativity, my dear, but is this really the time?” Arthur filled a small paper cup with water from the sink and handed it to Sal. “I don’t think defiling the dentist’s exam room will earn us much favor with him or his ilk.”

			“Oh! Say defiling again.”

			Arthur declined with a shake of his head, instead opting to lace his fingers with Sal’s.

			Salvatore made a dramatic show of swishing the water around his mouth and spitting in the sink.

			“Absolutely horrible. There’s a reason people hate going to the dentist.” Salvatore glanced around the room, then sighed and tossed the paper cup into the trash. “Of course he doesn’t recycle.”

			“Probably can’t send medical waste off to the recycling plant,” Arthur said. “There are all kinds of rules about that, you know.” He suddenly felt he could talk about recycling for hours, as long as it kept him from thinking about Lore doing whatever it was with their dental impressions in some other room.

			Really, there was no need for him to fret. As soon as they were ruled out, McMartin would turn his attention to catching the actual culprit. Arthur and Salvatore would be able to continue their own investigation, and so what if they had less than twenty-four hours now to solve everything so the FPI wouldn’t show up to ruin things. They would be cleared of suspicion and free to enjoy their undeaths in peace.

			“I can’t believe you didn’t have to do it, too,” Salvatore said, crossing his arms in a huff. “Really, it isn’t fair you don’t have to undergo the same torture.”

			“It’s not that bad. Besides, I’ve had dental impressions before. You know I use a fang guard.” Arthur had always ground his teeth in his sleep, even before he’d become a vampire. It had been the source of their first fight as a couple, in fact, as Salvatore was unaccustomed to having his sleep disturbed by anything other than saucy propositions and Arthur hadn’t shared a bed since before his adult teeth grew in. They’d acted quickly to resolve the conflict—Arthur with dentistry and Salvatore with hanky-panky. It had worked a treat.

			The door creaked open, startling Arthur into a rather ungraceful leap, but when he saw Lore in the doorway he relaxed. She hurried inside and shut the door behind her softly, then turned her pink paintball-splatter eyes to them.

			“So, I’ve got some good news—”

			Relief surged through Arthur. Finally.

			“And some not-so-good news.”

			He and Salvatore waited, staring at her.

			“Um, so, as you know, vampires don’t really bite down with their entire jaw’s worth of teeth. You just use fangs. So to match a bite, we compare distance between the fangs, and size of the puncture, and the angle. That’s all the data we have, really.” Lore fidgeted with the file in her hands. “Salvatore’s fangs aren’t even close to a match.”

			“That’s wonderful!” Arthur clasped a hand around Salvatore’s arm. He almost felt woozy with the overwhelming absence of fear.

			“There might be lots of reasons a vampire’s fang profile matches another’s,” Lore continued, staring at the floor now. “And it’s not like you’re the only two in the world.”

			“What are you talking about?” Tension crept back into Arthur’s center and numbness began to spread down his arms.

			“I’m trying to say…I’m sure it’s a mistake.” Lore looked up at Arthur. “At least, I hope it is. I don’t want to believe you could’ve done it.”

			“Done what?” Sal asked.

			But Arthur already knew. Dread settled low in his stomach and he barely heard Lore when she spoke.

			“Salvatore’s fangs aren’t a match to Brody Young’s wound, but, Arthur…yours are.”
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			Arthur almost laughed. He almost choked. Then he almost did nothing at all.

			Finally, he turned slowly to blink at Salvatore, words failing him. Sal’s expression was inscrutable, brow furrowed, jaw set, eyes blank.

			As if from a distance, Lore’s voice penetrated the fog. “I have to tell the sheriff now.” Her arm floated up, like she meant to pat Arthur on the arm, but then she let it fall to her side again. Maybe she didn’t want to comfort an alleged murderer. Maybe she thought he’d hurt her, too. “Just wanted you to find out without him staring at you.”

			White noise flooded Arthur’s ears in the absence of her voice as she exited to the hall and closed the door behind her with a sharp click. For the first time, Arthur understood why dentists’ offices could be so terrifying. The room suddenly seemed all sharp edges and gleaming metal with no way out.

			The dental records matched. And he had no alibi other than being out with his husband. McMartin wouldn’t take anything Sal said for truth. He briefly considered whether Nora might vouch for him, but realistically, she had no more knowledge of his activities the night of Brody’s attack than he had of hers. Not to mention, the sheriff wasn’t wrong that their discovery of Brody looked suspicious from the outside.

			And now Brody hovered on the brink of death in some hospital room, and there was nothing Arthur could do about it. The town would think him guilty. There was no way out of this mess. In seconds the sheriff would come in and arrest him. Tomorrow the FPI would show up and he’d go to prison forever—which was a very long time for a vampire.

			“That’s it, I suppose,” Arthur said, words duller than all the wooden instruments in their house. It didn’t make sense. Arthur hadn’t bitten Brody. Which meant someone else had. There had to be something he hadn’t accounted for, something important, but he couldn’t shake off the fear enough to chase the thought.

			An altogether unpleasant creaking sound jolted Arthur from his thoughts, and he turned to see Salvatore shoving the window behind them open farther.

			“Out we go, then,” Sal said almost cheerfully, pointing below at the stretch of woods behind the building, the tree line reaching out to touch the parking lot like viridescent hands.

			Arthur blinked and swallowed. “What?”

			“I, for one, have seen quite enough of Sheriff McMartin for a lifetime.” Salvatore returned to where Arthur stood and took his hand, trying to pull him toward the window and the fresh spring air wafting in. “Let’s get out of here.”

			“But they’ll find us at the inn.” Arthur didn’t move, didn’t let Sal drag him to the other side of the room. It seemed impossible that there could be any escape for them now. It was over.

			“We’re not going to the inn.” A twinkle sparked in Sal’s eye. “Don’t make me defenestrate you. You know I’ll relish it and tell the story forevermore if you don’t get a move on.”

			Normally, Arthur would have complained at the indignity of such an act. Salvatore had never shied away from recounting the many windows he’d escaped through over the years as well as the salacious situations he’d skirted, but Arthur had always preferred to face his problems head-on. He pleaded internally for his brain to spring into action, to concoct a plan so brilliant and dazzling that even Salvatore with all his glitter body paint would pale in comparison. But Arthur’s mind cycled over and over like a misaligned bike chain, rattling and going nowhere. Instead, there was only the old, familiar fear of villagers with pitchforks and torches, outdated though the imagery was.

			“I’ll go first, then,” Salvatore said with a comforting pat on Arthur’s shoulder. “Show you how easy it is.”

			His leg was halfway out when the door to the exam room burst open.

			The sheriff spent only a moment taking in the scene, then he fumbled for his gun. “Stop right there!”

			A moment after McMartin finally got his gun free from its holster, he seemed to remember Arthur and Salvatore were vampires, so unless he was going to shoot wooden bullets (or rolled-up Coexist bumper stickers), it wouldn’t do much good. He shoved the gun away and lunged at Sal.

			Arthur should’ve stopped him, but he was still frozen with fear. Fortunately, Sal was a lifelong expert at being caught trying to climb out various windows to avoid angry people. He dodged the sheriff’s attack, coming back into the room completely, then actually rolled like some sort of action hero to get behind McMartin. When he stood up, he was beside the sink and cabinets. He pulled open a drawer, reached in, and withdrew something that he brandished at McMartin like a weapon. It was a cheap paddleball toy with a cartoon molar printed on both sides and a speech bubble proclaiming Brush it off!

			So, Dr. Young did have prizes after all.

			“What are you going to do with that?” McMartin said, crossing his arms. “It’s over, bloodsuckers. You’ve been caught.”

			The sheriff took a menacing step toward Sal. Arthur snapped out of his stupor.

			“It’s me you want,” he said loudly, then jumped out the window. Unlike Salvatore, this was his first time leaving a room not through the usual means of a doorway. Fortunately, the building was only one story, so the drop wasn’t so bad. Even in his frozen mental state, he had the wherewithal to bend his knees as he landed on a patch of clover, crushing the pale pink blooms under his shoes before toppling forward onto his knees. The impact sure was something, though after the initial shock abated, Arthur ascertained he was unhurt.

			Above, the distinctive sound of cheap wood hitting flesh came, and McMartin shouted a curse. Salvatore joined Arthur in the clover patch, landing with much more dignified grace than Arthur had managed.

			“Thanks for the distraction,” Sal said, grinning. “Now, this next part is essential to any daring escape.”

			“What is it?”

			“We run!” Sal took Arthur’s hand and pulled him along. The sheriff’s yells faded, but then the sound of his car’s obnoxiously loud engine filled the air. He wouldn’t be far behind, unless he couldn’t find them.

			Vampires weren’t particularly fast during the day, but the upside to being dead was their muscles didn’t tire. Arthur ran with Salvatore, following his directions without paying much attention to where they were going. He could count on his fingers the number of times Salvatore had actually given Arthur orders, let alone the times Arthur had acquiesced. Control was his comfort, and now, without it, he had only Salvatore to guide him through the chaos.

			“Can’t believe we’re doing this hike again,” Salvatore said as he steered Arthur toward a secluded trail. “I swore I’d never let you convince me to come back here, but then I suppose my promises have never been all that reliable.”

			Arthur glanced at the trailhead sign as they passed. Trident Falls Trail. It would take them to the waterfall that gave the town its name. Annoyance filtered through his numb mind, at last breaking the repeating loop of Lore saying Arthur’s fangs were a match to Brody’s wound.

			“Oh no,” Arthur said under his breath.

			They’d hiked this trail once before. It had been the end of summer, a warm and muggy night after a hot and blistering day shortly after moving to town. The bugs hadn’t seemed to mind that he and Salvatore were undead. Sal, of course, waxed poetic about mosquitoes while they buzzed annoyingly around Arthur’s head, not biting him but seeming intent on making pests of themselves nonetheless.

			Now the cool air beneath the trees was free of bugs. Little purple and orange wildflowers bloomed along the path between patches of sorrel, harkening the arrival of spring. When Arthur had visited this place when he was young, his father had told him the leaves tasted like sour apples, and he’d chewed them all day until he got sick. Now he was sick just looking at them. This would be the last chance he had to see any of this. Even now, the sheriff must be searching for them—for Arthur—and tomorrow the FPI would add their resources to the effort. They’d need to be more than out of town by then; they’d need to be out of the country.

			“Where will we go?” Arthur asked, snapping his head up to focus on the trail ahead. “We’ll have to get out of the States.”

			“I’ve got some ideas.” Sal looped his fingers through Arthur’s. “Of course, it will have to be a country with legalized gay marriage. But not Canada—I’m still wanted for that little misunderstanding in the seventies, I expect. We might try somewhere in Europe. Amsterdam is quite nice, though people are so very tall there.” He frowned, no doubt thinking of the staircases and bicycles that were all made for people much taller than him. “I like the idea of Belgium as well, though I’ll need to brush up on my Flemish. They just have such delectable chocolates.”

			As Salvatore rambled on, listing the pros and cons of different locales, Arthur couldn’t help but drag his feet. Salvatore was so worldly—such was the way of things, he supposed, when one survived for multiple centuries. But despite their jet-setting ways, Arthur had never dreamed of travel. Instead, he’d hoped only for a quiet life running a bed-and-breakfast in the country with his love. He didn’t want to drink expensive wine or climb the Eiffel Tower or see the Great Wall. He just wanted to settle down somewhere quiet where he could plant hydrangeas and stay long enough to see them bloom.

			But perhaps Trident Falls wasn’t meant to be.

			The hike passed quickly. Salvatore became a silent presence by Arthur’s side, which was the most unusual thing about the experience. When the path opened up to reveal the falls, Arthur took a long moment to admire them. The sun was at the perfect angle, sending rainbows through the mist at their base, making the tumbling water sparkle like Salvatore on his way to a drag show as Miss Keto Bite.

			“What are we doing here?” Arthur asked at last, as they stood watching the falls split into three near the bottom, giving them their trident shape, which looked rather more like a pitchfork now.

			“They’ll be searching for you in town or back home. You hate hiking, so this is the last place people will think to look.” Salvatore sighed and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “I’m going to run back to the inn and get Rumble and some necessities.”

			“What if they catch you?” A spark of anxiety flared in Arthur’s stomach.

			“Contrary to popular belief, I can be quiet. And it’s not me they’ll be after. Don’t worry, my love. Wait here. Soak in all this dreadful nature. I’ll return before you know it.”

			Sal pecked him on the cheek and turned to head down the trail. He paused, though, one foot raised in a forward march, before doubling back to kiss Arthur properly. Sal was a solid presence against Arthur’s chest, one hand clenched around the fabric of Arthur’s jacket, the other threaded through Arthur’s short hair. The embrace was long enough to make Arthur’s heart hurt, but short enough that he knew there’d be another. It was a promise, the sort that made Arthur as sick as a handful of wood sorrel. When Sal returned, it would mean the end of their life here in Trident Falls.

			“It’s going to be okay. You’ll see,” Sal said in a remarkably Arthur-ish manner when he pulled away, then vanished into the trees.

			Arthur stared after him a moment, the wheels of his mind spinning without gaining traction. Arthur had spent well over half his existence—and nearly all his undeath—traveling around with Salvatore. He’d enjoyed it, but moving was more fun when it was a choice. Salvatore would breeze into whatever château or villa or atmospheric, creaking old house they were staying in and start chattering on about some new locale where one of his many acquaintances was, and before Arthur knew it they’d be off. Arthur often joked that he and Salvatore had spent decades on their honeymoon.

			Trident Falls was supposed to be the end of the honeymoon and the beginning of their life together. A home. A business. A future. If only Arthur had been smarter, more observant, he could’ve solved George Roth’s murder before everything fell apart.

			His hand twitched toward his pocket where his detective notebook rested, full of clues. But there was no point. It was over. This wasn’t a clever book or TV show where the hero was as beefy as he was smart and had an arsenal of legal knowledge as powerful as his weapons. Arthur didn’t have guns—of any variety—and he wasn’t sure it would help the situation if he did. No, this was not the time to fight. It was the time to flee.

			Arthur sat down on the overlook, dangling his legs over the ledge and letting the roar of the waterfall fill his brain. This close to the water, the air was humid enough to make his clothes and skin feel damp, but for once he didn’t mind. It made his outsides match his insides, he supposed, weighed down and ragged.

			True to his word, Salvatore returned, several bags and no complaints in hand. Salvatore was always the first to grumble about alleged blisters on his feet or a misty brow, so his silence spoke volumes about the seriousness of the situation. Rumble poked her head from the fuchsia bag on Sal’s back. Her ears were perked at attention, as if she could sense the axis of the world shifting.

			“It’s okay, little one,” Arthur said, more for his own benefit than the cat’s, but still Rumble settled at his words. Arthur reached for the largest of the bags in Sal’s arms. “Here, let me help.”

			“Careful. It’s heavy.”

			Arthur nearly buckled under the weight. “What did you bring? Your entire shoe collection?”

			“Ice packs.” Sal didn’t even acknowledge Arthur’s jab. “And all the blood we had on hand.”

			Arthur frowned. “You packed blood?”

			“I said I was getting necessities,” Sal huffed with an exaggerated air of offense that put Arthur a little at ease. “What did you think I was going to get?”

			“Honestly? I’m surprised you didn’t try to bring the TV—or your stage makeup and costumes.”

			“I can buy more.” He wore a smile that fit neither his face nor the mood. “They were all from small businesses, anyway, so replacing my collection will be beneficial for them.” His words were too light or maybe not light enough. “Besides, it won’t do us any good to leave a string of bodies in our wake. We’ll need to feed, and I no longer have the immoral fortitude to take it without consent.”

			If Arthur hadn’t been undead, his heart rate would have skyrocketed. Salvatore was worried, which meant any other person would be howling with terror.

			“What happened?” Arthur asked. “Did the sheriff give you trouble?”

			As he spoke, Arthur opened the bags and rummaged through them. Camping gear, blood on ice, a few rolls of cash Arthur hadn’t seen before and probably didn’t want to know the provenance of. Food for Rumble, changes of clothes, their passports and undeath certificates. The deed to the Iris Inn.

			This was really happening. They were leaving.

			“No, didn’t see anyone.” Salvatore moved Rumble’s backpack to his front and shrugged on the large hiking pack.

			“Why all this, then?” Arthur asked. “You’re suddenly taking this seriously, and you don’t take anything seriously.”

			“Of course I’m taking this seriously! They want to arrest you!”

			Arthur blinked. “Sal, you spent half a day in jail, and all you did was play the harmonica.”

			“Oh, I knew I’d forgotten to pack something,” Salvatore said, his usual tone of levity finally breaking through. “Doesn’t matter, I can sing as we walk to the nearest bus stop. People never expect vampires to take the bus, you know.”

			“You’re avoiding the question.”

			Salvatore huffed. “It’s different. They want to arrest you. I can handle almost anything, you know. Been through it all at least once. There’s not much they can do to me that I can’t shrug off…except if they take you from me…” He shook his head, expression faltering. “I don’t think I could bear it. So, we have to leave. End of story.”

			End of story. Arthur would have been touched if he hadn’t been so sad. For Salvatore, losing Arthur was unthinkable. For Arthur, losing Trident Falls was, too. It really was the end of the story, and Arthur could imagine the epilogue now.

			They’d move on. And Arthur would be fine.

			Salvatore would thrive in Europe. He’d revel in the nightlife. And Arthur would be fine.

			Trident Falls would finally succeed in staying normal. They’d run the others off one by one, Theodore and Lore and perhaps some yet unknown to him. And Arthur would be fine.

			Fine was enough. It had to be.

			“Come on. It’s a long walk, best get started. When night falls it’ll be a little easier at least.” Salvatore shot a distrustful glance at the sun, which negated their powers, limited though they were.

			Arthur knew he should sling the huge backpack over his shoulders and fall into step beside Salvatore, entering the next stage of their lives together. The cloud of this murder business would pass, and the FPI wouldn’t search for them forever. In a few decades, they could even return to this continent if they wanted, as long as they kept their heads down. As long as Arthur and Salvatore never set down roots. Never built a home.

			He thought of Nora, and how they wouldn’t be able to say goodbye. And Lore, who had never believed they were guilty. Even Theodore, with his smug lawyer smarm and his bustling coffee shop. All the potential friends he’d never fully get to know—welcoming neighbors who were outnumbered by those who didn’t want them around, filling a town that would continue to exist long after they left.

			He thought of his little herb garden in the kitchen of the Iris Inn. The flower beds outside. Their tandem bike, abandoned at the dentist’s office.

			Arthur didn’t lift the backpack. He couldn’t. He couldn’t walk away now.

			“I’m not going,” Arthur said.

			Salvatore paused in the middle of giving Rumble a treat to calm her down. “What?”

			“I’m not leaving Trident Falls. Not like this.” Arthur took a deep, unnecessary breath. “I can’t run away.”

			“Of course you can, you’re halfway there already—”

			“This isn’t a joke, Sal.” Arthur stepped away from the backpack.

			“You won’t catch me laughing.”

			“I’m going back to town, and I’m going to solve this mystery. I’m going to clear my name.”

			“Names are changeable!” Sal exclaimed. “For an entire year I went by Arsenio Primavera to avoid— You know what, not the point. What I’m saying is, Shakespeare was onto something with the whole ‘rose by any other name’ stuff. You could be called Diarrhea Blastington and I would love you all the same.”

			“It isn’t just about my name, Sal. It’s about this town and what might become of it if we leave. Don’t you see? Someone killed the mayor and hurt Brody Young. If we don’t find out for sure, the real culprit will get away with it, or worse—keep killing.”

			“Well, if you want to be dramatic about it—”

			Arthur sighed, set his shoulders, and lifted his chin. “What do you want me to do, just let this town think vampires did this? That will only make it harder for our kind to move here, and to other places like it. So, I can’t give up. I won’t.”

			Salvatore took a step back toward Arthur, placing both hands on his shoulders. “Not all mysteries can be solved. I know you want to—you’re definitely smart enough.” Sal’s voice got soft around the edges. “But we’re out of time.”

			Arthur shook his head and backed out of Sal’s grip. “We’re immortal, Sal. There’s always more time. Even the FPI gives paranormals trials. I can find the truth, even if I have to do it from behind bars.”

			Salvatore’s eyes grew hazy and he looked at the ground. “I can’t let you do this—I can’t just stand by and let this happen to you.”

			“You don’t have to.” Arthur swallowed over a lump in his throat. “I know you want to leave.”

			Salvatore’s gaze snapped up to Arthur, horror draped across his face. “Not without you!”

			Arthur’s chest tightened, but so did his resolve. “Yes, without me. It’s not safe in this town for us. You don’t have to stay. You shouldn’t.”

			“How can you say that? When it was me they suspected, you protected me. Now let me protect you. Let me do what I do best and whisk you away somewhere safe.”

			“Don’t you get it? There isn’t anywhere safe. Not really. We can’t just keep running from problem to problem forever.”

			“We most certainly can!”

			Arthur almost laughed. “I have no doubt, my love, that you are most capable. But I…I don’t want that life.”

			“And you think you’ll get the life you want behind bars?”

			“I’ll never know if I don’t try.” Arthur didn’t know how to make Sal understand. He’d spent hundreds of years drifting around the world like a dandelion seed that never quite found its way to the ground. Maybe Sal had gone so long without a home, he’d forgotten what it could mean. Arthur had never felt the reality of the difference in age between them so starkly.

			“I won’t abandon you.” Salvatore grasped Arthur’s sleeve, but Arthur jerked away.

			“Then don’t abandon me. Stay and help me find the killer.”

			“And watch them arrest you? Prison breaks are harder to pull off than you might think. Just because I once escaped Alcatraz—”

			“I don’t have time for your stories, Sal.” Arthur took another step back. He couldn’t let himself be swayed, and Sal could be quite convincing. “Either come with me or go. There’s nothing you can say to make me run away from this. I’m not a coward.” Arthur put more bite into the last word than he intended.

			Sal flinched. “Unlike me, you mean? It’s not cowardice to protect yourself or your loved ones. Trident Falls doesn’t matter, Arthur. You do.”

			“Trident falls does matter. That’s what I’ve been telling you! I want a place to call home. I won’t settle for a life of running away every time things get difficult.”

			“Coming with me is…settling?” Sal stared up at him with wide eyes. Unshed tears glimmered within.

			“Yes.” Arthur never would’ve thought it possible, but it was true now. He loved Sal, but he couldn’t flee with him. “I can’t leave. I won’t leave. The guilt would destroy me if I did. The killer might strike again, you know. I could never live with myself if I let this go unsolved and someone else died because I was too afraid to try.”

			“If you feel that strongly.” Sal picked up the backpack with the blood supply and hoisted it over one shoulder. Rumble meowed in protest. Then he took out a travel-size umbrella, this one patterned with cartoon breakfast foods in pastel colors, and popped it open in a startlingly aggressive manner. “I’ll leave you to it.”

			“Stay with me, Sal.”

			“I told you, I won’t stand by and watch you get arrested. When you come to your senses, I’ll be at the bus stop, waiting for whichever one takes me to Portland.” He lifted his chin.

			Arthur searched the eyes he’d gazed into for countless hours over so many nights, and swallowed past the lump in his throat. Sal really wasn’t going to help him. He’d be on his own. “When you come to your senses, wait for me at the inn.” He turned to go.

			“Wait!” Sal said, and relief surged through Arthur. But Sal only shoved the open umbrella into his hand. “Don’t need you getting skin cancer on top of everything.”

			Arthur took the umbrella. “Goodbye, Salvatore.” They were two words he’d once thought he’d never say and truly mean.

			He didn’t wait for Salvatore’s response. He headed back down the trail, toward Trident Falls. Toward the sheriff who wanted to arrest him. Toward answers.

			Toward home.
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			Though he was headed for almost certain arrest, and he was going there alone, Arthur felt strangely lighter, like he was finally walking in the right direction. Funny how it was always easier to walk downhill. Perhaps there was something to the notion of fresh air and exercise being good for the mind, because as Arthur made the lonely hike back toward town, his thoughts finally gained traction.

			His fangs were a match to Brody Young’s bite, which meant someone had set him up. He didn’t know why he hadn’t realized it before. It was just like when they’d tried to frame Sal by dumping the mayor’s body in their garden. Someone wanted the town to believe vampires—and specifically Arthur and Sal—were responsible for the attacks on the mayor and Brody. Arthur just had to figure out who.

			The motive for killing George Roth still escaped him, but Brody’s attack felt simpler: silencing someone who knew too much. Perhaps Brody hadn’t killed the mayor at all, or if he had, he’d confided in someone who’d then helped him cover it up. The sheriff was the most obvious suspect. The two had worked together before, and of course there was the matter of McMartin’s mystery alibi. Still, two things nagged at Arthur, or rather, two suspects.

			Nora and Quinn. They’d been hiding things from him during his entire investigation. Perhaps it was time to use an age-old detective trick, something basically all fictional sleuths did at one point or another.

			He’d have to trick them into confessing their involvement in all this.

			Of course, that was easier said than done.

			There was one pay phone left in Trident Falls. Keeping his umbrella low so as to hide his face, Arthur hurried to the spot on the edge of downtown where it cowered against the north side of an abandoned storefront. Thankfully, it was pretty far from the sheriff’s station, but Arthur wasn’t about to let his guard down just yet. He slotted the correct amount of change into it and dialed the number for the inn. He had to hope Nora would have the quick thinking to answer.

			She didn’t.

			Already, his plan was going to hell in a handbasket.

			As the Iris Inn’s voicemail message played, Arthur weighed his options. He could hang up and cut his losses, or he could leave a message and hope the right person heard it.

			“We hope to serve you well at the Iris Inn,” he heard his own voice say.

			Then Sal’s crackled over the top, “Iris out!” before the beep sounded. Hearing his husband’s recorded words hurt more than Arthur expected, but he forced himself to focus on the task at hand.

			“Ah, yes, hello…uh…this is Arthur. Arthur Miller. No relation to the playwright, of course. Owner and proprietor of the Iris Inn. Hello? Nora? If you’re there, would you kindly—”

			“Arthur?” Nora’s voice crackled. The pay phone truly was a relic of another time.

			“Nora!”

			“Is everything okay? I was just about to leave for the office.”

			“Well…that is a simple question that has a complicated answer.” Arthur leaned against the pay phone, eliciting a creaking sound that was altogether not confidence inspiring. “Do you suppose you might meet me somewhere on your way into town?”

			“Sure. The coffee shop?”

			“Ah…I was hoping we might rendezvous somewhere less conspicuous.”

			“Gotcha. How about the bait shop? It’s past the waterfront. It should be closed this time of year, so probably not a lot of traffic.”

			“Perfect. See you soon.” Arthur hung up, gave the surrounding area a cursory glance for any watchful eyes, then headed south.

			The bait shop was an old wooden building, only open during the peak of tourist season. It was technically part of Trident Falls, though it was a little past the welcome sign (which still read Trident Balls). In the shade of two interwoven willow trees was a rusted bench with patchy moss growing from cracks in the wood, but Arthur didn’t dare sit. The structural integrity of the bench aside, he had to be on alert, ready for anything.

			Nora didn’t take long. She pulled up in a silver Honda Accord and flashed him a smile as she got out.

			“I used to come here all the time as a kid.” Nora glanced up at the bait shop. “It’s seen better days, that’s for sure.”

			She wasn’t wrong. Loose shingles hung from the roof by a thread, and the gutters were in desperate need of cleaning. Arthur itched to climb up and, at the very least, clear out the worst of the buildup. If not for his fear of collapsing buildings, he might have done just that.

			Instead, he took his cues from Nora, who sat on the bench of dubious sturdiness without incident, and sat beside her.

			“Something we have in common.” Arthur smiled at the memory. “It still looks the same as it did back then. Better parking lot, though.”

			This was, of course, not an impressive statement. The parking lot was a whole two spaces, one of which was taken up by Nora’s car, and the other was full of old tires and tarps.

			“I didn’t realize this place had that much of a history. One day, we’ll have to compare notes about the rest of town. I’d love to put together a historical pamphlet or display or something. You could give a real eyewitness account of what this town was like back then.”

			Arthur nodded. “Mostly the same. Some things were a little bit better…There wasn’t a murderer on the loose for a start. And I suppose there was less vocalized hate of paranormals.”

			“Was there, though? Or were paranormals just not allowed in public, so no one needed to talk about them?” Nora asked.

			“That’s a very good point.”

			“It’s like how Oregon talks about being such a liberal haven…like it’s exempt from all the bigotry the rest of the country is dealing with just because they made it harder for us to actually live here. That’s why I left, you know.” She leaned back—a dangerous act in Arthur’s estimation—and sighed. “It’s why I came back, too.”

			A silence fell between them, not unlike the first leaf of autumn. A herald of something far colder to come.

			“I need to ask you something,” Arthur said finally.

			“I figured as much.” Nora didn’t turn to look at him. “You want to know about me and Quinn.”

			“It’s not for the reason you think—I promise, I’m not some gossip hound. That’s all Sal.” Arthur managed not to stumble over his name. He didn’t want Nora asking where his husband was.

			“I didn’t think you were.”

			“This is about the case,” Arthur said. “It’s just that the two of you are a mystery. Someone hurt Brody and killed the mayor, and now they’re trying to frame me. I suppose it doesn’t help anyone to beat around the bush…”

			“Oh, Arthur. I promise it wasn’t me. I wouldn’t hurt Brody, and as much as I disliked the mayor, my plan for dealing with him was much less violent.” Nora looked up then, turning a pitying gaze on Arthur. “And also I like you and Salvatore. Trust me, if I was going to commit murder and then pin it on someone else, I’d pick a person I dislike.”

			“Like Quinn?”

			Nora groaned. “You know what’s stupid? I thought she’d be happy to see me.”

			Arthur sat there for a moment, waiting for Sal to shout in victory or something, but of course he wasn’t there. He’d left.

			“Sal would be incredibly vindicated to know he was right about the two of you,” Arthur said instead. “He suspected there was some history you were hiding. Made you two look awfully suspicious, you know…”

			“Have you ever been to a party where you think you know someone, but when you go to say hello they introduce themself like it’s the first time you’ve met?”

			Arthur couldn’t help but laugh. “More than once. Salvatore is more of the partygoer, of course. I’m quite forgettable next to him.”

			“Well, that’s what my first day at city hall was like. This is my hometown, but you wouldn’t know it from the reception I’ve gotten.”

			“So, do you think Quinn is capable of murder?”

			“If you’d asked me a week ago, no. Today? Maybe…”

			“What changed?”

			“How she was acting this morning at brunch. She looked guilty about something. I can always tell.” Nora let out a long breath that whistled ever so slightly, an echo of the wind. “We grew up together. We were like those willows.” She pointed to the dark tree trunks covered in green moss behind them. “So intertwined, people treated us like a single unit. I liked that. It was like having…I don’t know, not a sister exactly, but she was family.” A laugh escaped her lips, small and sad. “But when we graduated…well…some things happened, and in the end, I wanted to leave, and she wanted to stay. Guess there was no real way to separate us without pain.”

			Arthur couldn’t think of anything to say to that, so he just nodded and tried not to dwell on Sal, his own inexorably entangled soulmate.

			“In the end, she cared more about the politics of this town, and I cared more about getting out. I wanted to make a difference somewhere. Took me the better part of a decade to realize I could make a difference right here. Or at least I can try. If Quinn could just get over herself…I swear, that girl wants to be mayor so badly she’s forgotten to actually care about why. If she killed Mayor Roth, that’s probably the reason.”

			“I don’t want to be mayor.”

			Arthur and Nora whipped around to see Quinn lurking behind the conjoined trunks. She looked much the same as she had at brunch, only a bit windblown with bits of twig and leaf in her pinned-up hair.

			Nora scoffed. “Of course you’re here.”

			“And I heard everything.” Quinn stepped into the open and put her hands on her hips. “I don’t want to be mayor, and I resent the implication that I would do something so horrible just to get ahead.”

			“Oh, so you’ve suddenly grown a conscience, is that it?” Nora stood and mimicked Quinn’s pose. “I don’t remember you having such qualms about getting ahead when we were kids.”

			Arthur rose to his feet as well, casting his gaze about for others. He felt so precarious here, and not just because of the rickety bench. The sheriff might have followed Quinn. He might have followed Nora, for that matter.

			“How did you find us?” Arthur asked.

			“I forgot my purse at the inn so I had to go back for it and…I got a little nosy, I guess.” Quinn shrugged. “You know, when you leave a voicemail on one of those machines and someone picks up partway through, it still records the whole conversation.”

			“So, what’s the plan? Kill us here without any witnesses?” Arthur knew he was reaching, but he couldn’t help it. Without Salvatore beside him, he felt like a rogue hot-air balloon—loose on the wind with no real navigational tools.

			“No, that would be stupid, right?” Quinn asked, brow furrowed. “If I was actually the murderer—which I’m not—it would be a lot harder to frame you if I killed you, too. Also, wouldn’t I want an audience for that sort of thing? Then I could claim to be protecting the town all heroically or something.”

			Arthur took a step back. “For someone who claims not to be a killer, you’ve put a lot of thought into this…”

			Quinn shook her head. “Sorry. I had a murder podcast phase.”

			Arthur exchanged a look with Nora, hoping he could convey the seriousness of the situation through his gaze alone. He didn’t know what a podcast was, but it sounded dangerous.

			“Oh, no, Arthur, it’s okay,” Nora said. “Podcasts are just like radio, but on demand. She’s saying she used to listen to a lot of true crime audio stories.”

			“Sounds like the sort of thing a murderer might do,” Arthur hedged, but even he had to admit his evidence was shaky at best.

			“Yeah, or like half of all millennial women in the 2010s,” Quinn muttered.

			“These radio shows don’t explain your behavior at brunch this morning,” Arthur pressed. “You were upset when you learned Brody hadn’t been the one to break into your office Thursday night.”

			Quinn looked at her shoes—which gleamed a shiny, scuff-free black despite how she’d just popped out of the woods—and spoke, her voice subdued. “First thing Friday morning I called Trip Young to tell him his son had trespassed at city hall. I told him I didn’t want to go to the police about it, but I know Brody got in trouble. Half the town saw Dr. Young yelling at Brody that afternoon. But he was still out tagging when he got attacked. If I’d gone to the sheriff, or if I hadn’t told Dr. Young, maybe Brody wouldn’t have been there, acting out.” She shook her head slowly. “He had nothing to do with the break-in. I accused an innocent teenager of a crime, and now he—”

			Her words cut off, hanging in the air among them.

			“You’re not responsible for what happened to Brody Young,” Arthur said softly. “Assuming you didn’t attack him.”

			“I didn’t hurt anyone.” Quinn looked up, squaring her shoulders. “Anyway, if anyone here is guilty, it’s Nora.”

			“Me?” Nora exclaimed, pointing to herself. “Seriously, Quinn? You think I’m a killer?”

			“You certainly were mercenary enough when you left. Didn’t even say goodbye, did you? Maybe you’re the one who wants to be mayor badly enough to kill for it.” Quinn crossed her arms and stared daggers at Nora. “Besides, you were there at the inn the night he died. Who’s to say the two of you didn’t conspire?”

			“Let me get this straight,” Arthur said, leaving a painful pause for an absent Sal to crack a joke about heterosexuality. “We’re all suspicious, we all don’t have alibis, and now we’re all here accusing each other while the real killer is sitting pretty, probably laughing at us somewhere.”

			Quinn and Nora didn’t tear their eyes off each other, each glaring furiously.

			“Might it behoove us to stop trying to scapegoat one another and instead put our heads together?” Arthur asked hesitantly.

			“I wouldn’t work with her if you paid me,” Quinn grumbled.

			“They literally are paying you!” Nora threw her hands up. “We both want what’s best for this town, right? Why can’t we just set our differences aside and be professional? I don’t know what else I can do, Quinn.”

			“You could say you’re sorry,” Arthur said so quietly he almost didn’t realize he’d spoken aloud until both Nora and Quinn were staring at him. “Well…you could. It sounds to me like Quinn doesn’t trust you because of how you left. Is that right?”

			“I mean…yeah…” Quinn said.

			Nora threw down her hands. “Of course I’m sorry,” she said. “Obviously.”

			“Not obviously.” Quinn set her jaw and narrowed her eyes. “You never said it.”

			Nora’s lip quivered slightly, but she squared her shoulders and continued. “Why is this all on me, anyway? You know why I left. I couldn’t stay after—”

			“Seriously? Is this about the city council internship? Because I turned it down.”

			Arthur felt rather like a third wheel in their strange but necessary conversation. He stood as still as a statue as they volleyed back and forth, rehashing events he didn’t have the faintest knowledge of.

			“You stabbed me in the back, Quinn. You knew how long I worked on my application—you even helped me with it! How could you just swipe it out from under me?”

			Quinn shook her head so violently her bun fell out into a loose ponytail. “No, no, I didn’t want the internship.”

			“Bull.”

			“I didn’t! I wanted you to stay, Nora. I tried to turn it down, tell them to take you instead, but you’d already gone.”

			“Yeah, well, it was obvious I wasn’t going to get anywhere here. They picked you and the mayor’s nephew. Two typical white kids for their mediocre white town. They were never going to give me a chance. I had to leave, don’t you get it?”

			Quinn’s shoulders slumped.

			“Why did you even apply if you didn’t want it?” Nora asked, almost a whisper.

			“I heard they were taking two interns…I thought it would be fun, us working together. I thought maybe it would convince you to stay after we graduated.” Quinn hung her head, jaw slack. “I didn’t tell you because I wanted it to be a surprise, but obviously that backfired.”

			“I was so angry…” Nora spoke as if through a dream, pulling memories up by the roots and laying them bare. “I didn’t want to talk to you ever again.”

			“Yeah, I got that when you stopped responding to my emails and calls. Eventually I just stopped trying. And when you showed up again out of the blue, I guess all those feelings came back. It was like I was eighteen again and you’d abandoned me.” Quinn sighed heavily. “And I guess it must have felt like that for you, too. Like I’d betrayed you.”

			“Sounds like we both have reasons to be sorry.” Nora took a step forward, then another and another until they were only a few feet apart. She extended her hand, palm up.

			Quinn shook it, blinking rapidly. Her eyes shone with unshed tears, but there was a small, reserved smile on her lips. Nora returned the expression.

			Arthur could almost feel Sal’s breath on his neck, whispering, Now kiss. But, of course, that was only an invention of his mind. Someday maybe he would get to tell Sal how right he’d been. For now, he’d have to be content with witnessing the beginnings of reconciliation.

			“As lovely as this is, perhaps we should turn our attention back to the matter at hand,” Arthur said, stepping forward with a little wave. Quite pathetic, probably, but effective nonetheless.

			Nora and Quinn, hands clasped, turned to face him. Judging by their expressions, they’d both quite forgotten he was present.

			“Oh god, yeah. Sorry,” Nora said.

			“Oh no…” Quinn bit her lip. “Arthur, I’m so sorry.”

			“It’s fine. I’m used to being ignored, I just—”

			“Not about that,” Quinn cut in. “About them.”

			A siren hit the air and flashing blue and red lights danced in the trees.

			Arthur turned slowly on the spot to face a line of police cars, including the sheriff’s green Mustang.

			“Arthur Miller, you’re under arrest!” McMartin shouted.

			It was the moment Arthur had been dreading since Lore told him his bite marks matched Brody’s wound. But despite himself, Arthur smiled as he handed his umbrella to Nora and raised his hands above his head. If Quinn and Nora were innocent, that left one suspect. And now he would be in the perfect position to interrogate him.
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			The police station was no more inspiring from the inside of the jail cell than the outside. Arthur wondered if whoever had built the place had a personal grudge against colors other than off-white and tan, or if the effect was accidental. Perhaps if Sheriff McMartin were the culprit, he hadn’t always been a homicidal jerk. Maybe staring at the plain walls and drab architecture here had driven him to it. No wonder Salvatore’s harmonica had sounded so sad.

			Arthur sighed and leaned his head against the wall. Thinking about Salvatore sent an unpleasant spike of pain through his chest, feeling as lethal as a wooden stake, and it came with an undercurrent of worry. If his many stories were true, Sal was pretty crafty in a crisis, and he’d survived far worse than relocating to another country to evade authorities. But the Sal Arthur had been married to for sixty-odd years was different from the Sal of legend. The man wouldn’t even go to the dentist, for crying out loud. As Arthur’s thoughts wound in circles and he fretted over what might become of the man he loved—and what would become of them as partners—the ache in his chest deepened and spread like roots.

			When McMartin appeared in the doorway of his office, his leading-man smugness was back in the curve of his smirk and the fold of his arms across his chest.

			“You know there are no cameras here,” Arthur said. “At least not the kind you want to be in front of.”

			McMartin frowned for a fleeting moment, then his grin returned. “Snap at me all you want, vamp. I finally got you.”

			Arthur grimaced. He’d spent the last few days trying to stay civil with McMartin—they were both investigating the same murder, after all—but there was no need now. Arthur was behind bars for a crime he was becoming more and more certain the sheriff himself had committed. It would certainly explain a lot, like the sheriff’s gross incompetence and his disappointment when he’d learned of the FPI’s impending arrival. Yes, it all made a great deal more sense if, instead of simply lacking the skill to properly direct the investigation, Sheriff McMartin had orchestrated it all to appear that way, all the while pinning the murder on someone else.

			He would’ve preferred to solve this crime outside a jail cell, of course, but this would have to do. At least now he had a chance to really question McMartin. Maybe Arthur could lull him into a false sense of security after the arrest, make him say things he wouldn’t normally admit to.

			“Indeed,” Arthur said, letting his shoulders slump dramatically. “You got me.”

			The sheriff reddened and puffed up his chest. “Have to say, I’m surprised you gave up so easily.”

			“What makes you think I’ve given up?” Arthur straightened his back and lifted his chin, trying to look as imposing as possible, but he wasn’t sure what the effect was. Sal was always better at this sort of thing.

			“Keep pretending. But tomorrow morning when the FPI shows up to take you into federal custody, I’m going to hand them a perfectly solved case file.”

			“I wonder if they’ll find the details a little too neat.” Arthur stepped closer to the bars, staring McMartin down. “Almost like fiction.”

			With a huff, the sheriff rolled his eyes. “Please. You were sloppy; you got caught. Happens every day.”

			Arthur raised a brow. “Every day…sure.” Trident Falls wasn’t exactly a hotbed of criminal activity. In the past fifty years, there had only been one other murder, and McMartin certainly hadn’t solved that one. The low crime rate was one of the reasons Arthur had been eager to move here in the first place.

			“Open and shut!” the sheriff boomed.

			“It makes a good story,” Arthur conceded with a shrug. “But we both know the truth. I didn’t hurt Brody Young. You did.”

			“I told you last night, I had no reason to hurt him.”

			“Then how come I don’t believe you?” Arthur began to pace across his cell—a short distance, but the movement did the trick all the same. McMartin’s eyes followed him like a pendulum. “You paid Brody off. He could’ve come back asking for more money. He could’ve threatened to tell everyone about the movie—”

			“Just—keep your voice down,” McMartin said, tossing a glance over his shoulder at the one other deputy in the station. It was late, and she didn’t seem to care what was going on in the universe outside her phone screen. For once Arthur was thankful for modern people’s obsession with technology.

			“Why? Afraid you’ll have to silence someone else? Frame them like you framed me?”

			McMartin made a confused face. “What? How could I have framed you?”

			Arthur’s foot scuffed the floor with a squeak of rubber on concrete, and he paused on the far side of the cell. Salvatore’s absence was an acute silence. There was no quip about the sheriff’s inability to pull off such a plot, no jab at his intelligence or competence. There was just Arthur behind bars, McMartin looking in, and the facts they both knew hanging heavy between them.

			“You have access to all the case data, you control the police report, and I wouldn’t put it past you to falsify records to make the pieces fit together. Dr. Young probably gave you my dental impression ages ago, which you used to fake Brody’s bite. But I’m actually more concerned with who you might hurt next.”

			McMartin shook his head. “I don’t even know why I’m bothering to talk to you.”

			“Don’t you?” Arthur said, lifting his chin. “It’s obvious to me.”

			“Enlighten me.”

			“You want to frustrate or intimidate a confession out of me so you can hand the FPI a completely wrapped-up case. You’re afraid if they do any of their own investigating, or even talk to me too long, they’ll realize who the real culprit is.”

			“Keep spinning those lies,” McMartin huffed. “You’re the only one who believes them.”

			“I’m going to tell them about you, of course,” Arthur pressed on, lowering his voice so the deputy wouldn’t overhear. “They’re going to be very interested in why you, by your own admission, gave Brody Young hush money. Your so-called alibi will be pretty flimsy when they go looking.”

			“My alibi is solid, like I told you last night.”

			“You wouldn’t even tell us what it was. Am I supposed to just take it on faith?”

			“I don’t have to tell two random vampires anything about my personal life!” McMartin growled, face moving dangerously close to the bars. If Arthur had designs on escaping by less than respectable means, a few inches more and McMartin would be in biting range.

			“Or, the simpler explanation, that you have no alibi because you were the one who attacked Brody.”

			“Saying that over and over won’t make it true, and the FPI agents will never buy it.” McMartin’s smirk was triumphant, as good as a confession to Arthur.

			“I suppose we’ll have to see what the FPI thinks when they look into you. The corrupt sheriff…I guess it’s a cliché for a reason.”

			Some of the redness faded from McMartin’s face. He looked a little shaken. Good. Arthur wanted him afraid, wanted the guilt of what he’d done to push him to confess.

			Arthur pressed on. “Do you think the FPI will bother to keep the truth about your movie a secret? Or will it be all over the entertainment news by Monday evening? Certainly everyone in town will know.”

			Pale beneath his fake tan, McMartin’s smug self-assuredness was finally gone. “They don’t care about that sort of thing.”

			“They’ll care because it was motive for attempted murder. What will that do to your eventual reelection campaign?” Arthur asked.

			“As soon as they see proof of my alibi, they’ll clear me.”

			“Since you refuse to tell me what it is, I have no choice but to assume you’re lying.” Arthur crossed his arms and fixed the sheriff with his best impression of a coy smile. “Come on, what was it? Seeing a married woman? Committing some other crime?”

			“No, it was—I was—” McMartin glanced at his oblivious deputy and stepped right up to the bars. “I was recording some new audition material. My agent dropped me because of the movie thing, so I’m looking for a new one.”

			Arthur paused. Well, that wasn’t what he’d expected. But it was probably a lie. “Auditions? Why are you so hesitant to show me, then? Isn’t an audition something meant to be seen?”

			“It’s what I’m auditioning for that you wouldn’t understand.” He crossed his arms, shoulders hunched.

			“I’m certain if you explain yourself properly, I will. You’re the industry professional, after all.” Every good detective knew when to butter up a suspect.

			“Fine.” McMartin took out his phone, then hesitated. “You ever hear of the show Love Is Dead?”

			Arthur perked up. “Sal and I watch every week, in fact.” Or, they had. Now he wasn’t certain they’d ever view another episode together.

			“They’re looking for a new host, so I thought I’d throw my hat into the ring.” The sheriff tapped his phone screen a few times and turned it to Arthur. The video played.

			A close-cropped recording showed a glossy-faced McMartin wearing an onyx tuxedo and a cellophane smile. He gestured as he spoke, arms cutting in and out of the frame.

			“Find out what happens when love bites back, this week on Love Is Dead!” McMartin said into the camera. And, unfortunately, it didn’t stop there. “Sasha and Maurine’s love for the Count is neck and neck! There’s more than just their hearts at stake.” He hit all the puns with a bit too much force. Sal probably would have loved it.

			The time stamp on the video was from last night—just after eight p.m., right around the time Brody had been attacked. Perhaps this was all a little too convenient, though.

			“What would someone like you be doing auditioning for a show about matching humans with vampires? You hate paranormals!” Arthur said. And, because Sal wasn’t here to be dramatic for him, he continued. “Perhaps this is one of those deepfakes you claim to fear so much.”

			McMartin rolled his eyes. “If you want to get cast in good roles, you have to suck up to paranormals. Everything’s about diversity these days. Can’t get a job as a regular joe anymore.”

			Arthur nearly pointed out that the sheriff did, in fact, have a job—and a fairly powerful one, at that, despite being regular—but he held back. Now wasn’t the time for that particular argument.

			“Everyone sells out. I just have to bite my tongue, at least until the residuals start paying out.”

			As idiotic as he sounded, Arthur found himself believing the sheriff—about his alibi, not the nature of Hollywood. McMartin wasn’t some villainous mastermind, after all. Just a startlingly inept man with far too much unearned confidence. Arthur had pinned his hopes on the wrong man, and now he was stuck in jail, with his main suspect cleared. He should have run away with Salvatore. He should have given up this whole detective thing long ago. Trident Falls was determined to believe in his guilt. Salvatore’s words rang in his ears from what felt like eons ago, but in reality it had been only a little over forty-eight hours.

			If they don’t want us, I don’t know why you’d want them.

			But Arthur couldn’t help it—he wanted Trident Falls, or at least what it represented, more than he’d wanted much of anything over the years. No matter how the world kept rejecting him for being a vampire, for being odd, for being himself—he couldn’t give up.

			McMartin coughed and gave Arthur a smug look. “I have some actual work to do. Gotta get your case file finished for the handoff tomorrow. You may as well get comfortable in there.”

			Arthur returned to his perch on the hard bench, slumping as McMartin closed himself up in his office. Arthur had only just begun the descent into what promised to be a very long, drawn-out, poorly attended pity party when a familiar pattern of clacking heels approached. He looked up, not realizing he’d known Nora long enough to recognize her gait from sound alone.

			Despite himself, and the situation, he shrugged on a smile and stood to greet her. “Been a while, hasn’t it?”

			“Oh, ages.” She returned his smile, but it faltered almost immediately. “I should’ve known she was following me. I can’t believe she led the police right to you.”

			“That wasn’t your fault. This was bound to happen eventually.” He tried to sound chipper, but Arthur could hardly summon the energy to shrug off his defeat. “Besides, it wasn’t Quinn who led them to me. That voicemail I left at the inn wasn’t exactly my brightest moment.”

			“Do you think Theo will be able to get you out of here?” Her voice held a tinge of hopefulness that wasn’t convincing either of them.

			“Not this time. There’s evidence. And now I have no more suspects.”

			“Does that mean you’ve cleared me and Quinn?” she asked wryly.

			“Sorry about all that. I had to exhaust all my options before letting the sheriff take me in.” Arthur rubbed at his eyes, exhaustion suddenly overtaking him. “In truth, I thought it was the sheriff, but he finally showed me his alibi and it’s…solid. So now I’m back to square one.”

			“It was a good guess.” Nora frowned. “Although, now that I think about it, I’m not sure the sheriff has the brains to really pull this sort of thing off.”

			“That’s what Sal…” Arthur had been about to attribute the thought to his very absent husband when, in fact, it had been only his imagination. “That’s what Sal would say if he were here,” he finished.

			“Where is he, by the way?”

			Arthur shrugged, the tightness in his throat a harbinger of tears.

			“No!” Nora gasped. “He wouldn’t just leave you. I may not have known you for very long, but even I know a devoted husband when I see one.”

			“We…had a fight,” Arthur croaked. “He refused to stay; I refused to run away with him. I couldn’t leave without solving the case.”

			“Arthur Miller, no relation!” Nora cocked an eyebrow. “You may be stupider than our bumbling sheriff.”

			Arthur shook his head. “Staying was the right thing to do. Sal doesn’t care about finding the real scoundrel who did this—he’d rather move on than try to fix this mess. You know, he once shattered a vase that belonged to some duchess or other three hundred years ago and to this day he won’t set foot in Prague.”

			“Yes, but you aren’t in Prague.” Nora cleared her throat, seeming to correctly guess that Arthur wasn’t in the mood to argue the point. “What’s next, then?”

			Arthur flopped back down onto the bench. “I suppose I’ll be here until the FPI arrives to take me into their custody.”

			“You’re just giving up?” Nora’s voice rose and the deputy finally glanced up from her desk.

			Arthur didn’t dare say more with her attention on him, so he angled his body toward Nora and whispered, “I’m afraid I’m not the detective I thought I was.” Saying it aloud was harder than he’d anticipated. It had all seemed so clear, so cut-and-dried, before seeing the sheriff’s alibi. “We may never know who hurt Brody, especially if it was just a random vampire attack.” It was possible some other vampire with fangs similar to Arthur’s had come through town and happened upon Brody. Possible, though not likely. Truly, Arthur’s luck was terrible.

			“Well, I don’t know about all that.” Nora perked up. “That’s what I came to tell you. I spoke with Lore, who spoke to the doctor, and it looks like Brody is showing signs of waking up. If he does, and he saw his attacker, he can clear your name.”

			“That’s wonderful,” Arthur said, but it didn’t feel wonderful. It didn’t feel like anything. Brody might wake up, or he might not. Plenty of other things could go wrong, too. He could refuse to talk or have no memory of who hurt him. And there was still the huge issue of Brody’s own guilt in the murder of George Roth. Even worse was the prospect that Brody himself might wake up less alive than he’d been before. Would the FPI believe the word of another vampire, a freshly made one at that?

			Arthur worried a loose thread on the hem of his jacket, staring at the floor. “Is he showing any signs of turning?”

			“Not that the doctors have noticed. He’s stable, and still very much alive. So don’t give up hope, okay?” Nora rapped her knuckles on the bars to get his attention. “And you’re not a bad detective. This whole thing has been a mess.”

			Arthur nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

			Nora hesitated. “I have to go back to city hall. More work to be done.”

			“But it’s Sunday.” Which meant tomorrow was Monday. Tomorrow would bring the FPI and Arthur would likely be transferred to their custody. Part of him didn’t want anyone to see him—not even Nora, who’d been nothing but kind. He didn’t need witnesses to his lowest moment. “You deserve a night off.”

			“Maybe next Sunday. You and Salvatore can cook a big elaborate dinner and I can catch up on old seasons of Love Is Dead.”

			“Sounds perfect.” Arthur held her gaze for a moment, smiling sadly and hoping that could come to pass. Maybe if not next Sunday, then someday.
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			When the sun set, Arthur felt like he was finally exhaling a breath he’d been holding all day. Not that it did anything to lessen his anxiety about Brody Young and the possible killer still on the loose. The edge of alertness nighttime gave vampires wouldn’t do him any good in jail. It was the vampiric equivalent of drinking just enough caffeine to make one’s heart race without any of the positive side effects of the drug.

			The police station was nearly empty now. Even McMartin had gone home. Only one deputy remained, the one who’d been very absorbed in her phone. Now she was clearly sleeping, arms pillowing her head on her desk. Arthur envied her that. He couldn’t sleep. There was no time.

			He needed to solve this case before the sun rose. He needed to think. And he needed to think about more than the fact that he needed to think.

			It was easier said than done. Each time he felt on the cusp of a breakthrough, he was jarred from his thoughts by a noise. It sounded like someone was sharpening a pencil in the distance or scratching on a very quiet chalkboard. He glanced up at the deputy, who was still slumbering silently. Perhaps it was an overactive imagination or a raccoon in the alley behind the station making a meal of someone’s rubbish bins.

			Closing his eyes, Arthur massaged his temples and tried to focus on the facts. George Roth was dead, and Brody Young was in critical condition. He’d solved the first case, but the second…Unless…the cases were connected…but perhaps not in the way he’d originally thought. He’d believed Brody Young had murdered the mayor, that whoever hurt Brody was out for revenge or else had some unrelated motive, but there was another option.

			Maybe Brody hadn’t killed the mayor at all.

			Maybe the same person had committed both crimes.

			Jumping to his feet, Arthur raised his hand in triumph…and let it fall to his side with a soft smack. Now he had two unsolved cases instead of one.

			“One step forward, two steps back,” he lamented, leaning against the bars with a sigh.

			Silence punctuated by the odd scratching noise was his only reply. He wished terribly that he had someone to talk it through with. He was better at deductive reasoning when he could puzzle through things aloud. All the fictional detectives had a sidekick for this very reason. Even Rumble would be a better conversation partner than the empty jail cell.

			If he couldn’t talk, at least he could walk—back and forth along the short length of the jail cell. On the third turn of the small square, his shoe met something soft and he nearly tripped.

			There was a squeak, and Arthur found the source of the noise. A little gray mouse scurried away, through the bars, leaving a trail of crumbs from Arthur’s half-eaten dinner in its wake.

			“Must be nice to be so small,” he said, rather alarmed to find he envied a mouse. Despite it all, Arthur smiled. The mouse was cute, though he probably wouldn’t have thought so if it had been in his kitchen. “Don’t suppose you have any idea who killed the mayor?”

			Though he’d spoken quietly, the mouse paused and turned its beady eyes on Arthur.

			“Don’t run off, little friend, I won’t hurt you. You’re lucky Rumble isn’t here, though.” That sent another spike of pain through Arthur’s chest. He missed Rumble already. It was silly. She was only a cat.

			The mouse’s nose twitched, but it didn’t return to the crust of bread it had stolen. Instead, it turned to fully face Arthur, paws clasped together in front of it as though it were a child settling in for story time.

			Arthur sat on the floor. From this vantage point he could still see the mouse. “You want to hear what I’ve got so far?”

			He didn’t wait for a response. Not that he expected to get one from a mouse.

			“Here’s the thing, I thought Brody had to be the one who killed the mayor, but what if he didn’t? Motive, means, and opportunity…” He ticked them off on his fingers. “He just doesn’t have all three. He didn’t seem to have any dealings with him directly, and it’s not like Brody was interested in local politics. Yes, his friends were vandals, but that’s not exactly the slippery slope to real crime people seem to think it is. So why would he kill the mayor? There’s no good reason for that.”

			The mouse blinked a few times and dragged its crust around to nibble while Arthur carried on.

			“Yes, of course, you’re right. There is no good reason to murder someone, I suppose.” Arthur shrugged and scooted closer to the bars. “I just can’t figure out who would want to attack Brody. It doesn’t make any sense.”

			The mouse, finished with the small scrap of bread it had stolen, began to look around the office—probably for its next snack—tiny nose twitching furiously.

			“Here you go, buddy.” Arthur ripped another corner of bread from his sandwich. He couldn’t bring himself to eat more than a few bites, though he had availed himself of the chips, finding comfort in the simple combination of salt and potatoes. “Someone may as well eat it.”

			The mouse scurried forward to take the bread from Arthur’s hand and went to town, nibbling at the crust with renewed vigor.

			“While I have you here,” Arthur began, hooking his fingers around the bars and leaning in close toward the mouse before continuing on. “What if I’m making a mistake in considering both attacks as independent incidents? What if—and hear me out on this—Brody and the mayor were attacked by the same person?”

			The mouse didn’t dignify that with a response. Probably because it was a mouse, rather than any qualitative judgment of Arthur’s theory.

			“Yes, yes, you’re right, of course. Go back to the basics. Motive, means, and opportunity.”

			The mouse had said no such thing, but in this moment, on the floor of a jail cell, without his husband or his cat or even a friend in sight, Arthur found it easier to pretend his subconscious was a hungry rodent than to face the fact that he was talking to himself.

			“Motive is a dead end, really—pun not intended.”

			The mouse looked at him expectantly.

			“Okay, fine. Pun intended. No one’s perfect.” He wished Sal was there to appreciate it. “But really, motive doesn’t get me very far. If Brody didn’t kill the mayor, maybe he knows who did, so they might have tried to kill him to keep him from ratting them out.”

			The mouse stared unblinkingly.

			“Really? You’re a mouse, not a rat. Don’t tell me you take offense.” Arthur shrugged and tore another piece of bread from the remains of his sandwich. “Noted.”

			He rocked back and crossed his legs beneath him as he pondered this new thread of inquiry. If he took motive out of the equation and instead focused on means and opportunity…

			“Someone attacked Brody Young with the intent of framing me. Someone faked a vampire bite and made it match my teeth. I know what you’re thinking—evil vampire twin—but no, I was an only child, and the attack on Brody couldn’t have been done by a real vampire, or he’d be turning by now.” He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Yes, yes, I know you’re not thinking that. You’re only thinking about bread.”

			It was what Sal would think, though. It was what Sal would say.

			Arthur pushed away the hurt and pulled the food tray forward for easier access. Feeding the mouse was about all he was good for right now anyway, so he may as well do a decent job of it.

			“Let’s assume whoever framed me did so with plain old-fashioned science, shall we? So they had to have access to my dental records. That narrows the list significantly.” Arthur began ticking names off on his fingers. He would have rather written them in his notebook, but alas, McMartin had taken it from him. “The sheriff, of course—though I suppose I have to concede his innocence now that I’ve seen his alibi. Lore could have falsified the report to point to me, though I doubt it. She seemed awfully sorry to implicate me at all.”

			The mouse stared with wide black eyes.

			Arthur stared back, and even though Sal wasn’t there to say it, the thought drop-kicked him right in the brain.

			It was the dentist.

			“He was far too distraught about the attack on his son, no, no. I shouldn’t even think it.”

			But think it he did, the idea festering and flourishing in his mind. Trip Young would have been able to use Arthur’s mold to create the appearance of a vampire bite on Brody’s neck—one that would implicate Arthur. And he knew Arthur and Sal were out looking for his son. He had the means and the opportunity and the information to set Arthur up to take the fall.

			He just didn’t have a motive.

			“Why, though?” Arthur asked aloud. “Why would the dentist want his own son dead?”

			The mouse had no comment on that either, just greedy eyes that followed the path of Arthur’s hand as he pulled a slice of pepper jack free from the sandwich and passed it through the bars.

			“It could be he was upset that Brody killed the mayor, but…” Arthur shook his head. The idea that Brody had actually killed the mayor seemed less and less plausible the more he thought about it. Even though people assumed Brody was anti-paranormal, his actions spoke otherwise. But that assumption had to come from somewhere. “They disagreed about paranormals…so that’s something, I guess. The mayor was anti-paranormal, so I suppose Brody might have been trying to take a stand, but then why try to frame me and Sal? It’s inconsistent.”

			If only Nora could have stayed to chat, maybe he could have worked it out. A mouse wasn’t exactly the best conversation partner, and no amount of back-and-forth would tell him why the Youngs were so tangled up in the death of George Roth.

			“Brody killing him doesn’t make sense. None of this does. But he was there, at the park that night, moving something that certainly looked like a body. Dr. Young told us—”

			Arthur paused. If Dr. Young was an attempted murderer, that put everything he’d told them into question.

			“Brody was out past curfew—we know that’s true because of the security footage—but his friends said Brody had to leave early because of his curfew. So why didn’t he go home?” Arthur didn’t bother looking to the mouse for an answer. “He just…stopped randomly in the park to commit murder? How would he have even known the mayor was there?”

			Arthur got to his feet and began pacing again, much to the chagrin of the mouse, who darted forward to continue its meal while weaving in and out of Arthur’s legs.

			“The Youngs only have the one car, so…” Arthur stopped in his tracks. So did the mouse. “What if Dr. Young didn’t call his son to tell him to come home? What if he called him to meet him at the park? If he wanted to move a body, he’d need the truck.”

			The implications were chilling to say the least, and it was hard to make a vampire feel cold.

			“Do you think Trip Young killed George Roth?” Arthur whispered to his mouse friend.

			It turned to him and shrugged.

			Arthur blinked. “Can you understand me?” It couldn’t possibly. Arthur must’ve imagined the motion.

			But then the mouse nodded. A distinct up-and-down movement of its head.

			“What? But that’s impossible—I…” Arthur trailed off. Mice were nocturnal. Creatures of the night. Perhaps the incident with the raccoons hadn’t been a fluke after all. And if Arthur’s powers really were beginning to activate, that meant he had a lot more in his arsenal than his confidence in his own innocence and a hazy understanding of the facts of the case.

			“Can you do me a favor?” Arthur lowered himself back to the mouse’s level. “If you can understand me, maybe you can help me get out of here. Please?”

			The mouse looked longingly at the sandwich and, more pointedly, at the empty bag of chips beside it.

			“I’ll buy you an entire bag from the vending machine on my way out. I promise.”

			With a happy squeak, the mouse scurried away.

			Arthur sat in silence for a long moment. Maybe the mouse couldn’t understand him at all and he was just losing his grip. At least Sal wasn’t here to witness his failure. But after a few minutes, a light jangling sound filled the quiet station. The mouse returned, dragging a ring of keys. Arthur stood up.

			“Are those the keys to the cell?” Arthur whispered.

			The mouse gave him a cutting look as if to say Obviously. It dragged them between the bars of the cell easily. Arthur picked them up, and a smile—a real one—spread slowly across his lips.

			“Thanks, little friend. Just a moment and I’ll get you those chips.”

			Slowly, so as not to make too much noise, Arthur found the right key and turned the lock. The cell door creaked open.

			The sleeping deputy stirred. Arthur froze. Even the mouse didn’t move. The deputy exhaled a breath, then seemed to settle.

			With careful steps, Arthur made it to the vending machine. They’d taken his wallet when he’d been arrested, so he cast his gaze about for an alternative. Next to the coffee station were two plastic cups labeled Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter, both filled with loose change, probably for some office poll.

			Arthur scoffed and whispered, “Not on my watch,” before emptying the latter into his hand. He slid the coins into the vending machine and selected the chips.

			Unfortunately, he’d forgotten to account for how loud vending machines could be.

			The mouse squeaked a warning, but it was too late.

			The machine whirred to life and the bag of chips dropped and slid through the door at the bottom.

			The deputy’s even breaths stopped. “Hey, what?” She lifted her head and blinked, bleary-eyed.

			Arthur popped the bag open, tossed it on the ground, and said, “I do believe you have a vermin problem.” Then he bolted for the front door, the deputy swearing at the empty jail cell he’d left behind.

			Arthur didn’t pause to look back. He didn’t have time to spare. Because he had a pretty good idea of why Dr. Young might have tried to kill his son…and if Arthur was right, the dentist was going to finish the job tonight.
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			As Arthur ran toward the hospital, he almost expected flashing red and blue lights and a SWAT team to descend upon him or something comparably dramatic, but this was Trident Falls. No doubt the deputy would call McMartin, but Arthur had a head start. It would take a miracle for the sheriff to mobilize quickly enough to stop him. Plus, as Arthur’s legs carried him toward the hospital, he found his steps lighter and faster. It was as if his feet barely brushed the earth and…perhaps that was the case. After all, it was night, and his other powers had already started to prove active and useful.

			Getting to the hospital was easy, but getting in and finding Brody Young’s room, well after visiting hours were over, wasn’t so simple. The hospital in Trident Falls was at the edge of town, its bright lights flooding the area no matter the hour. Arthur paused by the main entrance, searching the signage for a clue. On the glass covering the blessedly empty, and sadly locked, lobby was a sticker sporting black-and-white shapes inside a square—a QR code, Salvatore had once called it. In this moment and this moment only, Arthur wished he’d given in and let Salvatore buy him a smartphone. If he had one, he could at least call someone for help, though he wasn’t sure whom he’d call. Salvatore was long gone, and while Nora was acting mayor, she might not have enough sway with McMartin to get him to believe her.

			Arthur turned away from the main entrance. It was late enough that he’d be noticed skulking around all the normal entry points. There had to be a better way inside. He was a vampire, after all, and a very resourceful one at that.

			Lapping the outside of the building, Arthur spied the automatic doors of the emergency room entrance, and through them a bored-looking attendant behind a desk. That wouldn’t do—for once, Arthur didn’t want to make small talk. Instead, he looked for a back entrance. Voices floated to him along with the cloying scent of an artificial fruit flavor. Keeping to the shadows, he paused and spotted three hospital employees in mismatched scrubs talking near the back door. One of them held a vape pen, exhaling a sickly sweet vapor into the air. Arthur wrinkled his nose. He’d never been much for smoking or smoking-adjacent activities, but if one was to indulge, he was a firm believer in pipes. They had a sort of classic charm to them. Besides, Sherlock Holmes used one, and Arthur was reluctant to criticize anything the great Sherlock Holmes endorsed, fictional though he might be.

			“Really gruesome head wound on the second floor,” said one of them.

			“No way. I saw him come in. Barely had a concussion,” said the one with the vape pen. “You’ll have to do better than that, Carl.”

			Arthur crouched behind a Volkswagen Bug in the parking lot to observe. He couldn’t enter without being noticed by the employees enjoying their break. Then again, maybe being seen wasn’t so bad—he could ask for directions. One of them was bound to know what room Brody Young was in, and it was dark enough that they might not recognize him as a vampire. Perhaps he could even warn them directly of the danger to Brody’s life. Someone had to protect that boy.

			“The guy in twelve sneezed earlier and blew his stitches. That was kinda gross,” said another wearing a surgical mask.

			The first one, Carl, groaned. “I hate it when that happens.”

			“Neither of those beats mine. Face it, kid bitten by vampire is the weirdest case we’ve had all week.” Vape pen held out his other hand, flashing a grin Arthur could see all the way from his hiding spot. “Pay up!”

			The other two slapped money into his hand.

			“One of these days I’ll get assigned to a cool paranormal case,” said surgical mask.

			“You’re scared of your own shadow, man. They’re never letting you on the third floor.”

			As Arthur debated his next move, the hospital employees made for the entrance, their break over.

			It was now or never. A life was on the line.

			The employees entered the building, leaving the door to slowly close behind them. Arthur darted forward, using all his vampiric speed, and thrust his hand into the gap just before the door shut. He heaved a sigh and pried it open a sliver so he could peek inside. The hallway was a symphony of depressing off-white with blue accents. Carts of supplies lined one side of it, and plain wooden doors were scattered along the walls. The employees on their break retreated down the hall, engrossed in conversation about some doctor who was getting a divorce. Arthur didn’t bother to listen to their gossip any further, though he could practically sense Salvatore’s disappointment as he slipped inside and let the door close softly behind him.

			If he was going to sneak through the hospital without being caught, he’d need a good disguise. A smile snuck unbidden onto his face at the prospect of Salvatore’s reaction. Sal would be devastated to learn Arthur had gone undercover without him. Well, if Sal wanted in on the action, he could’ve stayed.

			Arthur grabbed a mask and a pair of gloves from the cart, then crept forward. Hospitals went through a lot of sheets and scrubs, so it would have its own laundry facility, likely tucked far away from the main part of the building to minimize the noise.

			There was no time to waste. Arthur searched quickly for a stairwell, then descended to the basement level, terribly pleased to find his conjecture had paid off. There were plenty of scrubs in various stages of laundering. He briefly considered taking a set fresh from the dryer—oh how he loved the scent of fresh clothes and the heat usually so absent from his cool, undead skin—but he found the large washers and dryers too confusing to operate himself. In the end, he took a set of folded blue scrubs from a pile and stashed his own clothes in a hamper beneath a mysteriously stained sheet. There was no mirror to check his disguise, not that he’d show up in the reflection anyway, so he had to hope with his mask and gloves he looked like he belonged here.

			Arthur raced back to the ground level. He ducked behind a door when he heard two nurses talking. Their conversation—something about Jell-O flavors—echoed down to him, punctuated by the loud opening and closing of a door one story above. When at last there was only silence, Arthur extracted himself from the stairwell and back to the stairs.

			“Third floor,” he muttered to himself as he climbed, remembering what the employees had said about the vampire-bitten patient there. Perhaps there was a dedicated section of the hospital for paranormal-related injuries…or perhaps it was dedicated to injured or sick paranormals themselves. The idea of separating them from the rest of the patients like they were dangerous or contagious left a bad taste in Arthur’s mouth, but then again that might have been the lackluster dinner the sheriff’s office had provided him.

			He ascended the stairs but found himself at a dead end only two floors up. That was odd, certainly. He exited the stairwell at the second floor and made his way down the hall. He encountered a few other hospital staff as he went, but no one challenged him. They all avoided his gaze, in fact, as if hoping if they didn’t look at him, he wouldn’t look at them. A time-honored tradition among the overworked; Arthur knew this tactic well. He’d used it copiously during his previous life as a peon at a marketing firm, preferring to keep his head down as he accomplished precisely the amount of work he was required to do and no more.

			Eventually, Arthur found the elevator, which did indeed have a button labeled with the number 3. It let out in an almost identical hallway to the second floor, only this was much less populated. There were no doctors, nurses, or other hospital staff lurking in the hallway, and there were only half a dozen rooms. It seemed this floor had been added on top as an afterthought. The stairs were on the far side of the building and wouldn’t reach this section of the hospital even if they did go up high enough.

			Arthur peered into a few empty rooms before finding Brody’s. It was dark but for lit-up monitors showing incomprehensible numbers, machines ticking along silently. Brody lay in a bed at the center of the room, quietly slumbering. His chest moved up and down in a regular rhythm, but his eyes were shut.

			Arthur’s shoulders relaxed immediately. Relief shuddered through him in waves, and he had to reach out a hand to stabilize himself on the doorframe to stay upright. With a quick glance down the empty hall, he slipped into the room. If Arthur was right about Trip Young, Brody’s father would be along shortly, and he wouldn’t need a disguise to get in. Doctors and nurses wouldn’t hesitate to leave the man alone with his son, and then he’d have the chance to kill Brody and make it look like something had gone wrong. Natural causes. Maybe even supernatural ones.

			Arthur crept closer to the bed and glanced at the closest monitor, which displayed heart rate and blood pressure. The teenager lay motionless, eyes closed, bandages affixed to his neck to cover the wound there. His cheeks were pale but still pink, his complexion distinctly lacking the sickly hue of the vampiric curse draining life before replacing it with undeath. He looked, if not particularly healthy, at least still alive.

			Arthur heaved a sigh. That would be a point in his favor, if he could get McMartin to listen. A true vampire bite would have seen Brody through a torturous transformation as the curse took hold. Arthur had lived it himself, and then died from it. While he wouldn’t trade his undeath with Salvatore for the world, Arthur had no pleasant memories of his own death. It had been drawn out and painful and not at all how he’d imagined it. If Brody died now, he wouldn’t awaken. It would be a tragedy still, but one the FPI couldn’t possibly blame him for. He hoped.

			“I don’t suppose you could conveniently wake up now?” Arthur asked, the sound of his own voice against the metronome of Brody’s heart monitor an almost haunting echo in the uniquely sterile quiet of the hospital. “I’d really like to ask you some questions.”

			Brody gave no response. He was an unconscious boy, not a hungry mouse, after all. Arthur picked up Brody’s chart, hoping to decipher something, then the door to the hall opened.

			“Oh, excuse me, Doctor, I didn’t expect you here.” Trip Young stood in the doorway, hands in the pockets of his khakis, a weary facade molded to his face. “Is there any change?”

			Arthur’s mind went blank. This man standing in front of him was a murderer. He’d tried to kill his own son and would try again. Young might not recognize Arthur because of the mask and scrubs, but he’d know his voice. Arthur needed to sound like a stranger. He needed to sound like a doctor.

			“Visiting hours are over, I’m afraid.” The words escaped his lips in a British accent.

			Wrong type of doctor, Arthur chided himself. His panic had supplied him with one idea: Doctor Who, who wasn’t even a medical doctor. But at least the accent worked to disguise his voice.

			“I’m his father,” Young said, annoyed. “Who are you?”

			Don’t say Doctor Who, Arthur thought, before opening his mouth and blurting, “Dr. Why—” Arthur cleared his throat. “Dr. Weissman.”

			“You weren’t the one I spoke to before,” Young said.

			“I suppose you’re familiar with the concept of shifts?” Arthur said before he could stop himself. Ah, well. Perhaps Dr. Weissman, in addition to recently moving here from the UK, was also rude. Yes, yes, he was in a bad mood because he was getting a divorce and the paperwork was taking forever, plus the cafeteria had his least favorite flavor of Jell-O. Sal would probably suggest Dr. Weissman was caught in a love triangle with an orderly and a janitor, but Arthur rather thought his alter ego was too busy to juggle extra paramours—besides, none of that really mattered unless Dr. Young asked, and really, why would he?

			“I want to know how my son is doing,” Young replied, crossing his arms.

			“He’s the same.” Arthur glanced over the chart, all the words utterly meaningless to him, but he hoped it looked convincing.

			“Why are you here?” Dr. Young asked.

			“I could ask the same of you, as visiting hours are over. The patient needs his rest—”

			“He’s in a coma; he’s already resting!” Young’s voice rose in volume with each word. “I’m not leaving. But you should.”

			Arthur would do nothing of the sort. “You’re being very belligerent, sir, and ignoring hospital policy.”

			“Are you serious? I’m his father. Visiting hours don’t apply to me!”

			Arthur supposed if Brody were only sleeping, he’d have woken up by now from the racket. Besides, Dr. Young was bound to attract attention like this and Arthur very much preferred to avoid discovery at this stage. He needed more proof of Dr. Young’s ill intentions than just his hunch.

			“And I’m to take your word for it?” Arthur asked, trying to sound as flippant as Salvatore might have, but only managing to transform his British accent into a vaguely Scottish one. “You could be anyone.”

			“This is ridiculous.” Young ran a hand through his hair. “My son is going to wake up soon. I know he will. And I’m going to be here for him when he does. But you better be long gone, or—”

			“Or what?” Arthur raised one eyebrow. “Because from my point of view, I’m about to call security to come up here and verify you are really this patient’s father. I swore an oath to do no harm, you know, so I can’t let random people off the street skulk around in here.”

			“Skulk? I’m going to have your medical license revoked!”

			“No offense, sir, but I don’t think you really know how that works.”

			“I’m a doctor myself!” Young snapped.

			“Oh, that settles it, then.” Arthur smiled, though Young couldn’t see it through the mask. “This boy’s father is a dentist, not a doctor, so you must be an impostor.”

			“Dentists go to medical school!”

			“Excuse me,” said a woman in the doorway. She wore plum scrubs and a scowl. “What is going on in here? You do know there are patients in this ward who are trying to sleep, right?”

			“Apologies, ma’am,” Arthur said in his most polite British accent. “I was just telling this strange man he can’t be here.”

			“This is Trip Young, Brody’s father,” the nurse said. “Wait. Who are you?”

			“Dr. Weissman, of course. We haven’t been acquainted yet.” He stretched out a hand to the nurse. “I’m new here from across the pond.”

			Arthur willed himself not to add any other extraneous details from his concocted backstory. This woman really didn’t need to know about Dr. Weissman’s impending divorce or the medical mystery that had brought him to the charming small town of Trident Falls. The romantic comedy practically wrote itself, though. He would have a meet-cute with a male nurse over a malfunctioning IV, then discover the nurse volunteered for a pet rescue. Yes, Dr. Weissman came to Trident Falls to find an escape from the big city and the surgical mistake that cost him the life he’d planned, but instead he’d find true love with a handsome nurse—perhaps named Terry or Bruce or Diarrhea Blastington.

			“There you have it.” Young nodded curtly to the nurse in thanks, then turned on Arthur. “I can be here with my son. Now, could you please leave? It’s been a very tiring day, and I’d like to read to Brody.”

			Arthur narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t bring a book.”

			“I have an e-reader.” Young held up his phone.

			“It’s not very good for your eyes to read off a screen for that long.” Arthur didn’t think that was actually true, but it seemed like the sort of thing a doctor would say. Arthur glanced at the nurse for confirmation.

			“I didn’t think we were getting any new doctors,” the nurse said, eyeing him suspiciously. “When did you start here? Who hired you?”

			Arthur called upon all his television-based knowledge of hospital hiring structures. “The chief of medicine hired me.”

			“The who?” She raised her eyebrows.

			Young was also staring at Arthur with a little too much scrutiny. Well. Perhaps this game was over, but he could still keep Trip from being alone with Brody long enough to kill him.

			With a dramatic flair Salvatore would’ve been proud of, Arthur pulled off his mask and discarded it on the floor in what he hoped conveyed the energy of a mic drop.

			The nurse didn’t really react, likely unfamiliar with Arthur at all, or his connection to Brody’s case, but Trip Young stepped back and let out a strangled gasp.

			“That’s right!” Arthur proclaimed. “It’s me, Dr. Young, and I’m here to keep you from committing another murder!” He kept his dramatic exclamation fairly quiet out of respect for the other patients along the hallway.

			Young, however, did no such thing. “Nurse, call the cops!” Young shouted. “This vampire’s here to kill my son!”
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			The nurse ran from the room before Arthur could stop her. He didn’t dare follow. He wouldn’t leave this room unless Young went first. He was quite literally the last thing standing between Brody and certain death.

			“You can drop the act.” Arthur stepped forward, finally relinquishing his poor attempt at a British accent. “We both know why you’re here.”

			Now that they were alone, Trip did indeed let go of the false concern and fear on his face. His tightly held expression dissolved into a scowl and he squared his shoulders as if preparing for a fight.

			“You should go before the sheriff arrives. Last I heard, you’d been arrested. I’m guessing he didn’t just let you out.”

			“No mortal prison can hold a vampire.” It was a lie, but Arthur hoped it sounded sufficiently intimidating. “Why are you doing this, Dr. Young?”

			Trip blinked at the change in subject. “Why am I threatening you? Thought it was obvious; as soon as the cops get here, you’re toast. So you better start running now.”

			“No—I mean why are you trying to kill your own son?”

			At those words, Trip’s mouth turned down in disgust. “He’s no son of mine.”

			The vehemence of the statement made Arthur take an involuntary step back. “You’d disown him? Why, because he does graffiti? He’s actually quite a talented artist, you know. Just because it’s done with spray paint doesn’t mean it’s not art.”

			“Graffiti? Who kills someone over that?” Trip laughed derisively. Arthur would have laughed with him if not for the tension in the air. “You couldn’t begin to understand what’s going on here.”

			“I don’t know, I figured out it was you who framed me for Brody’s attack, didn’t I?” Arthur gave him a cold smile. “Try me.”

			“You’d really rather stand around waiting to get arrested?” Trip asked.

			“I have all night,” Arthur said, a quiet calm coming over him. “I’m nocturnal, after all.”

			“Don’t think I forgot for a moment what you are, bloodsucker.”

			“That’s not very nice.” Arthur channeled his best embodiment of Salvatore. “I don’t call you a teeth-puller.”

			Trip didn’t dignify that with a response. He just sneered, showing off his pearly whites.

			Arthur pulled his shoulders back and fixed Dr. Young with what he hoped was a disarming look. “Come on. I’m as good as guilty, right? Satisfy the curiosity of your scapegoat, won’t you? Why hurt Brody?”

			“Because he betrayed me.” Trip clenched his fists and stared past Arthur, to where Brody lay completely helpless. “He was going to turn me in.”

			“Going to turn you in?” But he needn’t have asked. The final puzzle piece slotted into place, and suddenly the entire affair shifted in a way that allowed Arthur to see it all, every last grim detail. Brody’s attack wasn’t the first time Trip Young had framed vampires for a crime.

			“You called Brody to the park that night. You needed the truck to move the body.”

			Trip didn’t confirm or deny, but Arthur could see it all over his face—the smugness, the security. He thought he’d gotten away with it.

			If Arthur stepped aside, he surely would.

			“What was the mayor doing in the park?” Arthur asked softly.

			“We meet up there sometimes, to talk, have a few beers away from our families. We’re—we were friends.” Trip’s expression darkened. “Until he turned traitor, too.”

			“You’re anti-paranormal,” Arthur said. The sign in Trip’s yard, supporting the mayor’s campaign. The very anti-paranormal platform Roth had run on. “But so was he—”

			“Yeah, until a few dollar signs got involved.” Trip rolled his eyes. “That new city manager comes to sweet-talk George, saying she can boost tourism by leaning into the paranormal elements, and suddenly he’s talking about making Trident Falls more hospitable to your sort, about trying to attract more of you.”

			Despite the danger of the situation, Arthur couldn’t help but feel proud of Nora. Even if it was all about economic gain, it was a real start. If she could bring the old mayor around to her way of thinking, maybe she really could help this town now that she had the job herself. Arthur just hoped he’d be around to see it in the end.

			“He was going to accept Nora’s proposal, then.”

			“He was going to turn his back on humanity.” Even in the low light, Arthur could see red creeping into Trip’s cheeks. “I met him in the park with a six-pack, hoping to blow off steam about my worst customer not even showing up for his nighttime appointment, even after I stayed open late just for him.” He gave Arthur a pointed look.

			“I’d apologize for Sal, but I think we’re beyond that now.” Arthur shrugged. “What happened next?”

			Trip clenched his jaw and continued. “George kept going on and on about all the money we could make if we pander to the paranormal-loving weirdos out there. Turn this place into a real tourist attraction, is what he said. More like a real freak show.” Trip shook his head. “That’s not why I donated to his campaign, you know.”

			“Killing him seems a little extreme.”

			“It was an accident,” Trip huffed. “I shoved him, he shoved back, I pushed hard, and he fell. Slammed his head into the corner of the bench. Our bench.” Pain flickered in Trip’s eyes—perhaps a symptom of guilt or regret—then he shook his head. “Whatever. I got Brody to bring the truck, and he was supposed to keep his mouth shut. But when he realized some so-called private detectives were snooping around, he got nervous. Didn’t want to take the fall for me if we got caught.”

			“The second time you were more prepared,” Arthur said. “You got my dental impressions so it would be a match.”

			“Yeah, first time I used a scalpel to make it look as good as I could. Drained the blood, dumped him near the only two bloodsuckers in town. Figured even McMartin couldn’t mess that up.”

			“But you didn’t account for one of those vampires being an excellent detective.” Arthur straightened his back. “We tracked down Brody in no time.”

			“Lot of good that did you, right?” Trip grinned humorlessly. “I should’ve known not to trust him. He’s rotten to his core, just like his mother. I tried to keep him from being a paranormal sympathizer, but it didn’t take. Your kind tend to stick together.”

			“Brody’s not a vampire.” Arthur shook his head. “Is he?” But no, that didn’t make much sense at all. Arthur would have noticed. He glanced at the monitors again to make sure, but they still showed a pulse.

			“He’s a freak. Paranormal witchy freak. Just like his mother, who lied to me about it, by the way.” Trip raised a finger, pointing aggressively at thin air. “Gonna fix that mistake soon, though.”

			“I don’t think so.” Arthur advanced on Trip. “It’s you who should be fleeing. As soon as the sheriff gets here, I’ll tell him everything you said. Brody will corroborate it when he wakes up.”

			“Just keep telling yourself that.” Young grimaced. “It doesn’t matter what you say. The sheriff will never believe you over me.”

			As if on cue, the door burst open and McMartin rushed in looking haggard, his hair thoroughly mussed and still wet, as though he’d not had time to style it after a shower.

			“There you are, you vamp! Thank god you were here, Trip—”

			Before McMartin could get out another pompous word, Trip shoved him back, toward the open door. The back of his head collided with the steel with a crack loud enough to make Arthur wince in sympathy. McMartin dropped like an oddly costumed bag of potatoes.

			“What is it with you and giving people head wounds?” Arthur looked down at McMartin’s awkwardly sprawled body. He appeared to be breathing, at least. There wasn’t much else Arthur could do. Not without leaving Brody to Trip. “And why would you hurt him, anyway? He’s on your side.”

			Trip began to pull a few things from his pockets. “He is, just a bit too early for my taste. See, Brody’s still alive, and I need to pin his death on you before he wakes up.”

			“But you pushed him—”

			“Out of the way of a vampire attack he wasn’t anticipating. He’ll be grateful it was only a head wound when he wakes up and I explain how I chased you off after you did your worst. Now…” Trip pulled a flashlight from his pocket and brandished it before him. “Get away from here, you beast.”

			He clicked the light on. It wasn’t white like a normal flashlight, but a soft purplish color. He shone it at Arthur like it was a lightsaber.

			“What’s that supposed to be?” Arthur asked.

			“It’s— Why aren’t you burning? This is a UV flashlight!”

			Arthur scrambled out of its beam. “Oh, good lord, don’t shine it on me! Do you know how bad UV radiation is for your skin? Why do you even own such a thing?”

			Trip waved the flashlight around more. “You’re a vampire. Sunlight kills you!”

			“No, it doesn’t. You’ve seen me out during the day!” Arthur huffed. “Please tell me you have more sense than this.”

			“But—that stupid husband of yours—”

			“Watch it.”

			“—you said he wanted a nighttime appointment to avoid the sun!”

			“We’re nocturnal. We like to sleep during the day. You don’t see bats and raccoons bursting into flame just because something wakes them up before sunset, do you?” Arthur was really tired of that particular myth, and not just because of the sleep deprivation.

			“But everyone knows—”

			“Just because they put it in a movie doesn’t make it true. The sun would have to be monumentally closer to the earth to cause any kind of lethal damage. A little low-level radiation isn’t going to kill me—skin cancer on the other hand, well, it still won’t kill me, but have you ever had a melanoma removed? I may not be mortal, but my pain receptors work just fine.”

			“Whatever.” Trip discarded the flashlight. “I’ve got other tricks up my sleeve.” He retrieved something else from his pocket and threw it at Arthur weakly.

			A head of garlic bounced off Arthur’s chest. It didn’t even hurt. “Why are you wasting food?”

			“It’s garlic! It repels vampires!”

			“Did you do all your research on vampires in some sort of children’s book?” Arthur stared down at the pathetic head of garlic. “I happen to love garlic, but poor Salvatore is allergic, so we don’t use it in our cooking.”

			In response, Trip splashed some water on Arthur. He blinked it away.

			“All right, that’s the last time I buy holy water from a Facebook ad,” Trip complained.

			“It wouldn’t work on me—”

			“Seriously?” Trip shouted. “What even are you?”

			“Jewish.” Arthur shrugged. “Your standard holy water might work on a Catholic vampire, though good luck finding one of them around. Most vampires tend to be atheists these days. You see, there’s a loophole in the curse where—”

			“I don’t care!” Trip stomped his boot not unlike a child mid-tantrum. He was apparently out of weapons to use against a vampire. With a sudden devious grin, Trip pulled a pocketknife out and flicked it open.

			“You know I can’t bleed, right?” Arthur sighed. Perhaps he should be grateful Dr. Young’s perception of vampires seemed to be drawn from the likes of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, but honestly it was terribly disheartening. Perhaps when Nora’s version of Trident Falls was more established, he’d talk to her about some community education regarding paranormal reality versus myth.

			“Good thing I didn’t come here to kill you, then.” Trip’s grin had a desperate, feral edge Arthur didn’t care for at all.

			Without warning, Trip lunged, not for Arthur, but for the bed beside him. Arthur stepped in the way, grabbing Trip by both his upper arms and shoving him back. Trip stumbled over McMartin’s prone form and caught himself on the doorway.

			Moving him was easier than Arthur expected, considering Trip’s size. Perhaps it was fortuitous indeed that it was night, when Arthur’s budding vampire powers would be at his disposal. He’d just have to figure out what they were and how to use them…no small feat without juggling a life-or-death altercation.

			Arthur advanced. He had to get Trip out of here, away from Brody, maybe get the attention of hospital security or something. Where was the nurse, or McMartin’s backup? Arthur wouldn’t have put it past the man to insist on going after the rogue vampire alone. It was the silly sort of thing someone in a movie would do. Not that Arthur was any better, coming here without Salvatore.

			“It’s kind of sad.” Arthur didn’t know much about Trip but guessed a guy like him had to have a pretty fragile ego. It was time to bait him and find out. “You got all prepared to fight a vampire, and you still couldn’t manage to hurt me even a little.”

			Trip stumbled back into the deserted hallway, a snarl not unlike a wolf’s on his lips.

			“No wonder you think we threaten humanity, if you’re any indication of how clever non-paranormals are.”

			“Get away from me!” Trip grabbed the nearest object, one of a few chairs lining the walls, and hefted it at Arthur. Arthur jumped back, dodging it easily. But the chair collided with the hard floor, splintering the cheap wood into…a stake.

			That certainly complicated things.

			With a grunt, Trip wrenched off a broken leg and brandished it between them. “Aha! Wood! Your one weakness.”

			Salvatore would be furious he was absent for such a perfect setup to a homoerotic joke, but Arthur wasn’t laughing.

			It would be an accident that Trip finally had a weapon that scared Arthur. The other myths might be false, but a bit of sharp wood through the heart was really all it would take to permanently change Arthur’s status from undead to dead-dead.

			He glanced from the stake to Trip and back again. He could run for it…but then Trip would be alone with Brody and all this would be for naught. No, he needed to lure Trip away from his son somehow. Arthur was committed to protecting Brody now, so he might as well follow through in a spectacular fashion. One way or another, either he or Trip would prove to be alarmingly stupid. He grinned, imagining how proud Salvatore would be of the tomfoolery about to come from his lips.

			“Oh, gee, a wooden stake. How original.”

			“Are you kidding?” Trip faltered, eyeing the makeshift stake in his hand with distaste. Then he looked back at Arthur and grinned. “No, I’m not falling for it. This one’s got to be legit.”

			“If you want to believe every lie they tell about us, be my guest.”

			Trip grinned. “You sound a little scared there, bloodsucker.”

			Arthur was a little scared, if he was being honest with himself. As he backed down the hallway, toward the elevators and stairwell, he glanced over his shoulder. When was backup going to arrive? He would even welcome a random nurse.

			“I’m not afraid of you,” Arthur said, more to convince himself than anyone else.

			There was no one coming, at least not quickly enough to save Arthur. He’d have to do his best, though he’d never been good in a fight. He didn’t have a natural talent for violence. Not like Trip apparently did.

			With a yell, Trip darted forward, stake first. Arthur scrambled back but lost his footing on the corner of a cart full of medical supplies. The world whooshed by—as did a collection of gloves, masks, and gauze—and he landed on his back, hard enough to drive the air from his lungs. Not that he needed it there.

			Trip knelt over him, stake poised to strike. Arthur grabbed Trip’s wrists and pushed, but it was no use. Budding vampire powers or not, Trip still had the upper hand. The stake inched closer to Arthur’s chest, toward his heart. It might not be beating, but he still very much needed it to not be impaled upon a plywood splinter.

			Desperate, Arthur glanced around for anything that could help. What he saw instead was the shiny elevator door reflecting a blurry black shape. Arthur squinted, and as the shape came into focus, laughter bubbled up and tore from his lips, relief flooding his limbs. It was a cat. And it appeared to be floating in midair.

			“What’s so funny?” Trip grunted, leaning harder on Arthur, pushing the stake lower.

			“Oh, not much,” Arthur said. “It’s just we’ve got company.”

			Trip snapped his head up, eyes finding what Arthur had seen in the reflection of the elevator door.

			Despite his circumstances, Arthur grinned wickedly. “My husband has always known how to make a dramatic entrance.”
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			As it turned out, Trip needn’t have worried about Salvatore at all. The moment he turned around, Rumble yowled and threw herself at Trip’s face, claws out. A ferocity Arthur hadn’t known resided inside her escaped in bursts as Trip rolled off Arthur and tried to extricate himself from the flurry of feline fury. Eventually, he threw Rumble off, and she slid rather unceremoniously toward the elevator doors.

			“Get off of me, you stupid cat,” Trip growled, then turned toward Arthur once more.

			“I wouldn’t say that if I were you,” Arthur said, getting to his feet.

			“Why’s that?” Trip panted and scrambled for the stake.

			“Because that cat is my precious daughter, and this man is my splendid husband, and you just tried to kill them both.” Salvatore stood regally above them, pine needles in his hair, dirt smudged along his cheek. “It’s okay, Rumble. Daddy will get the bad man.”

			Arthur groaned. “I have asked you not to refer to yourself as Daddy.”

			“What, no Thank you for saving my life, Salvatore? No I’m so glad to see you, my love? Perhaps a Nothing has ever been so sexy as this rescue?”

			Arthur rolled his eyes, though his heart was metaphorically fluttering in his chest, and not out of fear. Sal had come back for him. “No time for that. It’s not over yet.”

			“I knew it would be him,” Salvatore grumbled, gesturing toward Trip.

			“Really?” Arthur stared at him. “How did you figure it out?”

			Salvatore shrugged. “All dentists are evil. Makes sense.”

			Arthur couldn’t help but smile. For all the logic in the world, he wouldn’t trade Salvatore’s instincts. Chaotic though his husband was, Arthur had never been gladder to see him in his undeath. He turned to face the dentist, who had clambered to his feet, stake in hand. “It’s over, Dr. Young. You’ve been caught. Put the stake down and come quietly,” Arthur said with as much confidence as he could muster.

			“No.” Trip gave him a disbelieving look. “I’m not a quitter.”

			“You’re outnumbered, dentist-man!” Salvatore shouted.

			“Even better.” Trip adjusted his grip on the stake and bent his knees, ready to sprint. “Now I can blame both of you.”

			“Well, I tried.” Arthur sighed.

			“Do you think that sort of thing ever works?” Sal cracked his neck, readying himself for the fight to come.

			“Only on reasonable people.”

			They’d have to do this the old-fashioned way.

			“On three?” Arthur asked.

			Sal nodded.

			They really did work better together.

			“Not very smart, are you?” Trip smirked. “See, now I know you’re going to do something when you count to three. You really ought to stop saying your plans out loud.”

			“Three!” Sal shouted without preamble.

			Arthur darted forward and grabbed Trip’s wrist, then twisted it behind his back, fumbling for the stake.

			“What the hell?” Trip shouted, shoving at Arthur with his free hand.

			“Sal! What are you doing?” Arthur batted at Dr. Young’s other hand, unprepared to manage both on his own.

			“Sorry!” Sal rushed to contain Trip’s other hand. “I did not get the memo on what maneuver we were doing here.”

			“Apparently!” Arthur glanced up as Sal contained the dentist’s other hand. Trip stood with his khakis pooled at his ankles, sporting boxers in a cowboy hat and spur print fabric. “You pantsed him?”

			“How dare you!” Trip shuffled forward, trying to extricate himself from their restraints, only managing to stumble on his pants and fall to his knees.

			“I tripped Trip!” Sal bounced on his toes gleefully.

			“Don’t get excited yet. We need to cuff him and explain all this to the sheriff.”

			Rumble, recovered from her altercation with Trip, scampered into Brody Young’s room and returned with a pair of silver handcuffs in her mouth.

			“Good girl!” Sal exclaimed. “Daddy’s proud of you.”

			Arthur rolled his eyes but didn’t bother to voice his disapproval. For now, all he had in him was relief. It was done. They’d caught the killer. He only hoped McMartin and the FPI would believe them.

			While Sal cuffed Trip to a handrail just outside the room, Arthur bent to examine the sheriff. McMartin was still unconscious, sprawled on the floor and snoring. There would be plenty of time to wake him up and explain things, but Arthur had more pressing matters.

			When Sal returned, Arthur pulled him into an embrace, holding on to him for a long, wonderful moment. He smelled like the outdoors and a bit like campfire and…

			“Did you eat a hot dog recently?” Arthur asked.

			“Is that really how you greet your husband after he saved you from a deadly dentist attack?” Salvatore said into his hair. “But yes—I met some lovely campers along the way who were kind enough to share their meal. They were roasting them over the fire. It was all quite charming, actually. The little tents, the marshmallows, the hiking shoes. Did you know they make entire stores full of cute camping outfits? There are so many types of hats!”

			“Sal! If you suggest we become the sort of people who camp, I may have to consider divorce like Dr. Weissman.”

			“Dr. Weissman? Who’s that? Are you going to leave me for him? I will fight him, you know—I’m good at that now, apparently.”

			“Never mind—it doesn’t matter.” Arthur ran a hand down Sal’s back and held him closer. “You came back for me.”

			“Of course I did.” Sal pressed his nose against Arthur’s throat, his tone shifting immediately. “You’re the only one who knows how to make a Bloody Mary the way I like them, and you’re a wizard when it comes to folding laundry. I mean, seriously, the way you fold socks? Downright spellbinding.”

			“Really? That’s why you came back? My domestic prowess?”

			“That’s not all!” Sal pulled back and began to count on his fingers. “You’re sharp as a tack, you little smarty-pants, solving this murder all on your own! Funny, too. That line about me making a dramatic entrance—how droll!”

			“Okay, I get it.”

			But Sal still wasn’t finished. He pressed a finger to Arthur’s lips to quiet him before saying, “And you care, Arthur. You care about me, but you also care about other things—a truly Herculean feat, if I’m being honest. I certainly could never. All my undeath, I’ve simply done what I liked, and if things went sideways, oh well. It’s a lot harder to get hurt when you don’t care, you know.”

			“Would you rather I were different?”

			“Certainly not!” Sal took Arthur’s face between his hands and squeezed ever so slightly. “My way has only ever gotten me…well, it’s gotten me all over the world, I’ll admit, but I was just running instead of living. I may be undead, Arthur Miller, no relation, but you make me want to live again. So, let’s live. Together. Here in this town.”

			Arthur cracked a grin, too giddy to remain stoic. “I can’t believe you made that whole speech and no one was here to witness it except the dentist.”

			“I really wish I hadn’t,” Trip grumbled from just outside.

			“Arthur!” Sal whined.

			“Fine, fine. That was very nice, Sal. Very nice indeed.” He took Sal’s chin in his hand and kissed him.

			“Making out over an unconscious man,” Sal said when Arthur finally pulled away.

			Arthur straightened and took a step back. “Right. That’s inappropriate.”

			Sal grabbed his wrist and pulled him closer. “I love it when you’re inappropriate—it happens so rarely!” And he kissed him again.

			“How did you know where to find me?” Arthur asked finally.

			“Nora texted me that Brody might wake up after all. I realized if whoever attacked him was still at large, they might come back to finish the job.”

			“You have impeccable timing.” Arthur tried not to think of Trip Young kneeling over him, inching that stake toward his chest. He’d come very close to a second and more final death tonight.

			“I would’ve been here a lot sooner, but I was waylaid by no fewer than three Coexist bumper stickers in the parking lot. I basically had to crawl past them.”

			“That explains the pine needles.” Arthur laughed and plucked a few stray twigs from Sal’s hair. “I’m sorry about what I said at the falls. You’re not a coward. You saved me. Thank you, sincerely.”

			“Please, you think I’d dare miss anything as dramatic as this? Stopping a murderer in the act has got to make the top ten of my most daring adventures over the years.”

			“Top ten, huh?”

			“It would be higher, but I daresay this was really your adventure, not mine. You’re quite the detective, as it turns out. You could start a business!”

			“We already have a business, Sal.” Arthur felt abashed, suddenly. “Besides, it’s not as if solving the murder of a dead man in our back garden makes me an expert. And you can’t just declare yourself a private detective. You have to get a license.”

			“Well, you’ve made an awfully impressive start.”

			“This doesn’t change anything!” Trip shouted from the hall. “The people of this town—of this country—won’t stand for you deviants living out in the open—”

			“Oh, shut up!” Sal banged his fist on the wall.

			The sound had the desired effect of quieting Trip, but it also seemed to startle their slumbering companion into consciousness.

			“What’s going on?” McMartin sat up quickly, raising his hand to his head in a combination of confusion and pain. Then he spotted Arthur and Sal above him. “You two. You’re both under arrest!”

			Before Arthur could stop him, Salvatore punched McMartin square in the nose, dropping him again.

			“Sal, that’s really bad for people, why did you do that? We need to tell him what happened!”

			“Well, his negative energy is terrible for a healing environment like this,” Salvatore said, lifting his chin. “Also, he’s had that coming for days now.”

			“Where am I?” came a soft, cracked voice from the bed. Brody Young was awake.

			They both rushed to either side of the bed. Even Rumble hopped up to check on the patient, sticking her nose directly in Brody’s ear and pawing at his face before circling twice and settling down in his lap, a protective little loaf.

			“You’re in the Trident Falls Hospital,” Arthur said. “You’re safe.”

			Brody stared at them for a moment, then nodded and closed his eyes. “You got my dad?”

			Arthur nodded. “He’s the one shouting out in the hallway.”

			“Handcuffed,” Salvatore added.

			“Good.” Brody’s eyes fluttered. “I wanna see that for myself.”

			“We’ll do you one better,” Sal said. “When you’re up and about, you can see him behind bars.”

			Brody smiled, then closed his eyes and returned to slumber.

			Arthur and Salvatore watched him for a moment as flashing lights approached outside. About time. This particular adventure was coming to a close, and Arthur couldn’t say he wasn’t glad for it. Being suspected of murder twice over was quite enough excitement to last him a century or two. Of course, with Sal as his husband, he’d be lucky to get a reprieve longer than two months. Still, he wouldn’t have it any other way.

			As shouts and the thunderous sound of boots on stairs filled the air, Arthur reached for Salvatore’s hand, and Sal reached back.
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			A week later, the Iris Inn was no more.

			“Are you sure you don’t want our help house hunting?” Salvatore asked Nora as they both bustled around the living room. Salvatore had found a frilly apron somewhere—probably part of a French maid costume—and wore it over his suit as he dusted. Arthur was delighted by it. The duster more than the apron, as Salvatore so rarely agreed to clean, but Arthur wasn’t about to deter him by making mention of it. Instead, he watched Salvatore out of the corner of his eye while they worked, drinking in the sight.

			“I found a good real estate agent,” Nora answered as she rearranged books on the living room shelf to be in color order rather than alphabetical—something she insisted the youths loved and that would invite social media posts. “But if you want to tag along to house showings, you can. Maybe you can tell me if any of them are haunted.”

			“Oh yes, great idea!” Salvatore bounced on the balls of his feet, waving his feather duster like a magic wand. “We’ll be invited into so many more homes. That will make investigating much easier next time.”

			“Next time?” Nora asked, a hint of alarm in her voice. “I hope there isn’t a next time. This town’s had enough murder mysteries to last us another fifty years, I should think.”

			“One can only hope.” Arthur fiddled with his tie, though he knew it was perfectly straight. A full Windsor for the occasion.

			Today was the launch of the Dead & Breakfast, the new branding for their bed-and-breakfast. Though the Iris Inn had its charm, Arthur and Salvatore agreed it wasn’t right for them, not anymore. They were done pretending to be normal.

			The entire town knew already, and they’d even gotten some good press after all the events of Trip Young’s short-lived spree of violence were exposed. Fortunately, the FPI hadn’t shown up, canceling their visit after Trip’s arrest, but national media had picked up local papers’ stories about the heroic vampire duo in Trident Falls, resulting in a deluge of interview requests. Salvatore had wanted to accept them all, but Arthur put his foot down. He didn’t know, nor did he want to find out, what a Zoom meeting was. Besides, they needed to focus on the reopening of the Dead & Breakfast.

			“What about Quinn?” Salvatore asked.

			“What about her?” Nora’s head snapped up, eyes skirting the edges of the room for the blond woman who was her former enemy…or perhaps former best friend…or would that be former-former best friend? It was hard to keep track of which part of their relationship was most important. They’d been so many things to each other, and it had only been ten days.

			“She could help you look at houses.” Arthur exchanged a glance with Sal.

			He’d filled his husband in about the rich history between the two women a few days after the events at the hospital. Sal had chastised Arthur thoroughly for failing to tell him sooner. Vital information for his grand matchmaking plan, Sal had called it. Arthur had promised to assist as recompense.

			“Yes! What a grand idea!” Sal dropped the duster as he clapped his hands together. “I’m sure she has vast knowledge of the area and would be a great help. Perhaps you could move into her neighborhood, even!”

			“Really?” Nora wrinkled her face. “Quinn’s the one who got me set up with that scam listing the first time around…”

			“The porta-potty, right?” Arthur asked.

			Nora nodded.

			“I suppose that was a bit mean-spirited.”

			Salvatore cleared his throat. “Not to poo-poo your assessment, but don’t you think we might reframe it all with the benefit of hindsight? You two made up, right? Let’s let bygones be bygones. Flush the old perception of things, if you will.”

			“If you put as much energy into dusting as you do your puns, we’d be done with this by now,” Arthur grumbled, but he glanced out the front door to where Quinn was helping Theo schlep compost into the garden beds. He caught her eye and gave a wave, which she returned, dropping her corner of the compost bin and leaving Theo to scramble. Arthur cracked a grin at that. He might have turned his opinion around about werewolves—or rather about the one inhabiting Trident Falls—but that wasn’t going to stop him from enjoying a little light slapstick, especially if it inconvenienced his rival in business.

			“Phew! All done!” Lore appeared at the top of the stairs, covered in a thin layer of wood shavings and purple paint. In addition to supplying the inn with her signature soap, she’d also given the upstairs a bit of an aesthetic upgrade. The Iris Inn was a thing of the past, but she’d offered to create an homage to the previous era by painting irises on the doorframes.

			“Oh, you’ve got a little—” Arthur pantomimed wiping the paint off himself in all the places she had it smeared across her skin, but really it was hopeless. There was so much of it.

			Lore just shrugged. “Hazards of the job.”

			“Right…you’ll be wanting your payment.” Arthur dipped around the back of the front desk for the cashbox and withdrew a stack of bills.

			“Really, Arthur. You still have the cashbox?” Salvatore gave him an appraising look. “Visitors always pay by credit card, you know.”

			Arthur just shrugged. “I like having this just in case.”

			“Old habits die hard.” Lore nodded in understanding as she descended the stairs.

			“Yes, indeed! Just because I’ve come around on some things doesn’t mean I’m ready to completely change.”

			“Suppose I wouldn’t want you to.” Salvatore rolled his eyes but gave Arthur a rather inappropriate squeeze all the same. “Don’t throw the vampire out with the floodwater, or whatever.”

			Before Arthur could intervene in his husband’s terrible butchering of the idiom, Lore pushed past Sal and took hold of Arthur’s hand. She wrapped his fingers around the cash and shoved him gently back toward the desk. “Doesn’t matter. I don’t want your money, okay?”

			“But you performed a service for us and—”

			“That’s what friends do for each other, you dolt!” Lore turned her warm pink gaze on him. “Besides, you did me a huge favor with the murder case.”

			“What do you mean? You were the one helping us.”

			“Ah, yes, but you see, the timing of all this worked out in my favor.” Lore tapped her finger on her chin and gave Arthur a rueful smile. “I was supposed to go to the dentist next week, but now I don’t have to!”

			“I don’t think that’s how it works,” Arthur began, but he was drowned out by his husband’s whoop of delight.

			“What a joyous occasion! We should throw a party to celebrate Lore’s wonderful news!”

			“Aw, you don’t have to,” Lore said, a flush rising in her cheeks to match her eyes.

			“Nonsense! We’ll have dental-themed snacks—all the things they tell us not to eat, like taffy and kettle corn!”

			Before Sal could immerse himself entirely in party planning, Arthur cleared his throat. “I hate to be a stickler, but—”

			“You love to be a stickler, but go on,” Sal said.

			“Yes, well, it’s just that the hour is drawing near and we haven’t finished preparing.”

			“I’ll help!” Nora picked up Sal’s discarded duster and headed for the bookshelf.

			“No, no!” Arthur frowned. “You’re a guest. You shouldn’t have to clean. If you merely hand that back to Sal…”

			Nora straightened up and pointed an accusatory finger at Arthur. “I’m your friend. I want you two to succeed! Plus, your business is part of Trident Falls, and as its acting mayor, I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t help out now and again.”

			Salvatore covered Arthur’s mouth with his hand, though Arthur couldn’t bring himself to protest. It might have warmed his heart, if that was physically possible, to see their community coming together like this. Nora, Lore, Theo, and even Quinn had leaped at the opportunity to help with the rebranding. Arthur could hardly believe how much they’d accomplished in just a week, but here they were, putting on the finishing touches just in time.

			“I don’t know how to thank you all.” Arthur gestured at the room—each minor change a grand improvement.

			“I’m surprised you went along with it all, if I’m being honest,” Nora said.

			“That’s fair.” Arthur glanced around. The ambiance had changed drastically. They’d moved the desk back a bit to make room for Rumble’s new cat tree, or rather cat tower, as it was decorated a bit like a medieval castle. They’d also added deep crimson hanging curtains, a sepia-toned family portrait, and almost-indiscernible bats painted in the corners of each window. “I suppose I’m just not all that interested in pretending to be normal anymore.”

			“Normal is overrated,” Nora agreed.

			“Normal is in the eye of the beholder,” Lore said.

			“Normal is a town in Illinois,” Sal supplied.

			“Well, I just think if people like Trip Young want to keep this place normal, I won’t be contributing to the effort.” Arthur set his jaw and straightened his shoulders. “They’ll have to tear this town away from our weird little vampire fingers.”

			Salvatore gasped. “Speak for yourself! My fingers aren’t so dainty as yours.”

			Arthur didn’t know what to say to that, so he took Salvatore by the hand and laced their comparably sized fingers together. He’d rather hold his husband’s hand than argue about them.

			“Well, I’ll get my grimy self out of your pristine entryway.” Lore gave them a salute before joining Theo and Quinn outside, promptly finding herself covered in compost in addition to the paint and wood shavings.

			“Oh, I almost forgot to mention,” Nora said as they moved their cleaning efforts to the kitchen. “Brody Young wants to hire you for another case.”

			“Why?” Arthur took the duster from her hand and returned it to the supply closet. “I’m not a private detective.”

			“The laws are fuzzy when it comes to paranormal matters.” Nora shrugged and collapsed into a chair. “Theo says if Brody doesn’t go to juvie for helping his father cover up George Roth’s murder, he’ll likely end up in foster care.” Nora’s voice dipped at the end. “His chances are better if he has a responsible parent around.”

			“He wants us to adopt him?” Sal asked, clutching his chest. “I don’t know if we’re cut out to be parents—cat parents, yes, but human child parents? What kind of father would I be, anyway? Arthur is obviously the strict disciplinarian, but I don’t think I could stomach becoming a sports dad or a grilling dad. Is there an elaborate-dinner-parties-and-fashion type of dad?”

			“That sounds like a wonderful type of dad, Salvatore.” Arthur placed a hand on Sal’s arm and squeezed. They’d agreed long ago to a childless existence, but Arthur didn’t think that was what this was about. He turned to Nora and lowered his voice. “He wants me to find his mother, doesn’t he?”

			Nora nodded. “She’s a paranormal sort, from what I understand.”

			“Trip said something about her being witchy. I suppose that’s as good a place as any to start.”

			“Brody said he’d call you, so stay by your phone.” Nora pointed to the landline at the front desk and rolled her eyes. “Or you can join us in the twenty-first century.”

			“I don’t need a cell phone. Salvatore has one.”

			“What if I don’t want to share?” Sal asked, a glint in his eye. “Maybe I have secret things on there.”

			“What, like your diary?” Arthur shrugged. “That’s fine—I don’t need to know every waking thought you have, though I suppose you’ll probably tell them to me anyway.”

			“No! Not like a diary! Like…photos…of myself…” His eyebrows rose suggestively.

			“I don’t need photos of you,” Arthur said smoothly, watching for the look of disappointment on Sal’s face out of the corner of his eye. When it landed, he reached for Sal’s waist and pulled him closer. “I don’t need photos because I’ve got the real thing.”

			“Aww!” Nora clapped her hands together. “You are too cute.”

			“Yes, well. Cute won’t get the chores done, and the guests will be arriving soon.” Arthur let Sal go and glanced at the clock on the wall, which read two forty-five. “Thanks for your help, Nora. And…” He hesitated, but then plowed on. “Thanks for being the Iris Inn’s final guest.”

			Nora laughed and gave him a hug before leaving through the kitchen door to the back garden to join the others. “Good luck, you two.”

			“With a bed-and-breakfast this fabulous, we don’t need luck,” Salvatore responded, then tugged on Arthur’s arm. “Come on, I have something to show you.”

			“But I was going to start on a batch of scones…” Arthur followed anyway, a little wary that Salvatore was about to announce he’d adopted yet another stray cat. In the lobby, Rumble slept in the front window seat, curled in a sunbeam.

			“What is it?” Arthur asked, glancing around the room. Everything looked normal, perfectly in place.

			Salvatore pulled a box out of his pocket.

			Arthur gasped in mock surprise. “You’re proposing to me?”

			Salvatore chuckled. “Hey now, I’m supposed to be the funny one.”

			“I guess you’ve rubbed off on me after all these years.”

			A mischievous gleam filled Sal’s eyes, but before he could comment on Arthur’s phrasing, Arthur pushed on.

			“What do you want to show me?”

			“I got you a present.” Salvatore handed the little box over.

			It was plain white cardboard with no logo or indication of what was inside. Arthur opened it to find—

			“Business cards?” His voice nearly broke. He cleared his throat and read the card aloud. “ ‘Arthur Miller (no relation), VAMP PI: Very Astute Married Paranormal Private Investigator.’ ”

			“Thought it was time to make it official,” Sal said.

			“That’s very sweet, Sal, but…why mention I’m married?”

			“Are you joking?” Salvatore leaned against the front desk. “In all your detective stories, there’s always some femme fatale who throws herself at the detective. I want all those beautiful ladies who come to you in need of murder-solving to know up front that you’re taken.”

			“I’m also gay, Sal.”

			“Well, there wasn’t a G in the acronym.” Sal stared at the freshly swept lobby floor. “Do you like them?”

			“I love them.” Arthur pulled Salvatore into a kiss. “Thank you.”

			Arthur tucked a few of the cards into his wallet, then stacked the rest on the front desk, beside the cards for the Dead & Breakfast and pamphlets for local attractions.

			It looked official. Real. Perhaps Arthur did have a future in solving mysteries for his fellow paranormals.

			“All that cleaning has made me so tired.” Salvatore stretched his arms toward the sky and yawned. “I’m going to take a nap, darling. Wake me up when it’s time to start cooking dinner.”

			Arthur kissed Sal’s cheek, bade him a good nap, and settled in behind the lobby desk to wait for the guests who had reserved rooms for the night. Nora’s tourism initiative was already working. The town seemed on board now, for the most part, and all the anti-paranormal graffiti had stopped. Brody’s friends had cleaned it all up in the past week while Brody himself recovered in the hospital.

			Arthur settled in to wait for a while—who knew if the guests would even show up. But only a few minutes after check-in time passed, the door to the Dead & Breakfast opened and a group of about half a dozen walked in.

			“Oh, it’s just as charming as the photos!” one cooed, pointing out the umbrella stand and Welcome sign.

			“Look! They have a cat! She’s so cute!”

			“Oh my god, is that a pun?”

			Arthur stood, resisted the urge to straighten his tie, and smiled.

			“Welcome to the Dead & Breakfast,” he said, handing out packets of welcome scones—raspberry with white chocolate icing in the shape of fangs.

			As he checked them in one by one, he jotted notes on a Post-it:

			
					
					Likes cats

				

					
					Airplane hair

				

					
					Glued to his phone

				

					
					Suspiciously impressed by puns

				

			

			Maybe it was just habit, but as one of the guests curiously took a business card, Arthur felt a little swell in his chest. He patted his notebook and smiled. It was a good habit to have. After all, one never knew what details might come in handy in his next case.

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			
				[image: ]
			

			The year was 2017 and Rosiee was but an invisible agency intern reading slush. Frustrated with the lack of goofery in the cozy mystery submissions, Rosiee jokingly pitched their own to the agent they worked for—and Dead & Breakfast was born. Lost for how to make the book a reality, Rosiee approached Kat, the funniest person they knew, and shared the pitch. Kat was instantly jealous and wished she’d thought of it so she could write it herself. Rather than fight to the death, they decided to work together, and the rest is history! As luck would have it, Kat is represented by that very same agent Rosiee used to work for, so our first thanks must go to Carrie Pestritto, who has quite literally been here for this book from the very beginning. Also huge thanks to Rosiee’s agent, Saba Sulaiman, who remains unflappable no matter how weird the pitches get. We can’t believe such a silly idea is now a silly book.

			Thanks to our wonderful editor, Michelle Vega, whose enthusiasm for Arthur and Sal is rivaled only by Sal’s enthusiasm for Arthur and Sal, and to the rest of the team at Berkley: Annie Odders, editorial assistant; Elisha Katz and Kim-Salina I, marketers; Yazmine Hassan, publicist; Liam Eisenberg, cover artist; Colleen Reinhart, cover designer; Daniel Brount, text designer; Alaina Christensen, production editor; our copyeditor; and Abby Graves and Janice Brown, proofreaders.

			No book is written in a vacuum (or else it might suck!). We would also like to thank all our early readers and friends who supported the book along the way, including: Basil Alriyahi, Lee Bentley, Anna Birch, Katie Bohn, CJ Connor, Maya Gittelman, Emily Grey, Jenny Howe, Linsey Miller, Becca Podos, Eric Smith, RoAnna Sylver, and Lauren Turner.

			Kat would like to thank the Fork Fam for all the support and jokes over the years, as well as the goats (so named not for their status as the greatest of all time so much as their frequent yelling). She could not have done this without y’all!

			Rosiee would like to thank MK, Rebecca, Rory, Emma, Courtney, Megan, Emily, Tehlor, Alex, Elizabeth, April, Stephen, Claire, and Faye. I have almost certainly forgotten someone here, so if you know you belong on this list…just like Taylor Swift, I’ve got a blank space, baby:  (write your name).

			Lastly, we’d like to thank our families, primarily our partners, Brad and Colleen, who have supported this book in countless ways. Colleen, your dedication to the bit is astounding. Thank you for helping with so many jokes! The begonias wouldn’t be the same without you. Brad, you’ve been a wonderful champion for Kat and her writing career, always certain she would succeed. We hope the audiobook serves you well! We’d also like to thank Rosiee’s pets (Captain KP Hob, Petra, and Jane) for all the snuggles and Kat’s vegetable garden for all the snacks.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: Author photo of Kat Hillis and Rosiee Thor]
				

				
					Photo by Kat Fang

				
			
			
				
					[image: Author photo of Kat Hillis and Rosiee Thor]
				

				
					Photo by Vania Stoyanova

				
			
			Kat Hillis is an author of queer speculative fiction full of silly jokes and twisty plots. A Southerner now living in Alabama, she’s a lifelong fan of vampires, murder, and puns. When she’s not writing or reading, she’s gaming, drawing, or making handcrafted soaps.

			Rosiee Thor began their career as a storyteller by demanding to tell their mother bedtime stories instead of the other way around. Now, they write stories for all ages, including the young adult novels Tarnished Are the Stars and Fire Becomes Her, the picture book The Meaning of Pride, and tie-in novels for franchises such as Life is Strange and Firefly. They live in Oregon with two cats, a dog, and an abundance of plants.

			Kat and Rosiee live on opposite sides of the United States and like opposite parts of the writing process, but they are unified in their love of puns! After helping with each other’s books for years, they penned their first novel together: Dead & Breakfast.

			Visit Kat and Rosiee Online

			KatHillisBooks.com

			RosieeThor.com

		

	
		
			[image: Penguin Random House publisher logo.]

			
				What’s next on
 your reading list?

			Discover your next
 great read!

			 

			Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.

			Sign up now.

		

		_153494032_

	OEBPS/images/kathillis_bw.jpg





OEBPS/images/rosieethor_bw_new.jpg





cover.jpeg
UEAD &
g Ef &UM

ELE ér ':IIIIIIIlllllllllllﬂlm q
5 \ ;
s@/*
/{\

COME FOR g  FOR THE SCONES.

AT HLLS'R ROSIE THOR”






OEBPS/images/Penguin_Logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_1_2.png





OEBPS/images/next-reads_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random House
PENGUIN PUBLISHING GROUP

0






OEBPS/fonts/Shift-Bold.otf


OEBPS/fonts/BaguetScript-Thinitalic.otf


OEBPS/fonts/BaguetScript-Thin.otf


OEBPS/images/page_1.png





OEBPS/images/page_38.jpg





OEBPS/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/fonts/CentralStationStd.otf


OEBPS/images/9780593952726_title_page.jpg
DE@I\\D
BREAKIAS T

e o

Kat Hillis &
Rosiee Thor






