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			It was barely noon and everything was already ruined.

			Arthur Miller (no relation to the playwright, as he would point out to anyone who’d listen) pulled a crisp white handkerchief from his breast pocket and did his best to remove the powdered sugar from the lapels of his gray suit. The action was worse than futile. The sugar smeared, turning what had once looked like a night sky scattered with stars into more of a Milky Way.

			That was what he got for being a vampire and attending a festival to celebrate the longest day of the year.

			“I told you to wear the white linen, darling,” Salvatore Conte said in a morose tone more suited to a funeral director.

			“You also told me to eat the funnel cake. A grand idea, Arthur, isn’t it so quaint, Arthur, and who doesn’t love fried dough, Arthur?”

			“It was buy-one-get-one-half-off!” Sal gestured wildly, nearly flinging the funnel cake off his own flimsy paper plate. His shirt was all white ruffles and lace that hid the confectionery fallout well, but a little constellation of sugar clung to his lips.

			Arthur leaned in to kiss it away. “I suppose we couldn’t afford not to get two, then.” The funnel cake was good, despite the dire wardrobe situation it caused.

			Taking advantage of their proximity, Rumble leaped out of the backpack carrier Sal wore, landing on Arthur’s shoulders with all the grace Arthur himself was lacking. The black cat leaned down and elegantly licked at the sugar on his lapel, dusting her whiskers and nose.

			Around them, the Summer Solstice Festival sprawled across Trident Falls’ fairgrounds. The large, usually empty field was bordered on three sides by dense wood, and an endless blue sky stretched above, not marred by a single cloud. The sun, supposed bane of all vampirekind, shone relentlessly down upon the crowds of townspeople and tourists, who milled around stalls selling food, local crafts, and only semirigged supposedly enchanted carnival games.

			The sun did not touch Arthur, though, who held a yellow parasol to shade himself and his husband from the pesky UV rays. Though they weren’t in danger of disintegrating or combusting at the merest exposure the way so much vampire media alleged, Arthur wasn’t in the business of courting melanomas. Sal had teased him for such caution until the morning he woke with a single wrinkle on his forehead. Now, they shared a jumbo bottle of SPF daily moisturizer that sat kitty-cornered to Sal’s glitter lotion—just in case of a Twilight revival.

			The wind shifted, bringing a heavy scent of goat from the nearby petting zoo to mingle with the fryer oil and sugar in the air. Rumble’s nose twitched as she sniffed, claws lightly poking through the fabric of Arthur’s already ruined suit jacket.

			Acting Mayor Nora Anderson had really managed to put together something special here. Though Nora had assumed the duties of the mayor after his death only a few months ago, she had proven to be quite a popular replacement thus far, in no small part due to her excellent taste in deputies. Quinn Clark, the mayor’s former assistant, had stepped up in a big way. Arthur could see their combined efforts in every detail of the festival, from the sensible placement of a divider in the middle of the path that created seamless crowd flow to the charming astrological stamp with purple ink to mark those over twenty-one years of age. Arthur had exchanged heated words with the youth at the festival entrance who believed Sal’s ID was a fake—No one’s that old—but eventually Salvatore had bared his fangs and the poor boy was scared into stamping Sal’s hand. Not that it mattered.

			“It’s too early for such libations anyhow,” Sal said after the ordeal. “Oh, look, funnel cake!”

			It would have been easier to forgo the entire interaction, but that wasn’t Sal’s way. No, Arthur’s husband took every opportunity for dramatics that crossed his path—and some that he plucked out of thin air. So Arthur only shook his head in dismay and followed as his husband flitted around the market, pointing out the various treats with the sort of enthusiasm Arthur normally reserved for rare varieties of dahlias at the plant nursery. At one point, he had to rein Sal in when he insisted they should go on the broomstick ride; considering the brooms lifted only a foot off the ground and went in a circle smaller than a carousel, it was obviously meant for children.

			Next to the funnel cake stand was a coffee cart, boldly sporting the logo of the Big Bad Brew—a mug sitting on a suspiciously lunar-coded coaster with latte art in the shape of a paw print. Theodore Park, ex-lawyer and occasional wolf, stood behind it mixing iced coffees and teas for sweating patrons. His long black hair was pulled into a neat bun, but his beard probably wasn’t very comfortable in this heat. At least with a bed-and-breakfast, Arthur wouldn’t ever be called upon to work such an event. The inn he and Salvatore owned was booked solid for the entire festival’s duration, Arthur was proud to say.

			Rechristened the Dead & Breakfast after their rather infamous (Sal would say iconic) role in solving the mayor’s murder this past spring, the little B&B on the edge of town finally hosted guests regularly. Once, Arthur had believed their success in a town like Trident Falls relied on their ability to blend in. He was loath to admit it, but he’d been terribly wrong. As it turned out, people were much more eager to patronize a business that leaned into its authenticity, a lesson Sal was determined to continue teaching him every day. Still, Arthur had to keep the rails on at least a little. No, they couldn’t serve their guests actual blood, and no, they couldn’t get a self-playing church organ for the foyer (they couldn’t afford it anyway, never mind they didn’t have room). But Arthur had made allowances for many of Sal’s less outlandish ideas, like vampire bite temporary tattoos in the bathrooms and silky bloodred robes in the closets for the guests. It was all about balance, in the end—a guiding principle Arthur practiced in both business and pleasure.

			A few months ago, before the Dead & Breakfast had gained its footing in the community, Arthur might have watched Theodore suffering in the sun with a heavy dose of schadenfreude, but now Arthur found himself a great deal fonder of Theo than he would ever admit aloud. His aid in clearing Sal’s name when the mayor was murdered had proven useful, and he brewed a decent cup of coffee (but Arthur preferred his own recipe when it came to the scones). Though he’d softened toward the werewolf barista considerably, he carried on with his subtle performance of nursing a grudge. Business rivals had to remain civilly unpleasant to one another in public, even if it was just to keep up appearances.

			Theo glanced up at him just then, no doubt utilizing some sort of underhanded werewolf power to sense Arthur’s observation. He gave a smile and wave, then frowned and pointed to a spot on his own well-defined chest that corresponded with the worst of the powdered sugar on Arthur. Theo mouthed You’ve got something here before turning back to his customers.

			Well. Perhaps Arthur was a little glad Theo seemed to be perspiring as much as the rest of the crowd.

			“What shall we do next, my love?” Sal asked.

			Arthur took another perilous bite of his funnel cake, careful to keep it out of Rumble’s reach. Some treats were worth the trouble they brought—not unlike his husband. He’d have to change his clothes before afternoon check-ins at the Dead & Breakfast, of course. It wouldn’t do to look unprofessional in front of guests. But for now, Arthur and Sal were festivalgoers, here for a good time. Sal had insisted, and until new guests arrived, the inn was empty anyway.

			“Perhaps the Ferris wheel?” Arthur suggested.

			“So romantic.” Sal took his arm, causing Arthur to nearly lose his snack to gravity and an oil-weakened plate. “Oh, no, we can’t go that way.”

			Arthur started, distracted by the act of rescuing his funnel cake. Whatever peril his husband had seen was not immediately apparent. “Why not?”

			“Martha Worcestershire is over there. If she spots us, she’ll want to talk to us, and if she talks to us, we shall perish from boredom—”

			“Come on, Sal, she’s not that bad.” Martha—whose last name couldn’t possibly be Worcestershire, could it?—was a local accountant specializing in small business taxes. They’d worked with her that past February and she’d done an adequate job, by Arthur’s judgment. Their business had been just shy of failing back then, and she’d helped them stay afloat for another few months with her financial wisdom.

			“Last time I was subjected to her presence, she made Al Capone sound boring. It was a worse crime than everything Capone did. Well, except for the bad tipping. I can never forgive that.”

			“Are you saying you were a waiter in a restaurant where Al Capone ate?” Arthur asked.

			“No, I was an exotic dancer at the time.” Sal was practically hiding behind Arthur now, whispering into his shoulder.

			“I actually have a question about quarterly taxes I wanted to ask her,” Arthur began. At Martha’s suggestion, he’d downloaded a nifty little program to the inn’s computer called QuickBooks, but alas there was nothing quick about the speed at which he was able to use it. He much preferred to keep records by hand.

			“Oh, look, is that a pet psychic?” Salvatore’s voice pitched up, laced with mischief. “Let’s take our girl, Rumble. Do you want to know your future?” Sal asked the black cat, pulling her off Arthur’s shoulders with an unpleasant chorus of a disgruntled yowl and claws snagging on fabric.

			Arthur glanced at the nearby tent. Where all the other such structures had open sides to let in the summer breeze, the pet psychic’s was closed up and decorated in arcane symbols Arthur wasn’t sure meant anything at all. He did a quick sweep for any religious iconography that might prevent their participation, but there wasn’t a Coexist bumper sticker in sight.

			“Perhaps you should take Rumble ahead and I’ll catch up,” Arthur said. He knew himself well enough to suspect he would not be a good sport about whatever nonsense a pet psychic dispensed to breathless parents of fur babies.

			“If you’re sure?” Sal asked, holding Rumble in front of him like a small shield to ward off accounting jokes. Martha Worcestershire was indeed coming their way now.

			“Yes, of course. Go enjoy yourselves.” Arthur smiled at Sal, then Rumble. The latter stared up at him with doleful green eyes, as if she didn’t want to go see a psychic any more than Arthur wanted to witness it. He felt a pang of pity for the creature, but not enough to rescue her from what was sure to be an unbelievably silly twenty minutes. They each had their own ideas of fun, though, and Arthur was not about to get between Sal and his.

			Sal hurried off, musing aloud if the pet psychic would be able to confirm the star chart he’d made for Rumble based off vibes. Arthur shook his head a little and turned just in time to avoid a collision with Martha.

			“Oh, Arthur Miller! I didn’t see you.” Martha was a middle-aged woman with dark hair threaded with gray cut into a sensible bob. Unlike Arthur, she was dressed down for the festival, wearing a set of durable overalls with numerous pockets and resin-cast pine cones hanging from her earlobes.

			“I actually wanted to ask you something,” Arthur said, stepping back to a respectable distance and hoping the sugar on his lapel wasn’t as noticeable as he suspected.

			“Really?” Martha’s face brightened. The expression skittered away as fast as it appeared. Perhaps she, like Arthur, was rarely the primary object of anyone’s attention. Arthur preferred it that way, which made his marriage to Sal all the more perfect—Sal’s antics were nothing if not distracting—but the accountant’s reaction struck Arthur with an inexplicable sadness for the woman.

			“I’ve been having trouble with that computer program you suggested and wondered if you might give me a few tips.”

			“I’d love to stop and chat, but I’m running late.” Martha pointed down the path, though Arthur couldn’t hazard a guess to which booth she was headed. “Call me tomorrow? I’ve taken vacation for the rest of today.”

			It was almost sad to think of Martha all alone in her accountant office, watching the festival people go by. She deserved to take the day off. Sal might think it all rather pathetic, but Arthur had no trouble imagining the draw of a day spent quietly enjoying one’s chosen existence. Sal’s idea of a vacation usually involved exciting locales that required some form of terrifying transit, whether by boat, train, or plane. Still, the festival was a big draw for tourists, so why not the locals, too? Martha was entirely justified in taking the whole day off to enjoy it. Arthur rather wished he could do the same, but hospitality was essential during events like these.

			He bid her farewell, then frowned. He had no more excuses not to join Sal with the psychic, but there was no rule saying he couldn’t take the scenic route there. He strolled past tents with tables displaying all sorts of artisan goods: ceramics, blown glass, beaded jewelry, candles, and soaps. He lingered to read the kitsch sayings on a series of embroidered tote bags that said things like Karma’s a Witch and Get a Broom. Some booths advertised magical charms and effects, while others appeared to be totally mundane. Near the center of the festival, a stage had been erected—for musical performances, perhaps. Arthur made a mental note to keep Sal away in case he felt the urge for an impromptu performance as his drag persona, Miss Keto Bite.

			To the right of the stage was a tent much larger than the others. Its canopy was a midnight blue printed with gold letters spelling out The Celestine Coven with crescent moons where the Cs ought to be. Unlike the other tents, which peddled handmade goods, this one seemed to offer an array of branded merchandise. T-shirts with the same logo as the tent were folded in a neat display alongside a row of shirts sporting the face of a woman with a mane of flaxen hair and eyes that looked digitally enhanced to reflect the moon and stars in her blue irises. At the edge of the tent was a poster of the same woman wearing a floor-length indigo dress with her hands raised toward the sky, neck and wrists bedecked in bangles and charms. A bright moon lit the crown of her head almost like a halo. Above, in a swooping font Arthur recognized as Apple Chancery, the poster proclaimed, Power Through Unity.

			“Ambrosia Celestine,” Arthur muttered, reading the name printed even bigger at the bottom. He cocked his head, examining the booth more closely. He was quite certain he’d never heard of the woman or her coven, but something about the display was familiar.

			“Greetings,” said an ethereal voice, honey-sweet and airy. “Can I interest you in a rejuvenating energy potion?”

			Arthur jumped a little, startled to be addressed. He couldn’t remember walking across the path, but he found himself only a foot or so from the booth, facing a young woman who was a representative of the coven, judging by her attire, which included a truly impressive number of bracelets and a T-shirt with the same slogan as the poster: Power Through Unity. She held up a glass vial full of a bright liquid that might have been orange juice or some sort of cloudy Gatorade. It caught the light, sparkling in the sun. Other vials full of shiny liquids sat around the edge of the booth in every color imaginable with cork stoppers and wax seals.

			“Sorry?” Arthur shook his head to clear it.

			“Is this your first time?” asked the coven witch, staring at Arthur with wide green eyes, empty as a field.

			“I don’t know what—”

			The witch gasped. “A solstice virgin!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands together.

			Arthur held up his hands and began backing away slowly.

			“No, wait! Here, take this!” She ran around the side of the tent, pressing a flyer and the vial of orange potion in his hands.

			He flinched away, not wanting her to make a scene if she noticed how cold his hands were. Witches were more amenable to other paranormals than the run-of-the-mill human, but he never liked to surprise people with the news of his immortal undeath all the same.

			“Arthur Miller, dude!” Someone else took his arm and pulled him away from the overeager witch. “Been looking for you everywhere!”

			Relief washed over him as he recognized the voice of Lore, Trident Falls’ medical examiner and coroner. They’d met a few months ago—over a dead body, no less—but Arthur had liked her instantly for her steady demeanor and dry wit.

			Today, Lore sported oversize shades, the frames of which were dramatic yellow suns, complete with impractical rays protruding from the centers. Arthur had seen a booth selling them right past the entrance and had deftly steered Sal in another direction before his husband could purchase them in every color.

			“You were searching for me?” Arthur asked.

			“Nah,” Lore said, letting go of his arm once they were a safe distance away from the coven booth. “You looked like you needed rescuing, so I made that up.”

			Arthur, who had only ever needed rescuing once in his life and twice in his undeath, might have taken umbrage with her assumption if it hadn’t gotten him out of a deeply uncomfortable interaction, so he straightened his suit and said, “Thank you.”

			“No problem. Those coven girlies are an enthusiastic bunch.”

			“Indeed.” Arthur sighed heavily. “Is it always like this?”

			“The solstice?” Lore asked. “I don’t know. This is the first time we’ve had a celebration in town. Elves have their own traditions, obviously, but I figured…when in Rome…” She lifted her sunglasses and winked one pink paintball-splatter eye at him.

			Arthur knew better than to ask about Lore’s traditions. Elves were quite secretive about their customs, and he had no intention of overstepping. Instead, he gestured at the festival around them and said, “I hope this sort of thing doesn’t make a mockery of the holiday.”

			Lore shrugged, letting her sunglasses fall back into place. “Humans have always had their own ways of celebrating the changing of seasons. And this way is both delicious and beneficial to local businesses. Have you had the funnel cake?”

			Arthur’s fingers found the spot on his lapels still dusted with white sugar.

			“Oh, speaking of local businesses…” Lore stepped to the side and gestured at a booth with colorful soaps displayed beside bundles of herbs. “You gotta check out my friend’s stuff.”

			“Lore, don’t overhype me,” said the friend, a tall white woman in tight shorts and a matching crop top—athleisure wear, Sal would call it. She ducked her head, a strand of her long brown hair falling in her face, a gesture that seemed habitual.

			“What’s not to hype!” Lore pointed to the stacks of soaps arrayed on the table. “She makes this stuff herself. Look at those color swirls!”

			“It is impressive,” Arthur said, determined to help Lore’s apparent mission to remedy her friend’s self-esteem, though he wasn’t lying. The soaps were lovely—vibrant, but not artificially so. He spotted some with black and red swirls that might complement the inn’s color scheme nicely.

			“Thanks. I’m Stephanie,” the woman said, holding her hand out to Arthur.

			“Arthur Miller, no relation,” he replied, a habit of his own.

			“I know who you are. My house isn’t far from the Dead & Breakfast.”

			Lore pointedly cleared her throat. He glanced at her, confused, then Stephanie spoke again.

			“I’ve been meaning to pay you and Salvatore a visit, actually.” She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, staring down at the table. “I wanted to float the idea of you stocking my soaps for guests. To use. Um, not like a store.”

			“Oh.” Arthur blinked. Currently, they got soaps wholesale from some large corporation, but a chance to collaborate with another of Trident Falls’ entrepreneurs and provide custom soap was thrilling. He could already hear Sal’s suggestions—bat-shaped, blood-scented, with a placard that said Fangs for Washing Your Hands. “That’s a fantastic idea.”

			“Right?” Lore punched her friend on the arm. “See? I knew he’d agree. Your soaps are perfect for the D&B!”

			Arthur was unaccustomed to having his businesses acronymized, but he quite liked the casual way she referenced the inn—as if it was there to stay.

			Stephanie smiled and finally met his eye. “I think so, yeah. We can talk more later, but please, take a bar of soap, on the house. Free sample.”

			“Don’t be silly. I’ll pay like any other customer.” Arthur picked up the nearest soap and gave it a sniff. Lavender. “What are all the herbs for?”

			The booth was lined with baskets of fresh herbs as well as bundles of dried ones.

			“I grow them myself, for the soap. But my garden is a little overrun now, so I thought I’d sell the extra here. The cilantro is half off!”

			Arthur couldn’t help but pull a face. “It might as well be poison to me, sorry.”

			“Oh, are you allergic?” Stephanie’s eyes were wide with concern. “Earlier this morning I spoke to another vendor—a psychic, I think?—who bought herbs for her tea but got super upset when I told her that some of my soap has cilantro in it. Said she’d left her EpiPen at home and couldn’t risk the contamination potential.”

			“Nothing like that,” Arthur said. “I’ve just always been of the opinion that cilantro has more in common with soap than I care for in something I’m supposed to eat.”

			“Lots of people are like that. It’s a genetic mutation, you know,” Lore said, clapping his shoulder. “Not your fault.”

			Arthur sniffed a few more soap bars before selecting three—a purple and yellow lavender chamomile, a blue and green blackberry basil, and the black-and-red-swirled vanilla clove. He handed over a few crisp bills and tucked the soaps—along with the coven witch’s freebies—in his pocket next to the sugar-dusted handkerchief. Before he could add the receipt to the section of his wallet reserved for business expenses, a commotion farther down the row drew his attention.

			As usual, where there was chaos, his husband was at its center.

			“Absolute buffoonery!” Salvatore cried, bursting from the pet psychic’s tent a dozen yards away. “The likes of which this world has never seen before!”

			Arthur wasn’t sure if Sal was boasting about his own actions or complaining about another’s.

			“I demand my $14.99 fee back! You, my lady, are a fraud!” Sal held Rumble up like he was reenacting the opening of The Lion King (a regular occurrence around the Dead & Breakfast). “My beautiful daughter deserves so much better than the throne of lies upon which you sit!”

			Sal’s antics were drawing the attention of everyone in the vicinity. Arthur was already jogging toward him as quickly as he dared.

			“I will not rest until every soul, living or dead, within these fairgrounds knows what a charlatan you are!” Sal was wailing now, loud enough to make poor Rumble flatten her ears against her head. “Scribbling away in that book, spouting your nonsense! Fifty years, indeed!”

			The pet psychic, a woman in a very loud green dress with a purple shawl much too warm for the weather, stumbled out of her tent.

			“No refunds!” she shouted, matching Sal’s commitment to the theatrical arts. “And you’re banned from my tent! No one questions the honor of the great All-Pet-Seeing Lola Lataurelle!”

			As he neared Sal and Rumble, Arthur could picture another universe in which Sal and Lola were great friends who bonded over being extremely dramatic at all times. But it seemed that was not to be in this reality. Things had gone terribly awry while he was chatting about soaps and cilantro.

			“You, madame, should be ashamed to call yourself a psychic. You lured me in with that false aesthetic of yours. But drapey clothing and shiny baubles do not make you powerful or interesting!” Sal freed one hand from holding Rumble to adjust his outrageously pouffy cravat.

			Rumble, perhaps tired of all the yelling and being lofted up like a cartoon lion cub, seized the momentary weakness in grip to lunge out of Sal’s hand. She hit the ground running. If it had been dark, Arthur would’ve been fast enough to catch her, but with the horrible sun so hot and bright overhead, his vampiric powers were diminished. Rumble was nothing but a black streak across his vision as she made a break for it.

			“No! My daughter!” Salvatore cried, pressing the back of his hand to his forehead as he slumped against one of the tent posts. “Someone catch her!”

			But it was too late. In the blink of an eye, Rumble was gone.
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			Salvatore Conte was a dramatic man under even the most mundane circumstances. Now that Rumble was missing, he was reaching heights of histrionics Arthur hadn’t seen since the Spice Girls broke up—who is going to spice up my life now?!

			Sal burst into the combination first-aid and headquarters tent like a blustering wind, Arthur only a step behind him.

			“My daughter is missing!” Sal shrieked at top volume, startling a few paramedics and support staff. He glared around. “Did you hear me? She’s missing!”

			“He means his cat,” said a commanding, and familiar, voice. Acting Mayor Nora Anderson swept toward the middle of the tent, a clipboard in one hand and a Trident Falls–branded ball cap on her head, little wisps of black hair peeking out from underneath. She was of an average build with medium brown skin and a calming presence, despite the vibrant tie-dye T-shirt she wore.

			Since the moment Nora had appeared in the lobby of the Dead & Breakfast—only then, it was still called the Iris Inn—Arthur had quite liked her. She had a steady quality to her personality and was meticulously organized, not to mention she showered endless praise upon his scones. She’d been a great help to them as they’d dealt with murder allegations when the former mayor had died, and though Arthur had briefly suspected the newcomer might have something to do with it all, he’d found a genuine ally and eventually friend in the deceased mayor’s replacement.

			Nora took a deep breath, which seemed contagious as it rippled through the others, and said, “No one panic.”

			“I daresay I’ll panic if I wish!” Sal cried, entirely unmoved by her attempts to deescalate the situation. “Rumble is a delicate creature with no wilderness survival skills!”

			Arthur might have interrupted to remind his husband that Rumble had been a stray with some success before they’d adopted her, but he was saved the displeasure by the arrival of Quinn Clark, Nora’s deputy.

			“Rumble? Delicate?” Quinn scowled. She was shorter and stouter than her counterpart, but dressed the same, sleek blond ponytail looped through the back of her hat. Quinn had been more of an acquired taste, antagonistic to both them and Nora during the whole murder situation, but Arthur had developed a fondness for the grumpy government worker, especially when she challenged some of Salvatore’s more outlandish claims, as she did now. “She nearly took out my eye last week when I tried to pet her.”

			“I know, isn’t she darling?” Salvatore whined. “I just adore her so.”

			Arthur exchanged knowing looks with Nora and Quinn, confirming that they all understood what this was. Rumble would likely be just fine on her own. Salvatore, on the other hand…

			Arthur wrapped an arm around Sal’s shoulders. He had to be the strong one right now, but worry fluttered in his chest as well. He’d never been much of a cat person during his life or undeath, but he’d grown very fond of Rumble despite that. She was part of the family.

			“All staff be advised.” Quinn spoke into the radio with a brisk voice. “There’s a black cat loose at the festival. If it’s spotted, report to the HQ tent. Let me know immediately if you apprehend it. Out.”

			“Apprehend it?” Sal repeated in an octave higher than his normal register. “We must form search parties to find her! Every second counts. The first forty-eight hours are crucial in missing persons cases!”

			Arthur squeezed Sal’s hand fondly at the evidence that his husband did, in fact, listen to him ramble sometimes.

			Nora gave a sympathetic smile to Sal and Arthur in turn. “We don’t have the manpower for that, unfortunately, but I promise we’ll be keeping an eye out for her. Quinn and I were about to do our rounds of the vendor tents. I’ll let everyone know to be on the lookout for Rumble.”

			Salvatore, naturally, did not take the news well. He tried to climb atop a rickety folding table to give an impassioned speech, but Arthur held him back, shaking his head. It was far too unstable. The last thing he needed was an incapacitated Salvatore to take care of as well.

			“Come on,” Arthur said, tugging on Salvatore’s ruffly shirt. “We can look for her.”

			They returned to the festival without reinforcements. Though the sun was shining as brightly as ever, Salvatore’s mood was its own stormy cloud following them. Arthur popped open his yellow umbrella.

			“Shall we?” he asked, offering Salvatore his arm.

			“I wish it was night,” Sal grumbled.

			“Wouldn’t that make it more difficult? She would blend in with the darkness.”

			“Yes, but at least then I could fly.”

			Arthur didn’t bother to point out that Sal’s version of flying was more like hovering and wouldn’t provide them much in the way of efficiency. Instead, he silently resolved to find Rumble before they needed to resort to use of their powers. It would only serve to demoralize Salvatore further when he remembered his own abilities were limited.

			After two hours, they’d found nary a hair nor paw print—not that belonged to a cat, anyway. Eventually, they stopped by Theo’s cart so Arthur could order Sal his favorite iced coffee—the Full Moon Mocha—and ask for Theo’s help with their search.

			“Not even sugar and caffeine can cheer me up,” Sal said morosely, though he had to pause halfway through the sentence to take a long sip through the drink’s biodegradable straw. “Rumble is gone, and it’s all that rancid pet psychic’s fault. If she hadn’t told such horrible lies, it wouldn’t have upset Rumble enough to make her run off. Do you know what she said about our precious daughter?”

			Arthur suspected the crowds and yelling had overwhelmed the poor cat and made her bolt, but he wasn’t about to voice his opinion aloud. It wouldn’t change what happened, anyway. “What did she say?” he asked, more to placate his husband than out of true curiosity.

			“She said Rumble would live another fifty years! Can you believe that nonsense? It’s not even remotely plausible.” Sal threw up his hands. “You’d think she’d be more practiced at fibbery. Even I know cats don’t live that long.”

			Privately, Arthur was surprised to hear this. Salvatore was not exactly the most rational person he’d ever met. If anyone was going to believe their cat might live a longer than average life rather than face the reality of mortality, it would be Sal.

			“It’s not like I’m completely uneducated on the subject, you know,” Sal carried on. “I know most cats only live to be…what, thirty? Thirty-five?”

			Arthur sighed. There was the delusional Sal he knew and loved.

			“I’m really sorry,” Theo said, handing Arthur an unsweetened iced tea, though he hadn’t ordered anything. “I don’t smell her anywhere near here, but if I catch a whiff I’ll be sure to let you know.”

			Arthur sighed and took a sip of the tea. It tasted like defeat. “We’d better head home.”

			Salvatore looked aghast. “But Rumble—”

			“Nora and her staff are keeping an eye out—and Theo is keeping a nose out—I’m sure when Rumble calms down, or gets hungry, she’ll emerge and someone will bring her up to the Dead & Breakfast for us.”

			“What if she’s hurt?” Sal said in a low, warbling voice.

			“If you want to stay here, I can do the guest check-ins alone.” Arthur didn’t have the heart to play the we have to work card now. This was beyond Sal’s usual antics—perhaps even worse than the Spice Girls incident of 2001, after all. He wished he had the power to cheer up his husband, but he could no more make Rumble appear than he could remedy the rifts that tore apart the British pop sensation.

			“No!” Salvatore clutched his chest. “We mustn’t be separated. We can’t let this fracture our family, Arthur!”

			“I didn’t mean—”

			“Just think, if Rumble comes back to a broken home, she will be devastated! We can’t make her a child of divorce!”

			“Who said anything about divorce?” Arthur did his best to keep up with the twists and turns of Salvatore’s conversational style, but sometimes even he had to admit defeat. “Come on. Perhaps Rumble will be waiting for us at the inn. She knows her way home, I’d wager, and she’ll feel safest there.”

			“Of course! Why didn’t I think of that?” Sal pinched Arthur’s cheek. “I married such a smarty-pants!”

			With a pep in his step, Salvatore led the way back to the bike rack where they’d parked their teal tandem bicycle, but his renewed good mood didn’t last long. Despite Sal’s brave words, he was clearly distracted the whole ride home, not even bothering with his usual halfhearted attempts to help pedal.

			They biked from the fairgrounds near the woods all the way through town, passing the brick-and-mortar Big Bad Brew and city hall, which was now host to a lovely mural of a waterfall bookended with vibrant rhododendron bushes. He recognized the telltale painting style of Brody Young, whom Arthur had suspected of murder only a few months ago. As it had turned out, Brody was innocent—mostly—and found himself victim to his own father’s twisted plot to frame him for the mayor’s death.

			At the unveiling a few weeks ago, Trident Falls residents had gushed about the new art installation, and even Quinn, who’d had a somewhat adversarial relationship with Brody, said his art gave her a sense of peace, like she’d just arrived home after a long journey. Arthur was glad to hear it. Brody was a talented graffiti artist. He and his friends had been part of some anti-paranormal vandalism earlier that year, but Brody, at least, had turned over a new leaf after the whole murder ordeal. Arthur still noticed tags around town from Brody and his friends here and there that certainly weren’t commissioned art. But it was art nonetheless, and Arthur was encouraged to see them take on more positive messaging.

			As Arthur turned left at the fork that led up toward the inn, he caught sight of the welcome sign just down the road. Once again, it had been changed to say Trident Balls. Quinn would, undoubtedly, be there in the next day or two to correct it in her endless war against their crass brand of humor. She’d commented that each time the graffiti was harder to remove, but Arthur wondered if it had less to do with the durability of the paint and more to do with her own softening resolve.

			Thinking of Brody made Arthur’s already churning stomach twist even more. After Brody’s father’s arrest and the discovery of Brody’s own involvement in the cover-up, Arthur had promised to help him find his mother, who’d left Trident Falls when Brody was younger. He wished he had something to show for his efforts. His few leads hadn’t amounted to much, but things had been remarkably busy at the inn, and truth be told he hadn’t had much time to dedicate to the search outside online sleuthing and a few trips to the records room at city hall.

			Perhaps he wasn’t really suited to being a VAMP PI (very astute married paranormal private investigator). How was he supposed to track down someone who’d been gone for years if he couldn’t even find a cat? He couldn’t let Sal down now. He had to at least live up to the M in the acronym and come through for his husband.

			Eventually they turned down a driveway, and the Dead & Breakfast emerged through the trees. A converted grange, it was charmingly rustic but very well preserved. Arthur had done most of the remodeling himself, though the building had been an inn for nearly a century. The previous owners had dubbed it the Iris Inn after the original proprietor, Iris, and, likely due to the name, had many irises planted around the grounds. Arthur loved flowers, taking it upon himself to plant a great many more. It did him proud to see the blooms there to welcome them home.

			The modest parking lot, which had begun to empty early that morning as guests checked out, would be full once again by evening—and not only because parking in town was scarce due to the festival. No, gone were the days of feeling a flicker of hope at an unscheduled arrival only to see them use their lot as a turnaround on their way to somewhere else. The inn was booked solid through the summer season, and if anyone happened upon their B&B with designs of staying without booking in advance, well, Arthur would be hard-pressed to find them anything more substantial than a broom closet until well after the festival.

			Arthur checked his watch and grimaced. “Not much time before check-ins,” he lamented, silently mourning the prospect of a long bath. He needed to enter host mode, but it was difficult to step into the serene and unbothered persona under the circumstances.

			“Do you think the guests could be persuaded to join the search party?” Sal asked as they stowed their bike in the garage. “Surely most of them will be at the festival this evening. And what nobler purpose could anyone strive for than rescuing a lost little cat? She’s all alone out there, helpless—”

			“She’s got claws. Sharp ones.” Arthur could still feel the phantom sting of them slicing through his suit jacket earlier. “And she’s quick on her feet. Smart, too. She’ll be all right.”

			As if his husband had tuned him out entirely, Salvatore carried on. “She must be terrified! My sweet angel…” Sal snapped his fingers. “I’ve got it! While you check in the guests, I’ll make Missing posters. That way they’ll know what she looks like.”

			“That’s not a bad idea, actually.” Arthur took Salvatore’s hand as they entered the inn together.

			“Perhaps ’tis I who wears the smarty pants in this relationship.” Sal went up on his tiptoes to kiss Arthur on the cheek. “Have fun checking in the guests!”

			Salvatore flitted off to some unknown corner of the inn, undoubtedly searching for his copious craft supplies, while Arthur retired to their bedroom to change his suit. An outsider might have thought Sal’s comment about Arthur having fun to be in jest, but it wasn’t. Arthur loved greeting guests and showing them to their rooms. Watching as they discovered their new favorite getaway would, much like a vampire, never get old. He liked to linger, listening to them coo over the chocolates on the pillows or the view from their window.

			Just as their guests delighted in the quirks of the Dead & Breakfast, Arthur, too, loved observing the guests themselves. He kept a small notebook at the check-in desk for jotting down their habits. He’d begun the custom long ago, inspired by detectives in novels, but it had come in handy more than he’d ever expected when the mayor was found dead in their garden. He’d kept up the practice with even more diligence ever since.

			Arthur exchanged his suit for one that was not adorned with an avant-garde powdered sugar painting of the night sky and ran a comb through his hair, which had been pressed a little too flat by his cycling helmet. He emptied the pockets of his suit, finding the soaps he’d purchased from Lore’s friend, Stephanie, as well as the potion and flyer from the Celestine Coven. He stashed the soaps in the en suite he and Sal shared, but heard the front door open before he could sample one. Shoving the flyer and potion back into his pocket, he hurried to greet whoever had arrived.

			“Good afternoon,” he said as he descended the stairs. A white woman in a slightly rumpled matching lavender shorts set waited in the lobby. She certainly looked like a traveler, with her pink and yellow suitcases and mousy brown hair in a disheveled bun. “Hailey North, I presume?” He’d memorized the names of the arriving guests, of course, and made an educated guess.

			The woman smiled, revealing bleach-white teeth. “That’s me. Wow, this place is so cute!” She pointed her phone around the lobby, probably taking photos. “I can’t believe I managed to get a room here.”

			She’d done so over a month ago, minutes after the Solstice Festival announcement “went live,” as Sal would say. Nora had booked the head of the Celestine Coven, which was apparently a huge draw. Arthur still had no idea why.

			“We at the Dead & Breakfast welcome you,” Arthur said, giving Hailey her complementary bat-shaped scone. “It’s gluten-free.”

			“Oh, thank you!” Hailey took it and set it on her suitcase. She proceeded to crouch to take a number of photos of the scone. “Gluten really dampens the natural flow of magic through my body. I’ll need to be at the top of my game if I’m going to level up in the coven this week.”

			“Level up?” Arthur had thought the Celestine Coven was more of a business than an actual coven. They had so much merchandise, after all. He pulled the flyer from his pocket while Hailey continued to take photos, smiling and holding her phone at a distance for what Arthur approximated to be at least one hundred selfies both with and without the bat-shaped scone.

			The flyer advertised the times that Ambrosia Celestine herself would be on the main stage at the festival—once a day in the afternoon, except on the solstice itself, when she’d be performing just before midnight—as well as opportunities for new witches to join the coven. Power Through Unity, their motto, was on the bottom of the flyer. Despite reading every word on the piece of paper, Arthur had no idea what the coven actually did for witches.

			At last Hailey finished documenting her arrival and stepped up to the desk to check in. As Arthur ran her credit card, he noticed that the crop top she wore sported a small Celestine Coven logo on the breast pocket, as did her matching shorts. Even the luggage was coven-branded. Hailey turned to tuck her wallet back into her bag, and Arthur spotted Power Through Unity scrawled across the seat of her shorts. He was immensely glad Sal wasn’t here to see her getup. He would’ve either mocked the shorts relentlessly or insisted he get his own pair. It was a toss-up.

			Once Arthur had shown Hailey to her room—which she deemed utterly adorable, like, so going in her Instagram story—he made his way to the kitchen, where Sal had set up an impromptu art studio, replete with an easel, scrapbooking station, and more glitter glue than Arthur was aware they owned. Sal had completed several posters already with varying levels of legibility. Arthur was going to have to implement a full glitter-decontamination protocol after this. He was already itching to get out the vacuum attachments.

			“Ah, there you are!” Sal exclaimed, gesturing to the table full of posters. “What do you think?”

			Sal had printed off pictures of Rumble with the usual Missing: Cash Reward beneath, but he’d also added Will Consider Giving the Gift of Eternal Undeath to Anyone Who Returns Our Precious Daughter to Us, which Arthur hoped was a joke. The last thing they needed was someone alerting the FPI—Federal Paranormal Investigators—to their presence…again. The feds hadn’t ended up stepping in with the mayor’s case, since Arthur had solved it before they could arrive on the scene, but he still didn’t want to tempt fate in that regard. They wouldn’t be so lucky twice, surely.

			“You’ve got to stand out in today’s fast-paced world of Missing Pet posters,” Sal explained without prompting as Arthur examined his work. Around the text, Sal was adding glittery paw prints and hearts.

			“Would you really turn someone who found Rumble?” Arthur asked.

			“If they want the curse, sure. I’m offering any incentives I can.”

			“At this rate, it’ll take you too long to decorate each one.” Arthur sighed wearily and slid into a chair beside Sal. “Pass me the glitter.”

			Sal stared at him, eyes wide and shining. “Really? But you always say it’s too much, and that understated is better, and—”

			“You’re right, we’ve got to make sure the posters stand out,” Arthur said solemnly as he accepted the neon blue glitter pen. “And when it comes to standing out, I’ll concede that you are the expert.”

			“That I am!” Sal booped Arthur on the nose with the end of his glitter pen (red), undoubtedly leaving a mark, before getting back to work with renewed vigor.

			Arthur had only sparklefied (Sal’s word) his third poster when Sal’s cellular phone rang. Sal fumbled his bottle of glue in his haste to pull his phone out of his pocket, but Arthur managed to catch it before it landed in the decorative floral centerpiece of the table.

			“Did you find her?” Sal asked breathlessly into the phone—though he didn’t need to breathe anyway.

			The phone wasn’t on speaker, and it was still daytime, so Arthur’s hearing was only as good as the average human’s, but he could hear Lore’s voice on the other end. Her words were garbled, but Sal’s face fell into a deep frown, indicating that perhaps, no, Lore hadn’t found Rumble.

			Arthur started to ask what was going on, but a sharp knock came from the front door. He pushed back his chair and got up to answer it. Before he could even reach the lobby, the front door swung open hard enough to bang it against the doorstop. Perhaps a guest had returned, and they didn’t seem too happy. He rushed forward, ready to turn on the customer service charm, but there was no need.

			The man standing in the doorway wasn’t a guest, but he was familiar all the same, with his frosted tips, orange summer spray tan, and stiff brown uniform. It was Sheriff Patrick McMartin, the inept cop who’d suspected Sal and Arthur of murder only two months ago, refusing to look at any evidence to the contrary until the real murderer was quite literally right in front of him, confessing. Despite it all, McMartin had never actually been inside the Dead & Breakfast before. Arthur couldn’t help but feel this was a very bad sign.

			“Arthur Miller,” the sheriff growled by way of greeting.

			“Sheriff!” Arthur masked his disdain only slightly better than his visitor. “Hope you’ll excuse me if I don’t say it’s good to see you.”

			“I want to be here as much as you want me to be.” The sheriff paused, as if uncertain that what he’d said had actually made sense.

			“Wonderful news, darling,” Sal crowed from the kitchen, his voice carrying to fill the silence.

			“Did they find Rumble?” Arthur asked, wondering if that was why the sheriff had come to call. There was no sign of the cat in the windows of McMartin’s green Mustang, though. Light glinted off something the sheriff was holding, and Arthur spied the unsettling steel wink of handcuffs in his hands.

			“No, but the second-best thing. That horrible pet psychic got what was coming to her!” Sal said as he came to join them in the lobby, a blinding grin on his face. “She’s dead!”

			Arthur grimaced and rubbed his eyes. Not again…Please, no. But no amount of silent wishing would change what Arthur knew was about to happen.

			“Well, that makes this a mite easier,” McMartin said, clinking the handcuffs rhythmically. “Salvatore Conte, I’m here to arrest you for murder. Again.”
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			Arthur hoped he’d never again have cause to enter the Trident Falls police department, but there he was, standing before the single jail cell in the aggressively beige chamber that smelled of old coffee and dusty paperwork. A few deputies milled around, mostly ignoring Arthur as he gazed forlornly at Salvatore, who was once again on the wrong side of the bars. If not for the fact that he was dusted with a substantial amount of glitter, Arthur would’ve had the worst case of déjà vu of his existence.

			“I need you to do something for me, dearest,” Sal whispered conspiratorially.

			“I’m not baking a key into a cake, if that’s what you’ve got in mind.” Arthur doubted the sheriff would be amenable. Such a tactic might work in the loony-tunes dimension Sal sometimes inhabited, but Arthur was rooted firmly in the real world. Besides, it would be a terrible waste of a cake.

			“Of course not!” Sal said, aghast. “Who wants to eat something that’s got metal in it? I might chip a fang. And then what would we do? There isn’t a dentist for miles!”

			Arthur bit his lip, hoping none of the deputies were listening all that closely. There was no need to remind them whose fault it was that Trident Falls found itself without a dental office presently. Dr. Young had been a fixture in the small town when they’d first arrived, but in clearing their own names after the mayor’s murder, Arthur and Sal had discovered it was the dentist himself who’d committed the crime. Some in town considered their actions quite heroic, but others held a grudge, irritated that they’d managed to outsleuth law enforcement.

			“I need you to bring me my harmonica,” Sal continued. “You know, for the long lonely nights. Unless you want to get yourself arrested, too?” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. “We can keep each other warm.”

			“Neither of us produces body heat, and you’re not going to be here long.” Arthur’s expression hardened. “Not if I can help it, anyway.”

			“Before you go off solving the murder, remember you must find Rumble. She’s all alone out there in the terrible wilderness.” Sal wrapped his fingers around the bars of the cell. “If I must be behind bars, promise you will search for her in my stead.”

			Trident Falls was rural, but it was hardly the wilderness. “I’m more concerned about you.” Arthur hesitated, taking in Sal’s wobbly expression. “But I’ll keep an eye out for her. I’ll be starting my investigation at the festival. I can search for clues and Rumble at the same time. In fact, I’m sure she’ll be waiting at home for you when you return.”

			“Of course she will, now that you’re on the case!” Sal brightened.

			“You seem awfully confident about that.” Arthur wondered if being in jail actually relaxed Sal in some strange, twisted way. He’d been apprehended so often during his long undeath, he must’ve been used to it by now. So many of his stories involved breaking into, breaking out of, or simply breaking various enclosures, and though it was surely stressful to some degree, Sal always talked so fondly of those adventures. Hopefully, this would be yet another tale his husband could tell with bravado and not a more harrowing experience.

			“You’re a hard-boiled detective, with your little notebook and your keen mind, and Rumble is the very definition of a femme fatale! Of course you’ll meet. You must make sure she doesn’t stab you in the back.”

			“She already did that earlier,” Arthur grumbled, recalling the powdered sugar incident. “I’ll be vigilant nevertheless.”

			After bidding farewell to Sal, Arthur took the tandem bike back to the festival. It felt wrong, cycling without Sal’s weight, but Arthur bolstered his spirits by telling himself it wouldn’t be long before they were pedaling together again. This wouldn’t be like last time. The pet psychic was dead under mysterious circumstances, and because of Salvatore’s dramatic nature, he was once again a suspect. Arthur was far more confident in Sal’s innocence this time, however, as they’d not been apart since the incident, a fact which the sheriff had obstinately ignored. Hopefully, even the most rudimentary evidence would exonerate him—assuming the sheriff bothered to collect any.

			Arthur stowed the bike and flashed the stamp on his hand at the entry, though no one was stationed there to check. It was the only sign that something was amiss. The bright sun shone in a clear sky above milling crowds of sunscreen-coated, sugar-filled people, all intent on having a good time. No one seemed panicked or worried. Arthur doubted Nora and Quinn would advertise the death of a vendor, but news would spread eventually. It always did.

			Unlike the last time Arthur had found himself in the unenviable position of defending Sal’s innocence, he was well versed in his local resources. There would be no wandering about town in a daze of uncertainty. He knew who could help, and, business rivalry be damned, he needed a lawyer.

			The Big Bad Brew cart had a line, of course, but Theo wasn’t working behind it. Perhaps he was on a break, or, more likely, Nora had recruited him to help with the murder situation. As Arthur drew closer, he realized with a start that he recognized Theo’s replacement. Brody Young was unmistakable, with the same sandy blond hair as his father but a softer jaw that reminded Arthur of the boy’s mother he was supposed to be trying to find. Brody was living with his paternal aunt, but from what he’d told Arthur, the arrangement was strained, all parties unhappy with the situation. Brody was relying on Arthur to find his mother so she could resume custody. Guilt stirred in the depths of Arthur’s stomach.

			Arthur must have stared too long, because Brody eventually looked in his direction. Arthur waved, though it was a halfhearted gesture—one Brody didn’t return. The boy only scowled and resumed making Italian sodas for his waiting customers, who all seemed disproportionately happy once they’d received their drinks.

			With a sigh, Arthur moved on. The disappearance of Wilhelmina Young was a cold case, and he had a very fresh one on his hands now. It didn’t take a genius to determine which ought to take precedence. He wove through the crowds until he arrived at the headquarters tent. Nora wasn’t inside, but Quinn was, bustling around like a bureaucratic bee. She spotted him and flitted over.

			“I’m sorry, but we haven’t found the cat,” Quinn said by way of greeting. “Something a little more pressing has come up.”

			“That’s why I’m here. The murder.” Arthur lowered his voice, glancing at the other staff in the tent, but no one seemed to be listening in. They were all busy working. He pulled out his notebook and flipped to a fresh page. “I need any details you have.”

			“Seriously? I know you solved the last one, but is this really in your scope?” Quinn glanced dubiously at the notebook.

			“I am a Very Astute Married Paranormal Private Investigator, I’ll have you know.” Arthur drew himself up in what he hoped was an impressive display of professional demeanor, then added, “Besides, I have to clear Sal’s name.”

			“Again?” Quinn sighed, looking as beleaguered by the news as he felt. “Sheriff’s jumping the gun, but I guess that’s to be expected. All I know is who died—not even sure it was murder at all.”

			Arthur poised his pen over the notebook, ready to take notes. “No obvious wounds?”

			“No puncture marks, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Quinn kept her voice low. “If you want more information, you’ll have to go ask Nora. She’s at the crime scene with Lore.”

			“And that is located…?”

			“The pet psychic’s tent.”

			“Ms. Clark?” someone called from the other side of the tent in a distressed tone of voice.

			“I have to go.” Quinn hurried off to put out whatever new fire had sparked, calling over her shoulder, “Good luck, detective.”

			Unless Arthur was very much mistaken, she wasn’t even being sarcastic about it.

			Arthur walked out into the hot sun, popped open his yellow umbrella, and hurried to where the pet psychic had met her end. It could have been natural causes—perhaps even heatstroke, considering her unseasonable outfit and enclosed tent. There was no reason to suspect murder just yet, and definitely no reason to suspect Sal. Anger bristled in his throat. He would be writing a very stern letter to the editor about the way the sheriff had overstepped. Hopefully when the time came to replace him, the people of Trident Falls would vote someone else into office. It was too much to hope, of course, that their little town would do away with the institution entirely, but maybe they could create some clearer boundaries in place of outright abolition.

			The tent in question wasn’t sporting police tape, nor was it surrounded by any official deputies as Arthur expected. Instead, he caught sight of Theodore standing outside the closed tent flaps, arms crossed, looking very intimidating. Someone had taken down the signs advertising the pet psychic’s rates—$14.99 Paw Readings. It was perhaps too reasonable a price. That alone should have tipped Sal off to the illegitimacy of the service, but of course Sal was the sort who wanted to believe, and Arthur couldn’t bring himself to be angry at that. It was one of Sal’s best qualities.

			Between the closed-off tent and the barista-turned-bouncer in place at the front, no one ventured close, or even paid the tent much attention. Arthur strolled up with purpose in his posture. It was time for the detective to do a little detecting.

			“What kind of sun protection do you use?” Arthur asked by way of greeting.

			“SPF 40.” Theodore uncrossed his arms, looking pleased to see Arthur here. Perhaps the werewolf needed reminding of the rivalry bubbling between them. “You on the case?”

			“That remains to be seen, but if there’s a case to be had here, I suspect I’ll have to do some digging, yes.” Arthur paused. It was a little embarrassing to be back in this situation, but Theo had provided a great deal of support last time, using his knowledge of the law and his firm manners with the sheriff to get Sal released. “Sal’s in jail again. All because of a little disagreement he had with the victim. But we were together all afternoon. He didn’t hurt anyone.”

			Theodore shook his head, a frown creasing his lips. “Sounds like the sheriff’s flirting with a harassment lawsuit, if you feel inclined to go that route. I could hook you up with someone from my old firm.”

			“Well, at least someone’s flirting,” Arthur muttered, thinking of how Sal would delight in making that joke himself. Then he remembered the way Sal had gleefully accused Arthur of nursing a crush on the town’s resident werewolf, and he cleared his throat. It wouldn’t do for Theodore to get the wrong idea. “Well, Ted, don’t suppose I can go inside and have a look around?”

			“Please, call me Theo!” A good-natured smile crinkled at the corners of Theo’s eyes. “The acting mayor told me not to let any civilians in…But you’re not a civilian. You’re a detective.” He stepped aside with a wink. “Make it quick. I think McMartin will be here soon.”

			“Noted. Thanks.” Arthur tipped his umbrella to Theodore before closing it and slipping inside the tent.

			The interior was lit with strings of lightbulbs and smelled strongly of patchouli incense. The walls were draped in purple velvet, and the air was swelteringly hot. Hardly a healthy place to bring a pet, or oneself. No wonder Rumble had made a break for it, with her advanced sense of smell. Arthur understood now why the werewolf had chosen to keep watch outside.

			In the center of the room was a colorful woven rug and a round table that, to the untrained eye, might look antique. Arthur knew it for the stained plywood that it was. Atop it lay a deck of tarot cards with gold edges and a large glass ball. But Arthur wasn’t here to investigate the psychic’s tools of the trade. Luckily, he didn’t have to go far to find what he was looking for.

			There on the ground sat four conspicuous yellow markers, numbered seven through ten. In the absence of nearby objects, Arthur had to conclude that was where the body had been found. The pet psychic met her end in this tent. If Arthur weren’t undead himself, he might have felt a chill down his spine.

			Closest to the markers was an open cabinet, revealing a cell phone and a cashbox, as well as what appeared to be a sack lunch and a few bottles of water. Sitting on top of the cabinet was a kettle on a hot plate, the cord running beneath the tent to somewhere outside. Who would want to drink a hot cup of tea in this weather was beyond Arthur, although now that he thought about it, he could go for a mug of peppermint. He made his way toward the tea station, making note of the stark white teacups with pictures of different dog breeds on them. The teapot, which was set off to the side, displayed a very fat pug. One of the cups still had some tea inside—perhaps the psychic pretended to read tea leaves as well.

			A gleam of metal caught his eye on the ground, and he stooped to get a closer look—without touching, of course. It was a pen, almost hidden beneath the cabinet. Only the end was visible. A clicky top. Arthur vastly preferred a twisty bottom, but to each their own.

			Before Arthur could investigate further, someone cleared their throat.

			Arthur rose and glanced up to see Nora Anderson standing on the other side of the tent, a reproachful look in her eyes. She was flanked by two deputies.

			“Arthur,” Nora said, a scolding tone to her voice. “Why am I not surprised to see you here?”

			Damn his laser focus. He hadn’t noticed others entering the tent.

			“And without Salvatore? Let me guess…” Nora snapped her fingers, as if putting the clues together. “The sheriff’s arrested him prematurely?”

			Arthur nodded solemnly.

			“Hey, dude. We can’t keep meeting like this,” Lore said, standing from her crouched position behind the table. She snapped her own notebook shut—this one was adorned with neon snow leopards—and offered him a smile of solidarity. Apparently, she’d been in the tent the whole time, which Arthur had also failed to notice. Some detective he was.

			Arthur returned her expression, the tension releasing slightly from his shoulders. “All right. Next time I’ll be the one gathering evidence, and you can be the very concerned private citizen trying to clear their husband’s name.”

			“If I ever find myself in the position of having a husband, something will have gone very, very wrong.” Lore made an exaggerated gagging sound.

			Nora snorted. “I was going to say Salvatore should try to live a life such that people stop accusing him of murder, but this is him we’re talking about.”

			“We were lucky to make it a whole two months.” It felt good to joke with them, even if it was about a rather dire situation. Arthur wasn’t alone here in Trident Falls anymore. He and Sal had good friends, good neighbors, a community. That meant an awful lot.

			He retrieved his notebook and began cataloging the scene as he saw it. “Who found her?”

			“Quinn,” Nora said, voice a little subdued. “She took this row of vendor tents for the walk-through. She radioed it in at 2:14. Said Lola’s body was already cold.”

			Arthur was shocked to hear Quinn had found the body. She hadn’t mentioned it at the headquarters tent, or seemed anything but her usual brusquely efficient self. Perhaps she was a little too good at compartmentalizing.

			Before he could ask anything more, Sheriff McMartin burst into the tent.

			“Oh, you again,” McMartin said, unable to keep the disgust from his voice. “Great. You better not be tampering with the crime scene.”

			“We don’t know if it even is a crime scene,” Lore said, standing. “I hurried back to help out here, since the team is short-staffed, so I haven’t done a thorough exam, but in my preliminary inspection, it looked like anaphylaxis to me. She could have ingested something she’s allergic to or been stung by an insect or something. Unless you’re prepared to arrest a yellow jacket, you’d best cool your jets there, bud.”

			McMartin looked utterly taken aback to be referred to as anyone’s “bud,” facetiously or not, but he recovered quickly. He produced a little black notebook that looked strangely similar to Arthur’s. In fact, if the small logo on the back cover was any indication, it was the exact same brand. McMartin began to whistle as he strolled around the scene. He came to a stop behind Arthur, who glanced over his shoulder to see the sheriff very obviously reading Arthur’s notebook page before scribbling in his own.

			Snapping his notebook closed, Arthur scowled. “You could just ask for my help, you know.”

			“I don’t need your help.” McMartin put his notebook away and hitched up his belt.

			“We’ll see about that,” Arthur grumbled.

			Before the sheriff could respond, someone from the outside shoved aside the cloth of the tent beside Nora, sending her stumbling back with a yelp.

			Two people burst into the tent with such drama it could’ve rivaled Salvatore at his finest. A white woman with enormous blond hair, a flowing sundress, and enough bangles and rings around her wrists to choke a whale was the first inside. She raised her arms, and Arthur immediately recognized her—pose and all—from the poster in the Celestine Coven booth.

			“I sense that you do need our help, Sheriff,” the woman intoned, drawing out the words.

			The man beside her, who had brown hair and a real summer tan, unlike McMartin, looked a little more grounded, but not by a lot. He had on a tight tank top that displayed his impressive muscles and basketball shorts in a familiar lavender shade, the same their guest, Hailey North, had been wearing.

			“Who are you?” McMartin asked, sounding tired.

			Arthur, shockingly, could relate. He had enough drama in his life thanks to Sal. He didn’t need more. “Ambrosia Celestine, I presume,” Arthur said, unable to inject his voice with any enthusiasm at all.

			“Indeed! The spirits called us here,” Ambrosia said, closing her eyes. “Yes, they’re very insistent. We must perform a séance to determine who killed poor Lola—”

			“This is a crime scene,” McMartin snapped. “You can’t trample around ruining evidence. Get out.”

			“Bro, we’re legit,” the man said. “Let us help.”

			“Chet, dear,” Ambrosia said, touching her companion’s arm, “you can’t expect the nonmagical to understand. They fear our power. But through unity, we will find the answers we seek!”

			Lore cleared her throat. “I’ll be able to tell you more about what caused Miss Lataurelle’s death once I get back to my office to do the autopsy. Please, everyone steer clear of the potential evidence until we know more.” She made a shooing motion at the group.

			Arthur took a few steps toward the entrance, but McMartin, Ambrosia, and her lackey didn’t look inclined to follow orders.

			Lore put a hand on her hip, fixing them all with a stare deader than Arthur. “Unless one of you knows what the pet psychic was allergic to.”

			Arthur gasped, a memory from earlier in the day springing into his mind along with the echo of fragrant soaps. “Cilantro!”

			All eyes turned to him, but before he had a chance to explain, there was a commotion from the doorway of the tent as Stephanie, Lore’s soaper friend, nearly collapsed against Theo, who was still guarding the entry.

			“Cilantro!” she whisper-shouted. “She was allergic to cilantro. The herb bundle she bought must’ve had some mixed in. This is all my fault…she’s dead because of me.”

			Quietly, Arthur got out his notebook and jotted down this new information. Case solved, apparently.
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			“Have you brought my harmonica?” Sal asked when Arthur walked through the door to the Trident Falls police department holding area. He was lying on the floor, draped across the concrete like a delicate damsel in distress.

			“Seems you won’t be needing it after all, my love.” Arthur couldn’t help his smug expression.

			Sal, if it was possible, melted even further into the concrete as he wailed incoherently like a sad trombone.

			“Because we’re getting you out of here, Sal.”

			“Oh.” Sal sat up, eyes finding Arthur’s immediately. “That was awfully quick, my dear.” Sal glanced at a scowling McMartin who stood beside Arthur. “You solved it already?”

			“Wasn’t much to solve,” Arthur said. “I’ll explain everything once you’re out of here.”

			McMartin led a tearful Stephanie up to the door to the holding cell. He pulled out the keys, glaring like they’d insulted his entire family line, then unlocked the door and swung it open. “Salvatore Conte, you’re free to go,” he said through a clenched jaw.

			“I killed her,” Stephanie whispered, horrified disbelief in her voice. She didn’t seem aware of her surroundings at all, gaze hollow.

			Sal gave her a bow before swapping places with her, doing a little flourish at the end as though they were square dancers doing a jaunty do-si-do. When the switch was done, he gave her a salute.

			“Pro tip: the floor is terribly uncomfortable and the coffee tastes like cyanide.” Sal patted the side of the cell fondly, like he was bidding an old haunt goodbye. “Be good to her.”

			“She killed someone, Sal,” Arthur said reproachfully, though whether or not it was an accident was still a matter of debate.

			“I was talking about Cell-y! She’s been a good little jail cell. Not her fault she was made for incarceration.” Sal heaved a sigh. “I think I’ll miss her most of all. Oh, Cellvatore. How will I go on without you?”

			“You’ll live,” McMartin grunted, despite obvious evidence to the contrary.

			Sal unspooled into Arthur’s arms, a dead weight in more than one way. Arthur didn’t mind. It was just good to have his husband back.

			“Take it outside, would you? I have a murder case to close.” McMartin shooed them toward the door.

			Not for the first time, Arthur wondered if the sheriff had a little homophobia mixed in with all his other bigotry. He wasn’t terribly inclined to aid McMartin, but as he glanced at Stephanie, who had curled into a ball in the corner of the cell, he couldn’t help but pause in the entryway.

			“For what it’s worth, I do believe it was an accident.”

			“She’s confessed, Miller. Couldn’t be more open-and-shut.” As if to illustrate his point, McMartin snapped his notebook closed.

			“That doesn’t make it murder. Manslaughter, maybe.”

			At that, Stephanie began to sob quietly, her shoulders heaving. Arthur had seen his fair share of fake guilt, thanks to Salvatore’s many dramatic reactions over the years, so he felt confident saying Stephanie’s was genuine.

			“Oh, I love it when you talk like that. Say manslaughter again.” Salvatore ran a hand down Arthur’s chest in an overblown display, probably to make the sheriff uncomfortable.

			Arthur stood straighter, catching McMartin’s eye over Sal’s head. “She died from an allergic reaction to cilantro—not exactly a traditional murder weapon, wouldn’t you agree?”

			“Come to think of it, you knew about that allergy, didn’t you?” McMartin narrowed his eyes. “Maybe Salvatore had something to do with this.”

			Arthur knew it was bait, but like a desperate fish he rose to it—hook, line, and sinker. “Sal didn’t know about it.” He was quite over having his every move examined just because McMartin had a grudge. “He wasn’t there when Stephanie mentioned that another vendor had a cilantro allergy. I only put two and two together when Lore said it was anaphylaxis.”

			“A likely story.”

			“It’s the truth.” Arthur shrugged, jostling Sal, who was now nuzzling him not unlike a cat. “Whether you like it or not, Sheriff, the finer details of this case are important.”

			“Whatever. Just…get out of here.”

			Arthur didn’t need telling a third time. He and Sal were in the clear, and he couldn’t spend more time worrying after Stephanie. She was her own person with her own friends who would undoubtedly rally around her to help. Arthur gently guided Sal toward the exit, a sinking feeling in his stomach and a creeping suspicion around his shoulders that this case wasn’t over. Not yet.

			McMartin seemed to think better of his abrupt dismissal, chasing after them as they turned onto the street to shout, “Don’t go leaving town or anything. I’m not done with you two.”

			And there it was. Even with a confession in hand, McMartin still preferred to suspect the vampire element. Would they never be free of such prejudice? Perhaps not. But at least they had plenty of pride to go around. Arthur took Sal’s hand in his and stepped out into the evening summer air, letting the warm rays of sun play across their faces for a few extra seconds before popping open the umbrella.
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			Trident Falls wasn’t the sort of town that hurried. Urgency simply wasn’t in the air. It had taken Arthur the better part of the past eight months to get used to it, but at long last he’d finally stopped checking his wristwatch quite so diligently. Places opened when they opened, and people got there when they got there.

			Still, Arthur felt a surge of guilt as they headed back toward the Dead & Breakfast. He’d managed to check in only the one guest before Sal’s arrest, and there were two more bookings beginning that day. He’d put up a sign—written in glitter, unfortunately—on the front desk along with some extra scones so anyone arriving while they were away could at least wait in relative comfort, but he couldn’t help but feel like a bad host.

			“Look up, my love,” Sal said.

			“Yes, yes, I know—things are not so bad.”

			“Well, that, too.” Sal nudged him and pointed toward the bike rack up ahead.

			Brody Young waited beside their teal tandem bicycle, fiddling with a sticker on the bottom of his skateboard. His expression was downcast and he had a gloomy slant to his shoulders.

			“Hey,” he said, still looking at the ground.

			“Brody—lovely to see you again.” It had not, in fact, been lovely to see the boy earlier that day, but he didn’t want to let on. Arthur remembered the scowl Brody had given him, though he couldn’t quite account for why.

			“Sure.” Brody scuffed the sidewalk with his shoe, neglecting to make eye contact as so many his age did. “Do you have any updates about my mom?”

			“I’m afraid not.” Arthur didn’t like to admit his own failure, but he also wasn’t one to lie about such things. “As you know, things have been quite busy at the Dead & Breakfast, so I haven’t had time to search for new leads. Her online trail is completely cold, but I have alerts set up to notify me if her name appears in any new publication.” Sal had helped him with that, as well as the social media research. Arthur hesitated, then continued, “Besides which, we had quite the drama today with the murder at the festival.”

			Brody’s eyes flashed with something at the mention of murder. Perhaps just a trauma response from the events with his father. “Right. Are you helping the cops?”

			“Helping the cops!” Sal burst out laughing, slapping his thigh and throwing his head back in an exaggerated howl. “We would never stoop so low as to help those trying to frame us!”

			“I work independently,” Arthur explained. “But regardless, it does seem that case is wrapping up.”

			“So you’ll be able to focus on Mom now, right?” Brody finally looked up, eyes pleading. “My aunt can’t keep me past summer. Please, you have to find her before they send me somewhere else.”

			“I’ll do my best,” Arthur said, and he meant it. Wilhelmina Young—if that was even still her name—was an elusive mark, but it was clear Brody truly missed her. He placed a hand on Brody’s shoulder in a manner he hoped was comforting.

			“Okay. Thanks, Mr. Miller.”

			With that, Brody skateboarded away.

			“Look at you, helping people.” Sal pinched Arthur’s cheek. “I’m so proud of you!”

			Arthur swatted Sal’s hand away. “I’m not sure you should be.”

			“Why not?” Sal looked aghast, like Arthur had insulted his favorite cravat. “Oh no, are you experiencing a dip in self-confidence? Do you need a hype session? Just say the word and I shall shower you in praise—and kisses!”

			“It’s not that.”

			Sal looked utterly put out.

			“It’s just that I’m not certain I’ll be able to help Brody. His mother hasn’t been the easiest person to track. She vanished off the Internet and from any records I can find when she left Trident Falls. The letters she sent him all have a PO box for a return address. I tried sending her a letter, but I never heard back.”

			“Well, at least that gives you some kind of region to work with, yes?”

			Arthur shook his head. “It isn’t so simple. The PO box is in New Mexico, but that doesn’t mean Wilhelmina is. She could have her mail forwarded from there. Short of camping out at the post office for however long it takes her to fetch her mail, I don’t see how we could find out more about her.”

			“You’ll figure out something,” Sal said. “You always do.”

			Arthur offered his husband a tight smile. He appreciated Sal’s unwavering belief in him, even if he didn’t share it.

			“For Brody’s sake, I hope you’re right.”

			“He has been through a lot, hasn’t he. Can’t have been easy with a father who’s a—no, it’s too horrible to say.”

			“Murderer,” Arthur supplied.

			Sal shuddered. “Dentist.”

			Even if they couldn’t agree on the reason, at least they were united in their conclusion that Trip Young was unfit to raise anyone.

			Sal beckoned Arthur toward the bike with a come-hither motion. “Let us away! The Dead & Breakfast awaits!” he exclaimed, gesturing in the absolute wrong direction.

			Arthur couldn’t help but chuckle, moving Sal’s arm to point toward the inn.

			“What would we do without your sense of direction?” Sal tapped Arthur’s nose before prancing to the rear of the bike and hopping on. “I’m so lucky to have you. My compass in every way! My love, I bet you could find that Where’s Wonderwall fellow once and for all. Poor man…always getting lost.”

			Arthur was used to Sal’s malapropisms by now, so he didn’t bother to correct him, saying instead, “Is he? I assumed he was hiding on purpose.” Arthur swung his leg over the bike, but faltered as he went to kick off from the curb. Perhaps that was why Wilhelmina had been so hard to track down. Just like Waldo, she didn’t want to be found.
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			At long last, the Dead & Breakfast was at full occupancy. When they returned to the inn, Arthur made quick work of checking in the remaining guests: the Winslows, an older couple who told Arthur they’d stayed at the Iris Inn—the Dead & Breakfast’s previous name—for their honeymoon fifty years ago, a trio of hikers, and a man by the name of Arthur Miller, no relation to either the playwright or Arthur himself. Just an odd coincidence, if the man was to be believed.

			Arthur wrote it all down in his notebook alongside his observations of Hailey North. Once he’d seen the guests off to their rooms, he retreated to the kitchen to whip up a batch of cookies. With any luck, his signature Count Chocula Chip recipe would smooth things over with the guests and make up for any inconvenience they’d experienced while Arthur and Sal sorted out the murder business. They couldn’t afford any cancellations—and even with all the rooms booked, Arthur wasn’t certain they’d turn a profit this quarter. He made another mental note to call Martha the accountant in the morning to get her help with the calculations.

			“What do you think of Arthur Miller?” he asked as he spooned cookie dough onto a baking sheet.

			Sal, who was already licking the spatula, said, “He’s a regular vampire Gorgon Ramsey! These are delicious!”

			“Thank you, but I wasn’t fishing for compliments.”

			“Why ever not? It’s the only sort of fishing worth doing!” Sal sucked on the spatula for a moment, making a most unseemly noise as his fangs scraped against the plastic, then said, “Well, aren’t you going to reciprocate?”

			Arthur tugged the spatula from his husband’s grip. “No more samples for you, I think. Not while we don’t have a regular dentist in this town.”

			“That is the opposite of reciprocation! I am wounded! Gravely!”

			Arthur resisted rolling his eyes. “We have to keep your teeth sparkling so you don’t ruin that perfect smile.”

			“You think my smile is perfect?”

			“If I say yes can we return to my original question?”

			Sal swooned in his chair. “I consent!”

			“To what?” Arthur eyed Sal with trepidation. It wouldn’t be at all out of character for his husband to create some sort of risqué narrative out of nothing. Probably he thought Arthur had been proposing a ménage à trois when he’d asked about the other Arthur Miller.

			“I don’t even remember,” Sal said, gaze unfocused, a blissful smile on his face. “I assume you wanted permission to ravish me and my perfect smile.”

			Arthur slid the first batch of cookies into the oven and set the coffin-shaped egg timer—a gift from Theo, a prank, no doubt—before making his way to lean against the counter beside Sal. He tucked a stray strand of hair behind his husband’s ear. How he got it so shiny was not exactly a mystery to Arthur (they did share a bathroom), but he marveled at it all the same. His husband was quite the handsome man, with dark wavy hair that pooled around his shoulders and a face that captured the essence of eternal youth better than any portrait of Dorian Gray’s (or Dorian Gay, as Sal called him). Arthur could do to appreciate his good fortune in marrying Sal more often. For all his silliness, Sal was a great many more things, too, like creative, loyal, and oh so dashing. It would only go to his head if Arthur said so, of course, so he kept his musings to himself, opting to plant a gentle kiss on the corner of Sal’s mouth instead.

			“Later, my dear. For now, we have guests to take care of.”

			“Ah, yes, leaving me wanting more.” Sal blinked up at him from under hooded eyes. “No matter, I have work to do!” He retrieved a glitter pen—from where, Arthur didn’t even want to know—and pivoted toward the growing pile of Missing posters.

			“So, do you have thoughts?”

			“Arthur! I’m not just a pretty face, you know.” Sal clutched his chest, leaving a streak of blue glitter on his ruffly shirt. “What a thing to say.”

			Arthur rubbed his temples. As much as he loved his husband, sometimes conversations with Sal were utterly exhausting, especially when he wasn’t listening. “About the guests, Sal. Do you have thoughts on them?”

			“Oh! Why didn’t you say so to begin with?”

			If Arthur had any of the more advanced vampiric powers, he would have taken that moment to turn himself into a colony of bats and fly away, or perhaps vaporize into mist. It would be easier than navigating this cyclical conversation.

			Sal didn’t seem to notice Arthur’s frustration, continuing without missing a beat. “The couple is just darling, of course. And did you see the witch girl’s outfit? I must get more crop tops for myself. I don’t care much for that other group, though. Far too outdoorsy for my taste. They kept talking about something awful sounding called ‘bouldering.’ ” He shuddered.

			“And what about the other one?”

			Sal only shrugged. “I find him quite forgettable, if I’m being honest. I can’t recall much about him, good or bad.” He returned to decorating his current poster, penning each letter in a different color for a rainbow effect. Arthur wasn’t sure it would help with legibility, but it was eye-catching.

			“I think it might be a pseudonym.” Arthur gave his cookie dough an unnecessary stir. “Spies and criminals do that sometimes—they make reservations under the names of famous artists or writers.”

			“You think he’s a criminal?” Sal tilted his head, not unlike a dog who’d just heard the word treat.

			“Or a spy. I don’t know. It seems an awful coincidence that a man with the name of a famous playwright comes to stay at our inn the same day a woman drops dead in town.”

			“Ah, yes, Death of a Saleswoman. Poetic. Do you think he killed her?”

			“No, probably not.” Arthur slumped. Why was he even bothering to think about this? The killer had been caught, and Lola’s death had likely been no more than an unfortunate accident. There was no need to be so suspicious. “Besides, I don’t think he was at the festival anyway. I didn’t see a stamp on his hand.”

			“Well, that’s that, I suppose.”

			“Indeed. It’s just that—” Arthur’s musings were cut short by the timer.

			Sal leaped to his feet, wiggling his fingers greedily at the oven as he exclaimed, “Treats!”

			They served the cookies on a bat-shaped platter. Sal flitted from guest to guest, extolling the virtues of Arthur’s baking at every opportunity. Arthur made a mental note to compliment his husband profusely once everyone had gone to bed—he deserved it after the day he’d had.

			“Are these gluten-free, too?” asked Hailey North, now wearing a lavender satin robe with the same Celestine Coven branding as her earlier outfit.

			“Of course,” Arthur replied. “We do our best to provide options for all dietary requirements.”

			“That’s great—I can’t afford to get sick this weekend.” Hailey took a bloodred napkin and two cookies. “There are so many festival events I want to go to, not to mention hiking to the falls. Waterfalls are very magical, and I’ve heard Trident Falls has great energy. And, most importantly, I need to be at my absolute best if I want to get into the platinum level of the Celestine Coven.”

			“There’s a platinum level?” asked Mrs. Winslow, one half of the honeymoon couple. “How intriguing!”

			“Are you a member, too?” Hailey’s voice trilled up in excitement.

			“Oh, no, dearie. I don’t think my Patrick would approve, but it does sound thrilling! How does it work?”

			Hailey began describing the levels within the coven in detail to a rapt Mrs. Winslow. There seemed to be an awful lot of them, with each level unlocked through the power of unity, whatever that meant.

			“The best part is that if you sign up now, you’d be automatically placed in the sage level!”

			“Isn’t sage the first level?” Arthur asked, but neither woman seemed to be listening to him at all.

			“Oh, that’s quite the opportunity! Do you have to be a witch to join?”

			“Not at all! Obviously, if you are a witch, ascension goes a lot faster, but there’s no reason you have to be magical to reap the benefits of magical community.” Hailey bent conspiratorially to add, “Plus, it would really help me out with my own ascension. The more new coven members I recruit, the better my chances. I’ll throw in a free cleansing bundle and an oracle reading if you want to get started tonight.”

			Mrs. Winslow glanced around the room for her husband, who was deep in conversation with the outdoorsy group, regaling them with what Arthur thought was an incredibly dull recounting of a camping trip, but the others seemed to be enjoying it well enough.

			“Don’t worry.” Hailey winked at Mrs. Winslow. “This can be our little secret.”

			“Oh, all right. I can’t say no to a free cleansing bundle.”

			Arthur was about to ask what exactly was in a cleansing bundle when the opening notes of “Wannabe” blared from the back pocket of Salvatore’s pants.

			Sal set down the tray of cookies and removed his mobile phone. “Friendship does end, you know,” Sal said seriously, refuting the central thesis of the song with a grave shake of the head, before answering. “Lore! How lovely to hear from you. No, I’m not alone. Should I be? You know, Arthur and I don’t currently have an open marriage, but we could discuss the details—ah. Yes. One second.”

			“What is it?” Arthur kept his voice low so as not to alarm the guests, even though he was the very opposite of calm. If he’d still had one, Arthur’s heartbeat would have raced. Lore would only call without warning for a handful of reasons, none of them strictly social.

			“We’ll just be a moment,” Sal announced to the room of guests. “Going to make out in the kitchen.”

			Arthur cleared his throat. “We’re just going to get another batch of cookies.” It wasn’t as flimsy an excuse as it seemed, since they were running low on Count Chocula Chip, but he needn’t have bothered. Everyone was quite absorbed in their conversations, except the other Arthur Miller, who sat on the velvet settee typing furiously on his phone. He hadn’t eaten a single cookie.

			“Come on.” Sal tugged on Arthur’s sleeve and led him away from the sitting room. “Lore has an update.”

			Once they were a safe distance away, Arthur turned back to the phone and said, “You’re on speaker.”

			“Right.” Lore’s voice came loud and clear. “So, I’ve got some news.”

			“About Rumble?” Arthur asked hopefully.

			“Unfortunately, no.” Her voice was curt, but she added a softer, “Sorry. I know you guys are worried about her.”

			“We shan’t sleep until she’s found!” Sal declared, never mind he’d taken a short nap the second they returned to the inn earlier that evening.

			“Anyway, it’s about the body—Lola Lataurelle.”

			Arthur tensed. “Yes?”

			“Well, she didn’t die from an allergic reaction.”

			“That’s great news for Stephanie. Has she been released?” Arthur asked.

			“Just dropped her off at her house myself,” Lore said.

			“Good. Stephanie must be so relieved.” Arthur couldn’t help but note he himself was not.

			“Yeah, for real.” Lore let out a long exhale. “Stephanie’s not built for this kind of thing at all.”

			“Is anyone?” Arthur shuddered at the thought of being locked behind bars for a crime he didn’t commit—again.

			“Guess not.” Lore let out a humorless laugh. “It’s just that Stephanie’s got a toddler at home and she’s been so stressed lately. I convinced her to do the festival as a way to decompress, but man…”

			“A wrongful arrest isn’t exactly relaxing.”

			“Nope!” Lore cleared her throat. “Anyway, it’s good Stephanie’s in the clear, but I discovered the cause of death, and it was anything but natural. Lola was murdered, which creates another problem.”

			“One my smarty-pants of a husband can certainly solve!” Sal exclaimed.

			“Are you sure?” Arthur asked.

			“Arthur! We really have to work on your self-confidence. This is twice in one day—”

			“I was asking Lore—about it being murder.”

			Lore sighed again. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

			“So, we’re back to a murder with no suspects.” Arthur plucked his notebook from his breast pocket absently.

			“Well, not exactly no suspects,” Lore said.

			“What do you mean?” Arthur poised his pen over the next blank page, ready to begin taking notes.

			“The autopsy revealed something a little weird.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Lola’s stomach contents didn’t show any cilantro, but she did consume something right before she died.”

			Arthur’s mind raced—what could she have consumed that would have Lore acting so spooked? Human blood? One of Arthur’s famous scones? Rumble’s mortal soul?

			“I found a mixture of pomegranate juice, chamomile, lemongrass, oleander, and edible glitter.”

			“So…she ate some delicious things before she died.” Sal furrowed his brow. “Why does that matter?”

			“Because, those aren’t just a series of foods—they’re ingredients.”

			“Ingredients for what?” Arthur asked, scribbling down the list in his notebook, but his brain snagged on a memory. A festival booth full of colorful liquids, sparkling in the sun with what might have been glitter. He pressed a hand to his pocket where the one the coven witch had given him at the festival still rested. “Some kind of potion?” he asked, knowing the answer to his own question.

			“Exactly,” Lore said. “And not just any potion. One that can kill.”
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			Only after the last guest had gone to bed did Arthur allow his mind to return to murder. It wasn’t any of his business, he tried to convince himself. Stephanie was exonerated, and even Sheriff McMartin would be able to follow the clues. Potion very clearly said “witch” and not “vampire.” He and Sal were in the clear. It was time to turn to other pressing matters, of which Arthur had several.

			“She’s out there all alone,” Salvatore whined, face pressed up against the glass kitchen window like he was waiting for his lover to return from the war.

			“She’s an adult woman, Sal. I’m sure Stephanie is just fine.”

			“Stephanie?! How can you think of another at a time like this!” he wailed, throwing his body into Arthur’s arms. “Our baby is out there—and in the dark, no less!”

			Arthur didn’t bother to remind Sal that cats actually quite liked nighttime and could see in the dark. Arthur had delved into the subject after developing the ability to speak to creatures of the night. Though he could converse with bats, raccoons, possums, and the like, he’d yet to have a coherent conversation with their cat. His research led him to discover that cats were not, in fact, nocturnal, but rather crepuscular, active most at dawn and dusk. That explained her dinnertime zoomies, as Sal called her energetic rampages, but it did not explain why he couldn’t converse with her. Other vampires reported that while cats didn’t fall into the scientific category, they were still considered creatures of the night by the vampiric curse and most vampires with the power to communicate with animals counted cats among them. Perhaps Arthur’s deficiency was owed to his relatively new grasp of the power. Or maybe Rumble was simply an unwilling conversation partner.

			Arthur sensed that a long-winded explanation of the term crepuscular wouldn’t be well received by Salvatore in this moment, so instead, he held his husband tight and stroked his hair. “There, there,” he said in an approximation of how he recalled being comforted as a child.

			It was one of Arthur’s weaknesses when it came to being married to Sal. He didn’t ever quite know how to help when his husband was in one of his emotionally charged states. His instinct was always to fix the problem, which Sal often resented, but even so, he couldn’t fix this. He could no more summon Rumble from the night than Sal could resist an opportunity to insult the French.

			“Let’s go put up your posters,” Arthur suggested.

			Sal sniffled, but took back his own body weight—a minor victory, indeed. “Do you mean it?”

			“We’ll be much faster at night, and besides, the guests are asleep by now. No one will miss us for an hour or two.” It was the logical thing to do, though that had never been a great motivator for Sal. He added some flattery to the mix for good measure. “These posters are truly works of art. It would be wrong to hide them for a moment longer.”

			Sal’s grin was worth all the trouble Arthur would suffer later to clean the glitter off his suit and from under his fingernails. “I’ll get something to hang them with. Meet you by the bike.” With a quick peck on the cheek, Sal was off.

			After collecting the posters and doing one last sweep of the kitchen to make sure everything was tidied up, Arthur went to the garage to retrieve their bike and helmets. He was just snapping his on as Sal joined him, floating over the ground so he and Arthur were the same height. Flight was a common enough vampire ability, but as with all their powers, the potency varied from vampire to vampire. Age was, of course, a factor—the older the vampire the more heightened their powers would be—but it also mattered who one’s sire was. Sal may have been hundreds of years older than Arthur, but based on Arthur’s relatively quick development of his powers, he suspected he had been turned by a far more powerful vampire than Sal.

			Arthur hadn’t spent much time practicing most of his abilities. He was content to reap the benefits of immortality alone. Things like mind control, transformation, and even flight didn’t much appeal to him. Flying hardly seemed safer than strapping oneself into a car, something Arthur decidedly did not do as a rule. He preferred to keep his feet on the ground, if he could help it.

			To date, the only power Arthur had bothered to use to any real end was communicating with animals. When they’d been investigating the mayor’s murder, Arthur had managed to procure the assistance of the local raccoon population, as well as a particularly helpful mouse. Since then, he’d made a point to keep up with local nightlife of Trident Falls. It was always good practice to be friendly to one’s neighbors, even if those neighbors lived in a dumpster.

			Sal floated across the garage to perch on the bike sidesaddle.

			“Show-off,” Arthur muttered under his breath, hiding a small smile. It was for the best, he thought, to let Sal carry on being the powerful one among them. Arthur didn’t want to create any grounds for jealousy.

			Together they pedaled into town. The streets were deserted now, but come morning, downtown would be crawling with Trident Falls residents and visitors alike. He hoped people would see the posters and stay on the lookout for Rumble, though he doubted Rumble would prove easy to catch if she was spotted. That was a problem they’d solve when they got to it.

			Approaching the first telephone pole, Arthur placed a poster at the optimal height, then glanced at Sal. “Pass me the stapler.”

			“The what?”

			“The stapler, to hang the posters.” Surely Sal hadn’t forgotten to bring the one item he said he’d retrieve. None of the stores were open at this hour, so they’d need to pedal all the way back up the hill to fetch it. “You do have the stapler, don’t you?” Arthur asked wearily.

			“Of course not!” Sal exclaimed, mischief biting into his grin. “I’ve got something much better.” He pulled two rolls of duct tape out of the pocket of his leather jacket (tonight, he’d donned an outfit best suited to a stage production of Grease). Instead of the standard silver color, one roll was bright orange with black bats and coffins on it, and the other was pink with unicorns and rainbows. “We can cover more ground if we split up.”

			Arthur took the unicorn tape. “Excellent idea. But don’t go too far.” He could only imagine what Sal might get up to on his own with a roll of novelty duct tape at this hour.

			“I would never stray, darling.” Sal plucked half the posters from Arthur’s stack and floated across the street.

			In the cooling night air, with invigorating stars above, it was a simple matter for Arthur to move more quickly than he could during the day. Once the sun set, the powers granted to him by the curse of vampirism flourished. He sped down the street, taping posters at regular intervals. Glitter dusted his hands, but he wiped them on his handkerchief before pulling more strips of tape.

			At the end of the street, Arthur paused to check on Sal’s progress. He was floating far behind, moving at a much slower pace than walking would’ve afforded. Under normal circumstances, Arthur might have hurried his husband along, but he thought better of it. Instead, he looped around back of the Big Bad Brew and leaned casually against the large dumpster.

			“Hello…creatures of the night?” He rapped his knuckles softly on the metal siding.

			Three familiar raccoon faces popped up over the side, staring expectantly at him with wide eyes. One had a banana peel perched atop its head.

			“Ah, good to see you’re well. Fine weather we’re having,” Arthur began. He had no idea if animals cared for pleasantries, but he thought it best to cover his bases all the same.

			The raccoons all just stared at him, unblinking.

			“Right, well, I was wondering if any of you have seen a cat wandering around town.”

			For a moment, Arthur thought they weren’t going to respond. Perhaps his powers had suddenly stopped working. That would be just his luck. But then the raccoons shook their heads in unison.

			“No, you haven’t seen a cat?” Arthur asked.

			The raccoons nodded.

			“Are you certain?” He held up the last of the Missing posters and pointed at the photo of Rumble—it was one of many nearly identical photos of the cat Sal had taken during the past few months, showing her perched on the kitchen windowsill, basking in her favorite sunbeam.

			The raccoons all cocked their heads. The banana peel fell off, punctuating the interaction with a soft plop. Then, they slowly began to nod one by one.

			“So you have seen a cat?”

			The raccoons switched to shaking their heads again.

			“Arthur! I never!” Salvatore gasped as he came around the corner. “When I wanted to go skydiving, you were all ‘it isn’t safe,’ but now you’re dumpster diving? Without me?”

			“I wasn’t—”

			“When you know I love all things diving!”

			“I was just asking our nocturnal friends if they’d seen Rumble.”

			The raccoons bobbed their heads in a confusing pattern.

			“Well, what’s the verdict?” Sal asked.

			“Indeterminate, alas. I might be losing my touch.”

			“Why don’t I give it a try?” Sal got to his hands and knees and began crawling along the alley, making exaggerated meowing sounds and pretending to lick the back of his hand in a manner that was clearly meant to imitate a cat.

			One of the raccoons threw a piece of trash at him.

			“Hey!” Sal collapsed dramatically on the pavement. “What was that for?”

			“Perhaps they were offended by your performance.” Arthur turned to the raccoons, quietly muttering an apology. He hoped they wouldn’t hold it against them the next time they needed help, though if their help continued to be as unclear as it had been tonight, perhaps it wasn’t worth much anyway.

			“Or, maybe they were trying to give me a tip!” Sal reached for the trash greedily as if it were a stack of bills. He unfolded it to reveal a flyer for the Celestine Coven, just like the one the festival worker had practically forced on Arthur.

			A tip, indeed—albeit, of the other sort.

			“Thank you, raccoons. Enjoy your evening.” Arthur waved before helping Salvatore to his feet.

			“Yes, thank you! I shall return with a more prepared performance next time.” Sal swept into a half bow, half curtsy. “Good garbage hunting!”

			Together, they exited the alley onto a backstreet that led toward the fairgrounds. In the distance, Arthur spotted flickering lights.

			“Looks like they’re still at it,” Arthur said, pointing toward the glow.

			“Oh! The evening bonfire!”

			“Bonfire? How do you know that?”

			Sal shoved the flyer—wrinkled and stained from its short residency in the dumpster—under Arthur’s nose.

			“It’s listed among the coven’s activities. They also have workshops on tea leaf reading, gem healing, and moonlight dancing! Oh, Arthur, how romantic!”

			Arthur didn’t think it sounded romantic at all. “Remember, one of them is probably a killer.”

			“Oh, that’s right.” Sal shivered. “Do you suppose the murderer is there, dancing around the flames, everyone none the wiser?”

			“Almost certainly.” That didn’t narrow the suspect pool much. With the festival lasting through the weekend—to the night of the summer solstice itself on Sunday—witches abounded. Any one of them would be capable of mixing up a deadly potion. But who could’ve gotten Lola Lataurelle to drink it?

			Arthur pulled out his notebook, flipping to the page where he’d written his assessment of the crime scene.

			
					
					Open cabinet. Hot plate with kettle (fat pug). Teacup, half full.

				

			

			“The killer probably slipped the potion into the tea,” Arthur said.

			“Oh, how horrible!” Sal clutched at his neck where his string of pearls would be if he’d gone in the poodle-skirt direction he’d contemplated as they’d dressed for the outing.

			“Murder always is.”

			“No, I meant the poor tea! To be defiled with some witch’s brew.” Sal shuddered. “Imagine being an innocent cup of tea, and someone you trust goes and mixes a death potion into you—”

			“Someone you trust,” Arthur said, interrupting Sal’s antics. “It had to have been someone Lola Lataurelle trusted. I doubt she’d let a random customer make her a cup of tea.”

			“True.” Sal sniffed. “She was rude, you know. Not just about Rumble. She didn’t even offer me a drink!”

			“So, the killer could be someone she knew.” That might have helped them narrow down the suspects if they had any. Their impression of Lola was based on Sal’s interaction with her alone, which Arthur felt confident was not a full picture of who the psychic had been in life.

			“Darling, you sound like you’re still on the case.” Sal wiggled his eyebrows. “Not content to leave this one to the proper authorities?”

			“No,” Arthur said, surprised to find how strongly he felt about it. He didn’t trust McMartin to solve a sudoku, much less a murder. A killer going free would lead to bad press and fewer tourists, and more false arrests would hurt innocents. All these things pushed Arthur toward action, but most of all, he wanted to know the truth. Someone had killed Lola Lataurelle, and the answers were just out of reach, taunting him. “I’m going to solve this. We’ll need to find out who was in her circle, who she kept in her confidence.”

			“Do you think McMartin figured this out yet?” Sal asked.

			“Hard to say.” The sheriff had copied off of Arthur’s notes like a schoolboy cheating on a math test, but even if he had the same clues Arthur had, there was no telling what McMartin would make of them. He considered for a moment approaching the coven revelers at the bonfire for questioning, but thought better of it. He didn’t know how they would react to being approached by vampires in the middle of the night. “We can’t do much about it now, I suppose.”

			“And tomorrow?”

			“Tomorrow,” Arthur said as he glanced toward the distant festival and its rowdy crowd of witches, “we infiltrate the coven.”

			“That was so dramatic, darling!” Sal clapped his hands with glee. “We’ll need disguises!”

			“Oh, Sal, I’m not so sure…I just meant that we should go in prepared with a good reason to be lurking about, asking questions. We need to spend our time working on a cover story, ensuring we have background information…”

			“Sounds boring.” Sal smirked. “Let’s divide and conquer! You do all your little research, and I shall undertake the designing of our costumes!”

			Arthur tried to argue, but Sal was not to be reasoned with. They retraced their steps to the bike and cycled home. All the while Sal hummed the theme song from The Pink Panther.
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Chapter 6
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			Breakfast was, of course, a very serious affair, especially since the Dead & Breakfast had a full house. Arthur hurried around the kitchen like a multitasking tornado, checking the timer for the scones, flipping the bacon, and stirring the scrambled eggs. In almost every aspect of his life, Arthur preferred order. This was the one exception.

			“I do so love to live deliciously,” Sal said, reaching to steal a piece of bacon from the griddle. “Ow! Ow!”

			Arthur tutted as Sal clutched his burned fingers. “That’s what you get for trying to skip the line.”

			“Shouldn’t there be some kind of perk for being married to the chef?” he asked through a pout, holding out the injured hand.

			“I should think our marriage is perk enough.” Arthur bent to swiftly kiss the owie, as was his duty. “You and I eat when the guests eat.”

			“I’m surprised you don’t want to be more efficient about it.”

			“What do you mean?” Arthur started the electric kettle for tea.

			“Just that we have a date with a coven today. Eating with the guests will surely slow us down.”

			“I don’t see how. We have to wait until they’re finished to wash the dishes anyway.” Arthur wiped his hands on his apron and shuffled out from behind the counter. “That reminds me…Can you keep an eye on the eggs? I wanted to write something down.”

			“Oh, Arthur, I wish I could, but you know how I feel about eggs.”

			“Well, you prefer them fried, but I don’t see how—”

			Sal threw his head back in a dramatic fashion, sighing audibly. “No, no, Arthur. The event. The eggvent, if you will.”

			“I don’t think you’ve told me this one before.” It was rare that one of Sal’s stories was new to Arthur these days. He didn’t mind the repetition. It was like listening to a favorite album. This was proof, perhaps, that even after decades together, there were still firsts to be had between them.

			“It was the mid sixteenth century. I was but a pauper in need of gainful employment. I answered an advertisement for what I thought was to be a job as an egg chef—”

			“Is there such a thing?”

			Sal ignored him. “It turned out the job was for an executioner, of all things!”

			“That’s quite the mix-up.”

			“Well, it was their fault for spelling it eggsecutioner. What did they expect?”

			“Do you mean eggspect?”

			Sal clapped a hand over his mouth, stifling a cry. “I just can’t, Arthur! The things I’ve seen!” He swept from the room, leaving Arthur to deal with the eggs alone.

			It was just as well. Sal was never much help in the kitchen anyway. Probably it was just a ploy to get out of menial labor. Besides, it would be terribly odd for a sign in sixteenth-century Italy to be written in English, with a coherent pun, no less. Arthur finished making breakfast by himself, with only the sizzling bacon as a conversation partner.

			Sal did not return until after the timer for the scones went off, conveniently. “Got something for you, my dear!” he announced from under a pile of mail. A few of the envelopes bore familiar notices in red ink on their fronts. More bills, ones he worried they wouldn’t be able to pay in a timely manner. He really needed to sit down and sort it all out, but between solving a murder, searching for Brody’s mom, running the inn, and looking for Rumble, he didn’t know when he’d find the time.

			“Set it on the table, I’ll get to it later.” Arthur turned to plate the scrambled eggs while Sal unburdened himself. He couldn’t spend all morning stressing about finances.

			“Our Fresh Bites box is here!” Sal opened the box, the popping sound of Sal puncturing the tape with his fingernails an odd accompaniment to the whistling kettle. “It’s O positive again.”

			Their delivery of ethically sourced blood came every week, and Sal loved reading all the information on the donor card. Arthur didn’t really need to know so much about where his food was coming from, but who was he to deny Sal such a simple pleasure?

			“This week’s donor is Daniel Tanaka. He loves rock climbing and his precious kitten named Bartholomew.” Sal sniffled. “He’s a father, too.”

			Before Sal could devolve into a blubbering mess over Rumble again, Arthur shoved the scones onto a platter without arranging them. “Breakfast is served!”

			“Oh goodie!” Sal clapped in delight. “And look, there’s a letter that doesn’t look like a bill.”

			“Who’s it from?” Arthur didn’t get much personal mail. Most of their post was for the inn’s operations, so he was admittedly curious. Perhaps it was a new client for his private investigator business.

			Sal pranced over to him and held up the envelope slightly above his own forehead so it would be at eye level for Arthur. Their address was handwritten on the front, but it was the return address that stopped him in his tracks. It was Brody’s mother’s PO box. This could be it. She’d written back. One way or another, he was about to have the closure Brody sought. Arthur almost reached for the letter but remembered at the last second that his hands were covered in various kitchen substances. “Open the letter for me?”

			“A dramatic reading?” Sal fluttered his lashes.

			“You can be as dramatic as you like.” Arthur stepped around him to finish plating the rest of breakfast.

			“Dearest Arthur Miller, of no relation to the—”

			“Drama without editorializing, please.”

			“Dear Mr. Miller,” Sal said in a Boston accent, for some reason. “We are sorry to inform you that Wilhelmina Young is no longer associated with our organization and cannot be reached at this address. Warmest regards.”

			Arthur waited a moment. “Who signed it?”

			“No one,” Sal said in his normal affectation. He flipped the single sheet of printed paper over, but judging from the lack of more dramatic reading, there was nothing else. “How very curious. Organization. What organization? Do you think she’s in the mafia?”

			“That hardly seems likely.”

			Wilhelmina wasn’t in contact with whoever had written the missive. Unless she herself had sent it, to throw him off the scent. But that didn’t seem likely. From her messages to Brody, she wanted to reconnect with her son. Arthur had been very honest in his letter, entreating her to return for Brody’s sake if nothing else. Whoever wrote this didn’t seem interested in reuniting a family. Perhaps there were even more sinister reasons for the brevity of the message. Someone could be trying to keep Wilhelmina from returning.

			“I really need to interview more people about Wilhelmina,” Arthur said as he took gluten-free biscuits out of the oven. “She’s from Trident Falls, so there must be people who knew her.”

			“Sounds dreadfully boring.” Sal yawned as he arranged biscuits into the shape of a coffin. “Why couldn’t we have moved to one of those small towns that’s full of deadly secrets?”

			“The mayor was murdered and dumped in our garden, Sal. What more could you want?” Arthur supposed most people’s lives were boring from the outside, maybe even his and Sal’s. That didn’t mean they didn’t matter. The day-to-day might be full of drudgery like dishes and laundry and taxes—

			“Oh, I almost forgot. I need to call Martha,” Arthur said. When he’d seen her at the festival, she’d been very clear about calling her tomorrow, and, well, it was now tomorrow. June fifteenth had come and gone before Arthur had realized his quarterly taxes were due—they’d not had a profit in previous quarters—and he had no idea how to properly file them. “Can you set the table without me? You do it with such flair.”

			Sal’s reaction to the compliment was to spin in a pirouette and give Arthur a bow. “Of course. Anything for my handsome husband. Especially if it lets me leave the room so I don’t hear any of her dull stories.”

			Arthur went to the front desk, looked up the accountant’s number, then called. Martha answered on the second ring.

			“Good morning, Arthur. You had some questions about the software I sent you?”

			For a moment Arthur froze—how had she known it was him? Then he recalled the ubiquitous use of caller ID these days. “I did, indeed. Excellent memory!”

			“Encyclopedic,” Martha said.

			“Really? That’s quite rare, isn’t it?”

			“I wouldn’t know.” Even her voice sounded bored. Perhaps Sal wasn’t so wrong about her. “I’ve never met anyone else with my gift, but then I’ve always lived in Trident Falls, and it’s not exactly a bustling metropolis.”

			Arthur was halfway to his spreadsheets under the desk when he paused, pensive. “You’re from Trident Falls?”

			“Yes.” She didn’t elaborate.

			“Then you must be familiar with Wilhelmina Young!”

			Arthur thought for a moment that the call had been disconnected, but then Martha said, “Yes. We went to school together.”

			“Do you happen to recall details about why she left?”

			“I don’t feel comfortable sharing her personal business. She hated to leave her boy behind, but…” She trailed off as if there were more to the sentence, but whatever she’d been thinking, it seemed she didn’t want to say.

			“When you knew her, did she ever get into any trouble?” he pressed. “I know it might be uncouth to ask, but, you see, I’m trying to help her son find her so they might reunite.”

			“Trouble?” The word cracked over the phone speaker. “No, not Wil…helmina. She was a real stickler for the rules.”

			Arthur couldn’t read her tone. He wished he’d waited to have this conversation face-to-face.

			“Really? I thought perhaps she might have some connections to a criminal element or some sort of…organization.”

			“Organized crime?” Martha brightened at the subject. “No, she was never interested in it. Didn’t even care to hear me talk about any arrests or suspected hits. When we were seniors, there was this huge federal case about a family of werewolves who smuggled—”

			A crash sounded from the dining room.

			“So sorry, Martha, I’ll have to call you back.” Arthur hung up, mind spinning. Sal’s suggestion about the mafia didn’t hold water, then. He wasn’t sure if he should be relieved or disappointed. Organized crime was dangerous, but it would’ve been a lead. Now he was back to the beginning. And on top of it, he’d forgotten to get his accounting questions answered. He’d check in with her later, when he had more time. Yet another thing to add to his to-do list. At least they weren’t in danger of defaulting on the mortgage quite yet.

			With a sigh, Arthur made his way to the dining room to see broken glass and spilled orange juice, Sal in the center of the chaos.

			“Oopsy-daisy,” Sal said, putting the several dishes he had balanced on his arms onto the table. “I thought balancing the pitcher on my head would work.”

			“I’ll get the mop,” Arthur said.

			“No, no, I’ll clean it—and myself—up. You stay here.” Sal swanned off, not seeming put out at all about the accident.

			Arthur tried to adopt a casual attitude—while keeping the guests away from the broken glass, of course. By the time most of them arrived, Sal had cleaned up the mess and changed into a purple jumpsuit with the deepest of Vs. Things were back on track. With the exception of Brody’s missing mother, and the ongoing investigation into who killed Lola Lataurelle, and the fact that Rumble was still out there somewhere.

			A frown creased Arthur’s face as his mind circled with indecision about which of the many problems plaguing them he ought to focus on. If he didn’t find Brody’s mother, Brody could end up in the foster system, but if he didn’t find Lola’s killer, the news would hurt tourism and the town, and McMartin would probably send an innocent off to prison. Not finding Rumble wasn’t an option either—Sal would never forgive him. There was only one thing for it: he would have to manage all three.

			But first, he needed to play the gracious host to his guests. Forcing his attention to the task at hand, Arthur noticed one guest was missing from the queue around the buffet. Arthur Miller, no relation (no relation). He’d marked on his reservation that he wanted to attend breakfast at the usual time. Arthur headed upstairs to knock on his door and hurry him along before the eggs got cold.

			Once he was on the second floor, however, Arthur saw he needn’t have bothered. The other Arthur Miller was leaving his room. Today he wore a bright shirt patterned with tropical flowers, khaki shorts, and sunscreen, judging by the scent of it. Perhaps he was planning to attend the festival, then.

			“Breakfast awaits,” Arthur told Other Arthur cheerfully.

			Other Arthur grunted his thanks and passed Arthur on his way down the stairs. Arthur turned to follow, but something made him pause. He felt for a moment as though he were being watched. He turned around, but no one was there. Of course not. That would be silly. His gaze swept over the hall anyway, checking each guest’s door to ensure it was properly closed.

			Perhaps it was just his imagination. Nothing was amiss. Except…no, that couldn’t be right. He could’ve sworn he assigned Other Arthur to room 2, but just now he’d seen him exiting room 4. It must have been a mistake. Arthur had so many other things on his mind. It was no surprise he’d forgotten which room belonged to each guest.

			Still, as he returned downstairs and watched Other Arthur join the rest of the group around the table, Arthur stalled at the front desk, checking his records. He was right. Other Arthur was in room 2. Room 4 belonged to Hailey North, the young witch, who today wore a mint-green Celestine Coven–branded sundress.

			He hadn’t thought the Other Arthur was quite age appropriate for Miss North, but the nighttime activities of his guests were none of his business. Arthur tucked the tidbit away to share with Sal later—gossip was always Sal’s business—and focused on making sure everyone enjoyed the meal.

			Breakfast began with the usual compliments to the chef—Mr. Winslow had a particular fondness for the coffee, while Hailey took photos of everything on her plate for a full five minutes before digging in. Soon, they were all immersed in chatter, and Arthur sank into the familiar sounds of clattering silverware and guests enjoying themselves.

			Arthur’s attention was drawn into sharp focus by the sound of Salvatore’s most honeyed tone—the one he used when he was trying to get something Arthur didn’t want to give him.

			“Oh, come now, you simply must tell us everything!” Sal was bent in conversation with Hailey, who was practically vibrating in her chair.

			“The Celestine Coven changed my life.” Hailey relinquished her fork, letting it clatter onto her plate, before holding out her hands to Sal. “Are you ready to have your life changed?”

			“I thought you’d never ask!” Sal placed his hands in hers, a wistful look in his eyes Arthur wasn’t completely sure was an act. “You simply must introduce us to the exciting world of witchcraft!”

			Arthur turned away to hide his smile. They had disguises laid out upstairs—Sal had spent the better part of last night assembling them—and now they had a guide.

			The Celestine Coven was about to have two new recruits.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			



	

Chapter 7

			
				[image: ]
			

			The entrance to the Trident Falls Solstice Festival looked different this morning—more ominous because a killer lurked inside. Or perhaps it was only the red-tinted sunglasses Arthur wore, to match the billowy undyed linen shirt and brown corduroy bell-bottoms. Sal had loaned him a wig, and the long hair kept brushing his neck and distracting him. Arthur shifted his umbrella—purple with little black cats, which Sal hoped would bring them luck in the search for Rumble—to better shade himself and Sal.

			In classic Sal fashion, he was not to be outdone by Arthur in the costume department, even though he’d designed both. Salvatore had straightened his hair, donned the loudest tie-dye Arthur had ever seen, and jeans with wide bell-bottoms and a beaded belt that should’ve clashed with all the other colors but didn’t. He also wore tinted sunglasses—blue—and had drawn a peace sign on his cheek in green eyeliner.

			They were ready to become witches, although what kind of witches they were supposed to be, Arthur was unsure. Ones from the 1970s, maybe. But as Arthur looked around at the other festivalgoers’ fashion choices, he thought they might blend in after all.

			Hailey North waited for them at the ticket booth. They’d come separately because Arthur refused her offer of carpooling, sticking to his scruples regarding automobile travel. Plus, he wanted to ensure they had the bike in case they needed a quick getaway. Hailey waved them over, excitement bubbling off her as she bounced on the balls of her feet.

			After Arthur and Sal paid for a day pass and got their hands stamped, Hailey practically dragged them through the open gates, where two witches juggled balls of crackling magic and another turned children’s hair vibrant colors with just a touch of a wand, observed by parents whose reactions ranged from enthusiasm to displeasure.

			“This is going to be so much fun!” Hailey linked her arms through each of theirs, holding them tightly to her sides. “It’s a shame Mrs. Winslow didn’t want to join us. She’s a riot.”

			“Remember, we’re not us today.” Sal gave her a pointed look.

			“Right, your role-play thing. I’ll remember.” She squealed in delight, apparently overjoyed to play a small part in their love life. “Now that you’re sage level, you get special behind-the-scenes access to the whole festival.”

			That was exactly what Arthur had hoped for. If there were clues to be found, they’d surely be more accessible now. They could keep an eye out for more poisoned potions and hopefully find the witch who brewed them. Never mind that Arthur wasn’t sure how to tell if a potion was deadly or not. In the meantime, they could try to talk to enough coven members to find out who Lola spent time with, and why someone might want to kill her.

			“Are there any witches who specialize in potions?” Arthur asked, as innocently as he could manage. Maybe Hailey could narrow down their suspect pool a little.

			Hailey brightened. “Yes, so many! The Celestine Coven is all about potions. They’re not really a class of magic, just a method of using it, like spells and rituals.”

			“Magic class?” Sal asked, apprehensive. “This isn’t going to be like school, is it?”

			“Not that kind of class,” Hailey laughed, swatting Sal’s shoulder playfully. “There are different types of magic. Elemental, weather, spirit, healing. The list goes on, and different schools of magic all over the world divide up the types different ways.”

			“What kind do you use?” Arthur asked, curious.

			“I dabble in everything, like most witches, but my power is attuned to elemental magic.” Hailey let out an excited squeal. “I can’t wait to find out if you two have magic. I wonder what you’ll be attuned to. Everyone seems to gravitate toward a specific type.”

			Arthur cleared his throat, eager for a change of subject. He didn’t need Hailey to question their interest once it was revealed that neither of them were witches in life or undeath. “You mentioned spells and rituals?”

			“Yes!” Hailey gestured so emphatically she nearly hit a passerby who wore a hat that seemed to have been enchanted with flowers that speed-ran the life cycle, sprouting then blooming then wilting in quick succession. “Potions are, well, potions. Magic in drinkable form. Spells are what most people think of when it comes to magic. Casting them is quick, almost instantaneous if you’ve got a lot of practice. Rituals take longer, and sometimes require more than one witch. They can take hours, or even days, to finish.”

			Resisting the urge to take notes—as he was not and would never become a witch—Arthur nodded. “That’s all very complicated.”

			“Don’t worry.” Hailey patted his arm. “The coven makes it all super easy to understand.”

			Hailey brought them to a large tent with hanging purple curtains behind the main, merchandise-forward Celestine Coven booth. Inside was a projector and a few dozen folding chairs.

			“Oh good, it hasn’t started yet.” Hailey ushered them toward the chairs in the front row just as the projector clicked on and an airy voice filled the tent.

			“Power Through Unity. That is our motto. But what does it mean?”

			A video began to play, introducing them to the tenets of the Celestine Coven. The entire thing contained so many buzzwords it was impossible for Arthur to follow. He gave up after less than a minute, using the time to scan the crowd. There were about twenty other people here, and all of them watched the video with rapt attention. For Sal’s part, he was braiding a lock of his hair and humming “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” under his breath, in character as always.

			When it was over, Arthur heaved a sigh of relief. He’d not learned anything useful for his investigation. He hadn’t even learned what “power through unity” meant. He stood up, eager to return to the matter at hand, but he was the only one. Everyone else remained seated, gaze trained on the entrance to the tent.

			A man stood there, wearing a shirt that looked like it could have been plucked from Sal’s daily rotation, with bell sleeves and loose laces creating a V at his chest. It took a moment before Arthur could place why he seemed familiar. It was the man from Lola’s tent—Chet, if he remembered correctly. Arthur returned to his seat and took out his notebook to double-check.

			“Welcome, witches!” Chet said in a voice that was more suited to a personal trainer encouraging gym-goers to do just one more repetition of some dreadfully difficult exercise. “Let’s all give a hand to that great video!”

			Arthur clapped to maintain his cover; Sal clapped enthusiastically, probably because he really loved to cheer things on. Maybe he was celebrating his own braiding skills.

			“Welcome to the Celestine Coven, everyone!” Chet led the group in another round of applause. “I’m Chet Oakley, platinum plus.” He paused, as if waiting for the group to clap again, but no one besides Hailey—who let out a whoop of approval—seemed to know what platinum plus was. “Okay, everybody on your feet. Let’s get these chairs cleared away.”

			Arthur began to worry there really would be some form of exercise. Was there such a thing as witch yoga? He didn’t think his corduroy could handle it.

			As people stood and began to shift the chairs themselves, Chet let out a laugh that sounded theatrical.

			“That’s how nonmagical humans do things. But we’re the Celestine Coven!” Chet pulled a bottle out of his pocket and drained the contents in one gulp. A haze of shimmering air surrounded him, and he began to jog through the crowd, gathering all the closed chairs in a huge stack. Whatever the potion was, it had given him strength to rival a vampire at the height of their powers.

			“Is being in the coven always this labor-intensive?” Sal asked Hailey as he melodramatically folded his chair and handed it off to Chet, acting as if it weighed a thousand pounds.

			“No, silly, this is just for in-person events! Isn’t it so great to connect with other witches? There are none in my hometown, and it can be really draining.” She sighed, looking wistful. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my online witch groups—there are some great practitioners on Instagram I follow—but it’s just not the same.”

			Though Arthur didn’t care much for what he’d seen of the Celestine Coven so far, he felt a pang of sympathy for Hailey. He knew what it was like to struggle with loneliness, and how fulfilling community could be once one finally found it—even if that community appeared to have more than one thing in common with a multilevel marketing scheme.

			With Chet’s admittedly impressive display of magic, they were able to clear the floor in no time. That was when the true horrors began.

			“We’re going to do some assisted levitations!” Chet boomed, rolling up the sleeves of his ensemble. “One witch will fold their arms over their chest, close their eyes, and lean back until gravity takes them. The second witch will be responsible for catching them and levitating them back up!”

			“Exactly how is this different from a trust fall?” Arthur muttered to Sal.

			“It has to be from the Trust Fall region of Oregon; otherwise it’s just a sparkling levitation,” Sal replied. “Now fall on me, lover!”

			“No, you pair up with Hailey. I’m going to try to speak with Chet.” This new exercise sounded chaotic enough that he could ask a few questions without anyone noticing.

			As Arthur slipped away, he heard Salvatore tell Hailey, “You can trust me, your stalwart bed-and-breakfast host, to never let you down, nor give you up, nor—”

			The rest was mercifully lost amid the chatter of the crowd. Arthur casually approached Chet, who was observing the trust falls.

			“Excuse me,” Arthur began, then added, “dude,” for good measure in what he hoped was the correct tone of voice for the character he was playing. He wasn’t Arthur now, he was Paisley Sunset, a budding witch who wanted to level up his skills and network with other witches. He imagined Paisley was the sort of man who enjoyed thrifting, fusion cuisine, and ska. Not that any of that was important for the moment, but it did so help him to get into character. “My name’s Paisley.”

			Chet gave him an odd look for a moment, then plastered on a toothpaste-commercial-worthy smile. “Need a partner for the trust falls, bro? I got you.”

			“Actually, I was hoping to ask you some questions.”

			“Sure, sure. Ask away—we can multitask!” He held out his arms as if waiting for Arthur to fall into them.

			Arthur was not the sort of man who liked to test gravity if he could help it. Paisley, on the other hand…

			Turning to face away from Chet, Arthur arranged his arms in an approximation of Chet’s example. “I was wondering about Lola, the lovely pet psychic. I met her yesterday before…” Arthur trailed off.

			“Yeah, Lola’s death was a huge tragedy, man. She’s been part of the coven since before me. She was part of the coven, I guess. That’s gonna be hard to get used to.”

			Arthur made a mental note that Chet hadn’t automatically used past tense to refer to the deceased. It wasn’t necessarily relevant, but he remembered from some of the detective books he read that innocents had a harder time making that transition.

			“Come on, I’ve got you, dude.”

			Arthur grimaced, glancing over his shoulder to see Chet in a deep squat, muscled forearms waiting for his fall.

			“Right.” Arthur adjusted his stance again. “Maybe we could swap places? I’m not so certain…”

			Chet jumped up. “Sure thing! I get it.” He turned around and assumed the position.

			“I really am so sorry for your loss. Did you know Lola well?” Arthur wanted to take out his notebook, but that would give him away. Besides, it would make catching Chet more difficult.

			“As well as I knew any of the other platinum members. Sweet woman, loved animals. Had a real gift for connecting with them.” Chet sighed. “Man, it’s really going to be different around here now that she’s gone.”

			Without warning, he fell backward into Arthur’s arms. Arthur wasn’t exactly ready for him and stumbled a few steps back, colliding with Sal.

			“Whoa there, man,” Sal said in a tone of voice that could only be described as surfer-dude-esque.

			“Apologies!” Arthur scrambled to get himself and Chet back to standing.

			Sal swept his hair back and flashed a peace sign. “That’s all right, brother. Ringo Moon doesn’t hold a grudge.”

			Arthur nearly choked. He’d forgotten Sal’s pseudonym for the day.

			“This”—Chet pressed his palm to Arthur’s chest and Sal’s in turn—“this is beautiful. This is what we’re all about. Power through unity.”

			“Yeah, free love,” Sal said, nodding as though he understood what on earth Chet was talking about.

			Arthur flashed Sal a tight smile, as if they were only acquaintances and not a married couple.

			“Now it’s your turn, Paisley!” Chet exclaimed, readying himself in an even deeper squat than before.

			“Ah, yes.” Arthur resumed the position as slowly as possible, stalling while he continued his line of questioning. “I don’t suppose you’d know of anyone who would’ve wanted to hurt Lola?” Arthur braced himself—for Chet to ask him why he was so curious, and for the trust fall he was about to attempt.

			“As a matter of fact, yeah, I do know of someone,” Chet said thoughtfully, not at all perturbed by Arthur’s question. Maybe people had been talking about Lola Lataurelle all morning. A sudden death was big news.

			“Oh?” Arthur turned to face him, aborting his fall. Maybe if he kept Chet talking, he wouldn’t have to do it at all.

			“There was this dude yesterday. Came in with a black cat and Lola did a reading for him, but he flipped out. Started yelling at her. I didn’t see it personally, but lots of coven witches did. Wouldn’t surprise me if the cops already arrested him. I bet he did it.”

			“Ah.” Arthur couldn’t think of anything to say to that.

			“Come on. All this death talk is bumming me out.” Chet held out his arms. “Let’s keep things positive.”

			“I’m sorry.” Arthur slumped. “I don’t think I can do it.”

			“Not with that attitude!” Chet placed a hand on each of Arthur’s shoulders and turned him around. “Now, fall!”

			Perhaps Chet was a personal trainer in his regular life. Arthur felt suddenly assured that he could, indeed, do it. He leaned backward, a shock going through his nervous system as gravity took over.

			“There we go!” Chet absorbed his weight and lifted him back up. “See? That wasn’t so bad.”

			Arthur and Chet had different definitions of bad, but he wasn’t about to let on. He excused himself with a brief thanks and returned to where Sal and Hailey were gleefully launching themselves into each other’s arms. It was a wonder to him how anyone could look at his husband and see a killer. Of course, Sal didn’t exactly comport himself like an innocent in the moment, but how were they supposed to know Lola Lataurelle would be murdered hours later? The average person would think Sal had done it, based on the evidence. But Arthur knew the public fight was just bad timing…Which the killer might’ve known, too. All the suspicion would fall on Sal, leaving them free and clear. Maybe the timing wasn’t a coincidence at all.

			“I can levitate for real, you know,” Sal was saying as Arthur approached. “But only at night. And nights this time of year are so depressingly short.”

			“I love summer,” Hailey said with a contented smile. “Way cuter outfits, and I can always use a chilling spell to keep my water cold.” To demonstrate, she spoke a few soft words Arthur couldn’t catch and tapped the bottle snapped to her bag with a bright green carabiner. The metal frosted over. That certainly was useful.

			“Excuse me, Sal,” Arthur said, but his husband ignored him. Right. “Excuse me, Ringo Moon, I need to find a restroom. Help me look.”

			“They’re all those dreadful portable kind—” Sal glanced at Arthur’s face and seemed to see the message he was trying to beam into Sal’s head. “Right, of course, my love…ly new friend.”

			Together they left. Sal tried to head toward the actual restrooms, but Arthur pulled him to a deserted spot between two tents. “This way.”

			“Oh, how romantic. Just had to pull me out for a quick snog? I told you we should have paired up for the trust fall exercise.”

			Arthur rolled his eyes and relayed the information he’d learned from talking to Chet.

			“So, you think Lola was in the inner circle of the coven?” Sal asked when he was done.

			“Exactly. We should focus our attention there, and try to access any potion stores.” A killer wouldn’t risk leaving deadly potions to be sold to customers, surely. Unless their motives were more of the serial variety than the usual ones of passion, greed, and revenge.

			“Wait, how are we supposed to determine if a potion is poisonous?”

			Sal had a point. “We need to talk to someone familiar with that sort of thing, but not a coven witch.”

			“I know exactly who to call!” Sal pulled his mobile out of his pocket and began to text furiously. “She’ll meet us by the cotton candy stall.”

			“Why not somewhere more covert?”

			“Because I want cotton candy! Buy me some?”

			Arthur threw his hands up in defeat. “Blue or pink?”

			“What is this, a gender reveal party? That’s so very binary.”

			“So, both?”

			“Arthur! You’re too good to me.” Sal flounced off toward the cotton candy stall, leaving Arthur to dig in his wallet for a few bills.

			Lore arrived before Sal finished his second cotton candy but after his tongue had turned an outrageous shade of blue. She wore the same sunglasses as yesterday, and kept looking over her shoulder. Arthur scanned the crowd as well.

			“Sheriff is here,” Lore said by way of explanation. “He’s interviewing potential witnesses, so we can’t talk long. I would never interfere with an active investigation, or encourage private citizens to do the same.”

			“Of course not,” Arthur said. “And if you perhaps knew a private detective who specialized in paranormal matters, well. The victim was a psychic, after all.”

			Sal parted his blue-stained lips, probably to argue that last claim very loudly, but Arthur stuffed some of the pink cotton candy in his mouth to silence him. It worked, but left Arthur’s hand unsettlingly sticky.

			Lore gave an exaggerated wink over the top of her sunglasses. “Exactly. So, you had a question about—ah, crap!”

			Arthur saw immediately why she’d interrupted herself with a curse word. McMartin was headed their direction, though he didn’t seem to have noticed them yet. Sal, who had an awful lot of experience evading capture and encounters with people he preferred to avoid, grabbed Arthur and Lore by the wrists—the cotton candy stick held between his teeth—and dragged them behind the big machine that spun the sugar into floss.

			The woman running the stand didn’t even look up from her phone. Bless the youths (which was almost all mortal humans to Arthur) for being too self-absorbed to care about the occasional nearby shenanigan.

			“We need to know how to find out if a potion is deadly,” Arthur whispered to Lore.

			“Hmm.” Lore tilted her head in thought. “I have equipment back at the morgue. I could test whatever you find, I guess.”

			“Isn’t that…a bit involved?” Arthur frowned. “We can’t exactly lug all the potions we see across the festival to your lab without notice.”

			“That’s true. It’s tricky since I don’t actually know all the elements involved.”

			“You said the potion included oleander—isn’t that the poison?” Sal asked to stunned looks from both Arthur and Lore. “What? I do listen…sometimes. Besides, oleander was a common poison back in my day.” Exactly what day that was, Sal didn’t say.

			“Well, you’re right. Oleander is the poisonous reagent, but there’s also a magical element,” Lore explained. “I don’t have the right equipment to do a full analysis on what spell was used exactly, but my guess is that it reacted to the oleander, making it more potent than it might normally be.”

			“So there’s no way to check if a potion is deadly without your help?” Arthur asked.

			Lore shrugged. “I mean, you could try drinking it.”

			Arthur blinked at her.

			“What? It’s not like you guys can die, right?”

			Arthur exchanged a glance with Sal.

			“She has a point.” Sal grimaced. “The worst that will happen is we experience some adverse symptoms—vomiting, diarrhea, perhaps hallucination if we’re lucky.”

			“If we’re lucky?” Arthur’s eyebrows were in very real danger of disappearing into his hairline. Sal was enough of a handful without illness involved. “We’ll figure out another way.”

			“You could always see if it kills something else.”

			“Like what?” Arthur didn’t care for where this was headed.

			“Lore! I can’t believe you’d—oleander is toxic to cats, but—well, I never!” Sal exclaimed through a mouthful of cotton candy, eyes beginning to well with tears. “You know Rumble’s still missing.”

			“Oh god, Sal. I was just kidding, but that’s obviously not funny.” She shook her head. “Maybe we should just stay in touch. If you find any potions that seem suspicious, let me know.”

			Arthur wasn’t sure how they were going to differentiate between normal and suspicious potions when all of them seemed suspect to him, but that was a matter to ponder later. For now, they needed to get out of there without the sheriff noticing. Hopefully McMartin didn’t have a sweet tooth and would avoid the cotton candy booth.

			Once Lore had checked that the coast was clear, she motioned for them to head out. “I better get back to Stephanie’s stall.”

			“Oh, how is Stephanie? Is she holding up all right?” Arthur asked.

			“She wanted to keep working the festival, but she’s still really shaken, so I’m running it for her today. If you need me, that’s where I’ll be.” She gave them a jaunty salute, and then she was gone into the crowd.

			Arthur and Sal made their way back to the Celestine Coven tent, doing their best to keep a low profile—a difficult task in their current outfits. With luck, they’d avoid anyone who knew them and they could skulk around unnoticed.

			“There you are!” came Hailey’s bright voice as they approached. They were caught, red-handed. Or pink-and-blue-handed, in Sal’s case. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

			Before Arthur could concoct a story about how they simply had to get cotton candy or there would’ve been dire consequences, Hailey bounced on her heels and let out a squee of excitement.

			“You’re going to flip! Guess what?” Hailey did not let them guess, which was probably for the best, given Sal’s track record. “Ambrosia Celestine came to talk to me—I just about died! She’s such an amazing witch. Her weather magic is legendary. I’ve been in the coven for three whole years, but I’ve never actually met her in person. Like…I’ve seen her onstage, obviously, but not face-to-face. This is so huge for me. They’re definitely going to make me a platinum member. I can feel it. Gah! This is so incredible!”

			Sal gasped, turning to Arthur. “Oh my god! Can you believe it?” He looked at Hailey, expression faltering for a moment. “Wait…who is…Amber Celery?”

			“Ambrosia Celestine!” Hailey exclaimed. “She’s the witch who started it all. And—this is the really exciting part—she wants to meet with you.”
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			A celebrity of the caliber of Ambrosia Celestine would, apparently, never be caught dead (perhaps too soon for that choice of words) rubbing elbows with the average festival attendee. According to Hailey, she didn’t work the merchandise booth or the recruitment tent. Instead, she spent her time communicating with the spirits and connecting with the energy of the earth. Whatever that meant.

			“Do you think she can use a spell to track a lost cat?” Sal asked Hailey.

			Arthur hadn’t considered that possibility. He knew very little of what magic could actually do, having never needed a witch’s services before.

			“I’m sure she can,” Hailey said with an animated gesture. “She’s so powerful. Her specialty is weather magic but everything she casts is spectacular.”

			Before moving to Trident Falls, there had been witches around their paranormal community in Chicago, but Arthur hadn’t felt it was worth his time to ingratiate himself with their local coven. They were so terribly odd, and Arthur had preferred a more low-key presence. He’d left the socializing to Sal, who was much better at that sort of thing. Arthur looked back on that era of his life rather shamefully now, but there had been a time in his not so distant past when he’d wanted to be normal so badly he’d been willing to eschew his own paranormal nature and others who wore their identities with pride. After the ordeal with the mayor’s death, Arthur had come around…to a point. He’d agreed to a more vampiric rebrand of the inn, at least, though he still bristled at some of the cornier displays. There was only so much he could do about his practical, and sometimes rigid, nature.

			This was a new opportunity to learn, however, and with a murder case on the line, Arthur knew he needed to tread carefully. He tucked his preconceived notions about witches behind him to proceed with an open mind (but hopefully not so open as to invite any witchy mental probing).

			With their arms once again linked through Hailey’s, they left the raucous festival behind, exchanging its smells of fried food and sunscreen for the subtle pine aroma of the woods. As they made their way down a dirt path, Arthur kept an eye out for Rumble. She might’ve sought solitude here, and if she had, Arthur could hardly blame her. After the noisy festival, the soft hush of the trees and the cool shade they provided were like an aloe vera balm on an angry sunburn.

			He hoped she’d been able to hunt for sustenance. In the months Rumble had been part of the family, she’d not once brought them a dead animal as a gift. Sal had bemoaned the lack in the beginning (Oh, Arthur, she must hate us terribly!) but came around to the idea that different cats showed affection in different ways (Oh, Arthur, she slow-blinked at me again because I’m her very favorite person in all the world!). Whether or not Rumble was capable of feeding herself when circumstances necessitated it, Arthur couldn’t say, though he did hope she wasn’t devastating the local bird and rodent populations.

			Whatever the case, Arthur spotted plenty of signs of wildlife as they passed through the edge of the woods, carefully stepping to avoid deer droppings and keep from disrupting a long trail of worker ants headed in the opposite direction. The melodic trill of hermit thrushes punctuated the otherwise quiet march. If Rumble was about, she hadn’t left a trace.

			Arthur cocked his head as a sound that didn’t quite register as endemic to the forest reached his ears.

			“Is that…wind chimes?” he asked.

			“Oh, yes! We’re almost there.” Hailey let out a sharp squeal as she pulled them forward.

			Soon enough, they broke through the trees to find a richly decorated campground. The clearing was about sixty feet in diameter with yurts lining the edges, arranged evenly around a central firepit that was stacked with wood but not currently lit. Each yurt was decked out in string lights, wind chimes, and flowers. It was beautiful, Arthur had to admit, though in an unsettling manner like spotting a movie star in a Denny’s or a teacher at the supermarket. Though he was overcome with the feeling that the encampment ought not to have been there, he couldn’t look away.

			“Paisley, don’t you think if regular camping were like this, more people would be amenable to it?” Sal said appreciatively. “Glamping might be worth a shot.”

			Arthur looked around for the paisley Sal was admiring before remembering it was his pseudonym. “I suppose so,” he said, though he couldn’t imagine “glamping” was more comfortable than a room at the Dead & Breakfast. The indoor plumbing simply couldn’t be beat.

			“Did you feel that?” Hailey said as they crossed a line of Scotch bonnets in the dirt. “Ambrosia set magical wards to keep outsiders away, but they accepted us!”

			Arthur hadn’t felt anything. He didn’t know all that much about witches, but he usually associated mushroom barriers with the fae. Either way, they hadn’t tripped any alarms on account of being vampires, it seemed. Their undercover aliases must have been working. Though, now that he thought about it, he had no idea why Ambrosia wanted to speak with two random new recruits. Maybe arriving with Hailey was enough to pique the coven leader’s interest, if she truly was a witch on the cusp of attaining the platinum level.

			“This place has such a good energy.” Hailey cast her gaze about, a look of awe on her face. She took a deep breath, and air began to swirl around her, picking up leaves and flower petals like a small, decorative whirlwind. She exhaled and the magic spun away. “There’s so much ambient power here. Do you see how the clearing is a perfect circle? And the pine trees here are very old. Ambrosia must’ve carefully selected the site herself.”

			Arthur had been about to comment that the trees Hailey was pointing at were technically Douglas firs, but before he could speak, a familiar airy voice that seemed to tinkle like crystals wafted over to them.

			“The spirits led me to it.” It was Ambrosia Celestine herself. Had Arthur not been undercover, he might’ve asked if the spirits got help from the local tourism brochures, or perhaps Acting Mayor Nora Anderson. “Welcome, fellow practitioners.”

			“Wow,” Hailey squeaked. “Ambrosia. Ms. Celestine. It’s such an honor to be here.” Hailey was the very definition of starstruck.

			Arthur plastered on his best impressed smile, hoping the coven leader didn’t look too closely at him. Sal’s disguises were good, but he doubted they could withstand magical scrutiny if Ambrosia got suspicious. Sal, a little too lost in his character, was lazily following a butterfly as it flitted through the campsite.

			“Lovely to make your acquaintance.” Arthur’s hand twitched with the instinct to reach for a handshake, but he resisted. There would be no point in their ruse if Ambrosia discovered they were vampires just from the temperature of his skin. Instead, Arthur grabbed Sal’s shoulder and turned him to face Ambrosia. “I’m Paisley Sunset, and this is my new friend Ringo Moon.”

			“No relation,” Sal amended. Arthur began to suspect Sal didn’t exactly remember the drummer’s name.

			A confused expression crossed Ambrosia’s face, but she hid it quickly. “Thank you for joining me at my sanctuary,” she said, gesturing to the camp around them. The bracelets and bangles on her wrist clinked like champagne glasses. “Let me show you the platinum pavilion.”

			Arthur tried not to look too eager. This was perfect. A chance to snoop around and find any suspicious potions they could slip to Lore for testing. Arthur exchanged a significant glance with Sal. If they both kept a lookout, they’d double their chances of spotting something.

			“Scandalous, but I’m ready and willing,” Salvatore murmured, misinterpreting Arthur’s look and leaning in for a kiss.

			“Sal!” Arthur shook his head in dismay, backing up oh so casually so as not to alert Hailey or Ambrosia to their aside.

			“What? It’s not like they’ll be aghast that Paisley Sunset and Ringo Moon hit it off.”

			“Just keep an eye out, all right?”

			“For clandestine makeout spots?”

			“No! For anything suspicious.” Arthur dragged a hand down his face, turning it into an exaggerated eye rub when Hailey glanced back at them.

			“Allergies?” Hailey asked.

			“Ah, yes. Perhaps it’s the…trees…” Arthur hoped he sounded convincing.

			“Nature is not always aligned with our spirits.” Ambrosia paused to retrieve something from a woven basket near the fire. “Here. Drink this.”

			Arthur eyed the glass vial in her hand with trepidation. It was unmistakably a potion—green of color with glitter swirling inside.

			“What…does it do?” Arthur asked, reaching out to take the potion with a shaky hand.

			“There is no need to be afraid.” Ambrosia’s gaze found his, piercing blue eyes seeming to slice through him. “It’s quite safe.”

			“Oh my god! You’re so lucky.” Hailey leaned forward to get a proper look at the vial. “Ambrosia is, like, the expert when it comes to potion brewing.”

			“You flatter me,” Ambrosia said without a hint of humility in her tone. “I had a good teacher.”

			With all eyes on Arthur, he had no choice but to take a swig of the swirling viridian potion. It tasted grassy with a honeyed finish and a spicy aftertaste. None of the flavors felt cohesive. Had it been a cocktail, Arthur would have sent it back.

			“Can you feel your spiritways opening?” Hailey asked, voice full of wonder.

			Arthur didn’t know what spiritways were, but unless they were near his sinuses, which felt practically electric from the spice, he didn’t think so. He waited a few more seconds, but nothing else happened. Maybe magic potions didn’t work the same on vampires. At the very least, he felt certain this one wasn’t poisoned.

			“Yeah, uh, totally.” Arthur tried to adopt the same buoyant air as he responded. “I feel…aligned.”

			Apparently, he was convincing enough, because Ambrosia smiled and returned to their tour, leading them toward the yurt from which she’d emerged. Fresh lavender blooms in terra-cotta pots bracketed the entrance, their scent blending with the pleasant summer breeze. Arthur hoped the coven didn’t plan on a lengthy stay in the woods, if only for the lavender’s sake. It wouldn’t stay healthy here in the shade for long.

			“This is where we do morning meditation and yoga. It’s so essential to greet each day with flexibility of the mind, body, and spirit.” Ambrosia’s voice was soft and dreamy.

			Arthur closed his umbrella and stepped into the shadowy tent after her. The inside smelled of cedar and sage. Decorative stones lined the canvas walls, and a pyramid of stacked yoga mats was a pop of color in the corner. Arthur scanned the yurt for anything suspicious, but there really was nothing to find at all, irregular or not.

			“Oh, I do so love yoga!” Salvatore trilled. “Downward dog, upward dog, sideways dog…”

			Sal continued reciting yoga poses, both real and imagined, as the tour progressed.

			Most of the yurts were private spaces for the platinum coven members. Ambrosia noted her own, situated directly opposite the entrance to the campsite. It was decked out with dark magenta velvet curtains that had to be quite the undertaking to keep clean in the forest.

			“Eagle pose, half pigeon, quarter roseate spoonbill…”

			Ignoring Sal, they carried on. Arthur longed to peek inside Ambrosia’s yurt, but didn’t dare split from the pack at this juncture. Ambrosia led them through a yurt devoted to mealtimes, and conveniently neglected to mention the Best Pots tucked back in the trees. Porta-potties, Arthur supposed, didn’t exactly match the aesthetic aims of the platinum pavilion.

			“Horse, cowgirl, reverse cowgirl…”

			Arthur elbowed Sal in the ribs.

			“Hey! I was just getting momentum—” Sal abruptly stopped whining.

			Ambrosia stood before the final yurt, arms held wide so that her silvery sleeves draped like waterfalls. Arthur once again recognized the pose from the poster at the festival; perhaps there was a reason it was on the promotional materials. She glanced at each of them in turn, a dramatic pause. “This,” Ambrosia said in her wispy voice, “is where the magic happens.”

			As he followed Ambrosia inside, Arthur’s fingers itched to get out his notebook and catalog everything: a shelf stocked with ingredients and more potions of various colors, a large wooden table with mismatched chairs, and a stack of books with titles like Magically Significant Flora of the Pacific Northwest and Potions for Dummies. There was even a cauldron sitting atop a camping stove, though it was empty at the moment.

			“There are many ways to cast spells, of course,” Ambrosia said as Arthur took everything in, “but I’ve found potions are the best way to share my magic with the world.”

			“Why is that?” Arthur asked before he could stop himself. “I just, uh, didn’t realize witches could specialize in different methods of magic as well as types.”

			Ambrosia laughed kindly, averting her eyes in a show of faux modesty. Her antics weren’t so far off from Salvatore’s, and now that Arthur was getting used to her manner, he found more than one similarity between them.

			“Spells exist only in the moment,” Hailey rattled off as if reciting coven doctrine, “but potions retain their magic and can be sent where they’re needed.”

			“Indeed, Ms. North.” Ambrosia turned away, gaze traveling lazily over the cauldron in the corner.

			She knows my name, Hailey mouthed at Arthur and Sal silently.

			“There’s much to recommend all aspects of magic, of course, but I’ve found potion making to be the most collaborative.” Ambrosia looked over her shoulder at them, a knowing smile on her lips. “And as you know, I am nothing if not a proponent of power through unity.”

			Hailey looked fit to pass out, or ask for a selfie and an autograph. Arthur wasn’t sure which way she’d break. “Your system of sending witches the unfinished potions so they can add their magic before selling them to their community is so brilliant. I love how it allows each witch to put their own spin on the brew, even those who can’t travel to work with you in person. It’s so inclusive!”

			Arthur raised his eyebrows. Inclusive was one word for it, but he thought it sounded like she let the other witches do the hard work. Perhaps Ambrosia Celestine wasn’t as powerful as everyone thought.

			Sal began to drift around the tent, obviously bored now that everyone’s attention was on Ambrosia. He opened a book, then shut it with a loud snap, shaking his head. “Is all this entirely safe? I heard a fake pet psychic died here recently.”

			Ambrosia’s serene smile fell away. “Lola? She was no more a fake than I am. She has…had…a gift. I would ask you not to speak ill of the dead—at least not in the platinum pavilion. The spirits can be restless and I’d rather not invoke their wrath in my inner sanctum.”

			“I apologize for my new friend here. It must be very difficult—we’ve only heard rumors of the incident. Were you and Lola close?” Arthur asked, trying not to let on that he had more than a passing interest in the matter.

			“She was an old friend. Those burdened with the Sight like Lola often have difficult lives. People don’t want to hear the truth. Sometimes I think being a charlatan would have been easier on her. Lies are often easier to believe than harsh reality.”

			Nodding in sympathy, Arthur did his best to look serious. The woman was dead, so it was a very solemn matter indeed, but he couldn’t imagine how telling people their pets’ star signs could’ve gotten her into trouble.

			“Can you think of anyone who would’ve wanted to hurt her?” Arthur asked.

			Ambrosia shook her head sadly. “No.” Another dramatic pause, significant enough to catch Sal’s wandering attention. “But I intend to ask her.”

			“Ask her?” Arthur hesitated. “You can speak to ghosts?”

			“I have at times served as a conduit to the spirits. In fact, perhaps you can help me now. I was planning a full séance at Lola’s memorial, but we have enough power between us to try something a little simpler.”

			“What do you mean?” Arthur got a bit of a chill. He might’ve been dead himself, but that was no reason to go poking around in matters so far beyond the living world. He didn’t like to think about what those from his past who’d long been (and remained) dead might have to say about him now. But this wasn’t about Arthur’s ghosts. This was about Lola’s murder, which Arthur was much more comfortable digging into.

			Ambrosia went to the bookshelf and pulled something from behind a stack of potion manuals. It was a wooden board, folded in half with a messily scrawled signature on the back that Arthur couldn’t quite make out. She opened it on the table with a flourish to reveal an ornate Ouija board.

			“This belonged to my great-grandmother, and has been passed down through generations of witches in my family.” Ambrosia sat at the table, gesturing the others to do the same. “Join me in this sacred practice.”

			Sal plopped down with gusto. “I love board games!”

			“This is no game, Ringo Moon.”

			For a moment Arthur had forgotten Sal’s cover name, and he nearly snorted a laugh. He got control of himself just in time. They were here investigating a murder. Ambrosia could be the key to getting answers. For all they knew, she herself was the killer. He repeated those facts to himself silently to keep the somber expression on his face.

			Arthur and Hailey sat at the table, scooting the chairs close together to make room for Sal and Ambrosia. Sal joined them with perhaps too big a flourish, knocking a bundle of dried herbs to the ground. Arthur stooped to pick it up, catching another glimpse of the word scrawled on the back where the board hung over the side of the table. Something like Walter or Walmart. Up close, he could see the wood had been distressed to make it look older than it was. The letters were machine-printed, too. The planchette was particleboard, or Arthur was a werewolf.

			Great-grandmother, huh? He knew Ouija boards had been popular long before his time, but he was beginning to doubt the coven leader’s story. After all, in Ambrosia Celestine’s own words, lies were easier to believe than the truth.

			“Everyone, please place two fingers of both hands on the planchette, and call out to Lola with your energy.” Ambrosia tipped her head back, her eyelids fluttering closed.

			This was all theater. Arthur was certain of it. But still, the idea that he might accidentally become a conduit to a spirit kept his hands well away from the Ouija board. “I’ll watch, if it’s all the same to you.” Arthur took a step back from the table.

			The others didn’t seem to hear him, eagerly reaching for the planchette.

			“Lola Lataurelle,” Ambrosia said in a register lower than her normal voice. “We seek answers. We seek justice. Come to us.”

			Arthur hovered just out of reach with his back to the front of the tent. As the others waited for something to happen, likely in vain, Arthur got the strong sense that someone—or something—was watching him. He turned in time for a gust of wind to rustle the curtains at the entrance to the yurt. There was no one there.

			Arthur shook his shoulders and returned his gaze to the board. The ghosts and spirits talk was getting to him, that was all.

			“Lola!” Ambrosia shot up, rigid with wide eyes. “I’d know you on any plane. Are you here to help?”

			The planchette moved to No. Well, at least she was being up-front about that.

			Before Arthur could make an excuse to leave, the planchette moved again, spelling out words. Arthur, never one to let a puzzle go unsolved, grabbed his notebook and pen and transcribed it: WHERE IS MY DAUGHTER?

			Hailey let out a long exhale, clearly impressed, while Sal gasped. Ambrosia was the only one who didn’t seem rattled.

			“Did Lola have a daughter?” Arthur asked, readying his pen for the answer.

			“Not that I know of.” Ambrosia frowned as the planchette moved again.

			PAISLEY SUNSET  HAS A VERY NICE BUTT.

			With a sigh, Arthur put away his notebook.

			“I don’t understand,” Hailey said. “What’s Lola trying to tell us?”

			Ambrosia wrested the planchette from Sal and Hailey’s grip and slid it to Goodbye, then sat back. “Nothing. This only works if everyone present is a believer.”

			“I know for a fact we were communicating with the dead,” Sal said, a twinkle in his eye.

			“That’s true enough.” Ambrosia stood, eyeing Arthur and Sal in turn. “But there’s one question I want answered. What are two vampires doing trying to join my coven?”
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			On the bright side, getting caught meant Arthur could stop pretending to be Paisley Sunset.

			Sal let out an almost believable gasp of surprise. “You’re a vampire?” He raised a hand as if to clutch his collar, but the top three buttons were open. “Paisley Sunset, you sly dog!”

			Arthur couldn’t resist rolling his eyes. “The jig is up, Sal.”

			“Who’s this ‘Sal’ you speak of? I am Ringo Moo—”

			“Would you be serious for a moment?” Arthur hissed.

			“Absolutely not!”

			Ambrosia Celestine cleared her throat, putting a stop to their squabble. “Ms. North, could you please give us some privacy?”

			“Of course.” Hailey, still practically vibrating with excitement, hurried out of the yurt, leaving a strained silence behind.

			Ambrosia returned to her seat. A few awkward seconds passed before she spoke once more, undoubtedly waiting for Hailey to be out of earshot. “I will ask again—what are a couple of vampires doing trying to join a coven of witches?”

			“What gave us away?” Arthur asked, clasping his hands behind his back. He wasn’t ready to divulge all his secrets just yet. Better to get her talking. Perhaps they’d learn something before she unceremoniously kicked them out. He just had to hope her manner of expelling them didn’t have any magical ramifications. They couldn’t afford to suffer the effects if she performed some sort of anti-vampire witchy ritual—not with a killer roaming Trident Falls, not with Brody’s mother missing, not with so many occupied rooms at the Dead & Breakfast. Without Arthur and Sal, there’d be no one to feed the guests or search for Rumble.

			Ambrosia leaned back in her chair to survey them through her long lashes, thick with mascara. “I sensed your undead presence, of course. That, and I could tell the potion you drank had no effect on you. Human magic doesn’t work on vampires. Your fae curse interferes with witchcraft.”

			“Then why did you let us get so far?” Arthur couldn’t keep himself from asking. If she’d truly sensed them, she would have stopped them when they crossed over her mushroom barrier, surely.

			“Curiosity.” Ambrosia drummed her fingers on the table. “I couldn’t place you in Lola’s tent, Arthur Miller, but now that I’ve seen you both up close, I recognize you. You’re the two vampires who caught that murderer a few months ago. I saw your faces in an article on social media.”

			“Arthur dear, I told you we should’ve used more contouring,” Sal whined. “I may not be a witch, but I can work magic with a blending sponge.”

			“I apologize for misleading you, Ms. Celestine,” Arthur said stiffly. “But before you ask us to leave—”

			“I’m not going to ask you to leave,” Ambrosia said. Gone was the airy tone of a witch giving a tour. She stared at Arthur levelly, every inch a savvy entrepreneur used to getting her way. “I want you to find Lola’s killer and bring them to justice.”

			“You…do?” Arthur cleared his throat and tried to sound like the VAMP PI he was (he had the business cards to prove it). “I mean, I’m glad to hear that. Your cooperation in our investigation will be very helpful.”

			“So professional, my love, well done,” Sal whispered, giving him a thigh squeeze in encouragement.

			“That poor excuse for a sheriff has already questioned me twice,” Ambrosia said with a weary sigh. “I’m aware the cause of death was a poisoned potion, but no one in my coven would do such a thing. Life is sacred to a witch. We have ways of dealing with conflict among ourselves, none of them so drastic as murder. The killer obviously wanted to point the finger of blame in our direction, but I don’t intend to take it lying down.”

			Arthur wasn’t so sure about the murderer’s objectives. Perhaps she was right that the evidence was intended to lead the investigation to the coven, but it was just as likely that someone within the coven had done it without their leader’s knowledge. He thought it unlikely that all the witches held life in such high esteem, even if Ambrosia Celestine did (and of that, he wasn’t certain). If solving the mayor’s murder had taught Arthur anything, it was that blaming paranormals was an easy sort of obfuscation, but he wouldn’t cross the coven off his list of suspects without thorough investigation first.

			“If someone is trying to frame witches for this, they won’t fool us.” Arthur tried to sound confident. At the very least, he wanted Ambrosia to trust him more than she did the sheriff. “Can you think of any of Lola’s clients who weren’t satisfied with her readings?”

			Ambrosia turned her gaze on Sal.

			“Other than Sal, of course,” Arthur amended. “We weren’t at the festival at the time of the murder.”

			“My days of killing people out of hand because of bad service are long behind me,” Sal said, probably not helping his case. They did at least have facts on their side, though it would be laborious indeed if they needed to prove it over and over with each person of interest they questioned.

			Luckily, Ambrosia seemed to take them at their word. “Lola’s business took her all over the west coast. If anyone was upset about her services, I didn’t hear about it. She had a stellar rating on Cackle reviews, though I wouldn’t put it past some self-absorbed Hollywood star to seek revenge if Lola told them their accessory dog resented them.”

			“Did she keep a record of her clients?” Arthur asked, making a mental note to ask Sal what Cackle was later. Perhaps they could cross-reference the reviews with her client book.

			“I don’t know. We didn’t usually talk about that sort of thing. The police have her effects, I’m sure. You could ask them.”

			Arthur briefly imagined approaching McMartin with a request to share official evidence in an ongoing investigation. For the second time in this yurt, he had to stifle a laugh, though this one was humorless. Still, he tucked away the idea. Lore might be willing to help them, at least.

			“If you think of anything else that could be relevant, don’t hesitate to reach out.” Arthur proffered one of his business cards. Ambrosia took it, nodding.

			“As head of the Celestine Coven, I hereby grant you full access to our spaces and events. Question any witch you like. None of us did this, and you’re going to prove it.”

			She seemed awfully certain about everyone’s innocence. That, or she hoped this would throw them off the scent. Arthur couldn’t waste time getting caught up in hypotheticals. He had to find the facts and let those lead them to the killer.

			“Thank you for your cooperation. It would be beneficial to have more thorough information about the coven. Hailey North has been quite helpful, but we don’t know most of your members.” It was difficult to admit, oddly. “We are only sage level,” he added with a chuckle to lighten the mood.

			Ambrosia nodded. “Of course. There will be a memorial service for Lola tonight. Anyone who knew her will be in attendance.”

			“A memorial service!” Sal clapped as if they’d just been invited to a party.

			“Sal! It’s a funeral,” Arthur muttered, shaking his head.

			“It will be a good opportunity for you to meet those who held Lola dear. I’ll tell everyone you’re my personal guests and to answer truthfully any questions you ask.”

			“We wouldn’t miss it for the world!” Sal got to his feet and swept into a bow.

			Hailey was nowhere to be seen as they left the platinum pavilion, so they strolled back along the path through the woods. Arthur tucked his notebook into his pocket with a sigh perhaps too heavy for the occasion.

			Sal took his hand and squeezed. “Don’t worry, my love, I have the perfect outfits for us to wear to the soirée. Paisley Sunset and Ringo Moon will dazzle these witches.”

			“Perhaps we should doff the pseudonyms, Sal. Ambrosia knows who we are now; besides, this is a murder case. We should endeavor to be less silly.”

			“What a thing to say!” Sal pulled his hand back, wincing as if he’d spotted a Coexist bumper sticker. “You do what you like, but I shall be as silly as I please! Doubly so, to compensate for you.”

			As they reached the edge of the wood, Sal walking a few paces ahead, pouting, they emerged into a section of the festival full of carnival game booths for children, which Sal gazed at longingly.

			“Would you feel better if we stopped to pin the sunglasses on the sun?” Arthur asked.

			“Yes. Yes, I would.”

			Five minutes and several dollars later, Sal emerged from the game tent holding a plastic bag filled with water and a goldfish lazily floating inside.

			“I’ve named her Grumble! Get it? Because she’s a goldfish, with a G. And also because I was grumpy when I won her.”

			Before Arthur could question that further, Hailey rushed up to them, a corn dog in one hand.

			“You’re the ones looking for the black cat, right?” she asked, out of breath and practically bouncing. That didn’t give Arthur much to go on, because Hailey was excited all the time, but he still felt a thrill of hope rush through him. If they could find Rumble, that would be one task off his to-do list. Perhaps Sal could be convinced to give the fish back, in any case. Rumble would surely eat it in no time.

			Sal practically pushed Arthur aside to rush into Hailey’s personal space. “My precious daughter! Did you see her?”

			“I think so. Near all the food trucks and stuff.” She held up her corn dog as evidence.

			Sal ran off without a word, aside from calling Rumble’s name, but Arthur stayed long enough to thank her before following his husband through the crowd. When he spotted a food truck that advertised gluten-free vegan corn dogs, he knew he was close.

			Sal was running up and down the path shouting Rumble’s name. He’d recruited a few of the vendors to his cause—Brody and some of his friends helped Sal look down the far end of the row. Arthur dipped around the back of the food trucks. Rumble was probably hiding, and, as much as she was Sal’s cat, Arthur thought she might prefer a gentler hand when it came to coaxing her back home. She was probably frightened and hungry. She wouldn’t emerge if they were too animated.

			Arthur crouched in the dry grass, peeking underneath the different carts. As he made his way down the row, he began to lose hope, but then—there! A flick of a black tail near the abandoned coffee cart for the Big Bad Brew. As quietly as he could, Arthur went after her.

			Getting Rumble back would be a wonderful way to end their undercover trip to the festival. Once she was safe at home, Arthur wouldn’t have to keep worrying about her, and he could save all his worrying for everything else that had gone wrong lately.

			“There you are,” Arthur whispered. He stepped carefully, chest constricting with an anxious flutter. He felt dizzy. Perhaps it was all the excitement or the sun—he’d forgotten to open his umbrella once they’d left the shelter of the trees. He wished the feeling away. Now was hardly the time to succumb to heatstroke. Not when Rumble was only a few inches away. He stooped to pick her up, but he must have misjudged the distance. His hands didn’t connect with anything at all.

			He blinked his eyes back into focus just as Rumble spotted him. She whirled around, claws out. Before he had time to flinch, she’d lashed out and darted off. He stared at his hand, where the long thin wounds would’ve been bleeding were he mortal. The scratch was nothing; it would heal in minutes once the sun set.

			But…Rumble had never done that before. She’d hurt him many a time when she’d clung to his shoulders or nibbled a finger too hard, but it was always by accident. This had very much been on purpose.

			Maybe Rumble no longer wanted to live a domestic life. Sal had been talking about getting her a few outfits to wear around the Dead & Breakfast. For marketing purposes, he’d said, but of course Arthur knew better. There was a chance Sal had already stuffed the poor cat into some Dracula costume while Arthur was out doing the shopping. Perhaps the pet psychic had been the last straw in a long string of objectionable treatment.

			“Arthur? Arthur, have you found her?” Sal cried, seeing him bent low to the ground.

			All Arthur could do was shake his head. He hadn’t acted quickly enough. Rumble was gone, like she’d never been there at all.
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			It was a dejected pair of vampires who cycled home on their teal tandem bike. Arthur glumly stowed it in the garage as Sal went on ahead, shoulders slumped as he carried his bagged fish inside. After he’d arranged their helmets on their hooks and closed the garage behind him, Arthur trudged through the front door, expecting to find Sal wallowing on the floor, perhaps even face down.

			Instead, he heard laughter coming from the kitchen. A little of Arthur’s gloom faded as he approached.

			Sal was at the stove—a small miracle in itself—putting a kettle on for Theodore, who sat at the kitchen table. Arthur was surprised to see him, until he remembered what day it was.

			“You’re early,” Arthur said, heading to the pantry to get some of the scones he’d baked that morning. Ever since Arthur and Sal had broken into his house and accused him of murder, Theodore had come by the Dead & Breakfast once a week for tea and snacks. Turnabout was fair play. Usually he arrived at night after the Big Bad Brew was closed, but with Brody handling the festival stand, perhaps he’d freed up early.

			“I finally hired enough help I could take the occasional afternoon off,” Theodore said. “Thought I’d swing by and see how my favorite vampires are doing.”

			“Aren’t we your only vampires?” Arthur asked, immediately regretting his phrasing. Sal so loved to tease Arthur about a nonexistent crush, and referring to them as his vampires would only stoke the flames of Sal’s imagination.

			It was a sign of Sal’s distress that he ignored the comment. “We’re not well,” Sal said, collapsing into a chair. He’d left the goldfish—Grumble—in its plastic bag on the counter, seemingly forgotten. “Rumble is still missing!”

			Arthur hadn’t told Sal about his encounter with Rumble. He didn’t know how to tell him. He couldn’t help but feel responsible. If he’d been faster, he could have caught her. What would Sal think if he knew? It might not matter. Perhaps Rumble was only hungry and afraid because of the noisy environment. They would keep looking for her until she was ready to come home. In the meantime, Arthur had pulled the sleeve of his billowy shirt down to hide the scratch on his hand.

			“Sorry to hear that,” Theodore said. “If you have any extra Missing posters, I’d be happy to put one up at the Brew.”

			“That’s very kind of you.” Arthur rummaged around in one of the cabinets for a suitably wide glass vase to use as a temporary fish tank and filled it with water while Sal triumphantly retrieved his stack of remaining Missing posters to offer Theo his pick.

			Arthur plucked the fish off the counter and slid it into the temporary tank, silently promising to fetch it a proper enclosure with rocks and a filter from the pet store with haste. Assuming it lived long enough.

			“I like the lettering on this one, but this one’s more of an art statement,” Sal said. “I know, it’s so difficult to choose.”

			“Why don’t I take both?” Theo suggested.

			It would be an utterly inefficient use of space on the noticeboard, but Arthur couldn’t help but feel a swell of gratitude toward the werewolf—not only for his generosity toward them in their time of distress, but also for his kindness to Sal, whose artistic talents were not rewarded as often as they ought to be.

			Putting a plate of scones on the table, Arthur joined them at last. “How’s business at the festival? Have you had much time to talk with Nora and Quinn? I feel as if we’ve barely seen them for weeks.”

			“No, they’ve been too busy with organizing everything. My sales have been great, though.” He paused to take a bite of scone. “Wow, this is delicious!” he said through a crumbly mouthful.

			“We’ve been busy ourselves,” Arthur said, and then, before Sal could make the comment he was certainly opening his mouth to share, hurried on. “And not just with looking for Rumble. The inn is booked solid, but I’m still not certain it’ll be profitable enough to keep us afloat after this quarter. Plus, Ambrosia Celestine asked us to find Lola’s killer, and I’m still looking for…” Arthur trailed off, suddenly not so eager for chitchat.

			“Brody’s mother?” Theodore asked in a soft, understanding voice.

			“How did you—”

			“Brody’s mentioned it once or twice.” Theo offered Arthur a sympathetic smile. “He’s been picking up extra shifts at the shop. Usually I open the store, since it’s like pulling teeth to get my employees up that early, but with the festival ongoing, Brody’s volunteered every day this week. I think he needs to get out of the house. He doesn’t have many people in his corner right now. It’s kind of you to help him.”

			“Well, you know, I’m doing my best,” Arthur muttered. He didn’t at all feel like he was being honest, though. The truth was he was as stumped when it came to Wilhelmina Young as he was with all the other mysteries plaguing him currently. Even more so, perhaps, since he didn’t have any leads. “I’ve hit another dead end, actually,” Arthur confessed, unable to keep up the charade.

			Theo cracked a smile. “Sorry. It’s not really funny, all things considered, but…a vampire hitting a dead end? Now, that’s got some poetry to it.”

			“Arthur’s being modest. We have a clue, and I’m sure this smarty-pants will work out what it means posthaste!” Sal reached over to pinch Arthur’s cheek somewhat painfully.

			Theo leaned forward in interest. “A clue? That’s promising!”

			“I wrote to the return address on the letters she sent Brody, but got a strange reply,” Arthur explained.

			“Strange how?” Theodore asked.

			“We shall show you!” Sal popped up and, ignoring the kettle, which was beginning to sing, rushed to the basket where they put their unsorted mail. He returned with the letter, holding it out like a delicate treasure for Theodore to take.

			Arthur got up to steep the tea, selecting one of the herbal blends. He didn’t need more caffeine on top of the anxiety he already felt.

			Behind him, Theo let out a curious hum. “This is odd. Almost sinister. Do you know what they mean by organization?”

			“No clue. Yet,” Sal answered. “Our Arthur will figure it out, though. He’s too clever not to.”

			Thankfully, Arthur was facing the counter and not the others, so they couldn’t see his grimace. Sal had a lot of faith in him, but it was faith Arthur didn’t share. Not at the moment, anyway. Part of him wished Sal would stop saying such things. It put an awful lot of pressure on his intellect when the fact of the matter was they simply didn’t have enough information to go on.

			“Huh.” Theodore inhaled sharply. “Is that sage?”

			“Lavender,” Arthur replied, carrying the teapot and three matching ivory cups on saucers toward the table. “It’s a rooibos blend from a tea company out of Portland. I try to stock only Oregon products if I can. The guests seem to like the local flavor—”

			“No, I definitely smell sage.” Theodore bent toward the paper and sniffed. “It’s the letter.”

			“Are you sure?” Arthur asked.

			“Definitely. A werewolf nose never lies.”

			“Well, another oddity to add to the list, I suppose.” Arthur shrugged and poured the tea.

			“Sorry I couldn’t provide any more conclusive information.”

			“That’s all right. You’ve actually helped quite a bit.”

			Theo sipped his tea thoughtfully. “You’re one mysterious dude, Arthur Miller.”

			“Am I? I rather thought I was straightforward.”

			Sal cleared his throat. “I hate to disrupt such promising banter, but we’d best drink up!”

			Theodore, who remained, it seemed, in the dark about Sal’s invented romantic narrative about them, peered curiously at Sal. “Got something fun planned for the evening?”

			“Oh yes! It’s a good thing you came early.” Sal’s gaze practically smoldered over his teacup. “We’re undertaking a sting operation!”

			“It’s not a sting operation,” Arthur corrected immediately.

			“It could be!” Sal exclaimed. “I do know how you love a little honeybee. Sting, sting!”

			Arthur turned back to Theo, the lesser of two weirdos in this particular instance. “We’re attending Lola Lataurelle’s memorial service. Hopefully we’ll get a chance to question witnesses and suspects while we’re there.”

			“Sounds like you might ruffle some feathers.” Theo drained his cup. “Bee careful.”

			Sal laughed uproariously at Theo’s pun.

			“Oh, we must take care not to bumble about!”

			Arthur would not be party to such a base form of humor. He stood up and removed himself from their volley.

			“Be sure to listen for all the buzz about town.”

			“Oh yes, Arthur will be our very own Insector Gadget!”

			The rush of the kitchen sink drowned out their incessant puns and the meditative task of washing dishes soothed Arthur’s mind. He wasn’t going to waste the opportunity tonight. He would find Lola’s killer as quickly as possible. Then he could devote all his attention to finding Brody’s mother. Yes, if he could only check one item off his to-do list, he would be able to tackle the rest more easily.

			The murderer would be unmasked tonight at the memorial, assuming they actually showed up.
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			A visit to the pet store wouldn’t be complete without a meltdown from Sal.

			“I simply can’t decide! Is Grumble more of a cozy cottage or a shipwreck type of fish?”

			By now, the retail workers of Paw & Order were used to his antics. Nearly once a week, Sal had returned home with some new toy or decorative collar for Rumble since they’d adopted her, and once he’d had a complete meltdown in the cat food aisle when one of the employees had informed them it wasn’t advisable to feed cats human food (not even milk, as it turned out). It seemed he would be no different when it came to Grumble.

			Arthur ignored him, speaking to the helpful attendant, a young man whose name tag read Randy. “So, what food would you recommend for a goldfish?”

			Randy showed Arthur a display of different fish food and pointed nonverbally at one of the varieties.

			“Excellent. I think that’s all for now.” Arthur added the container to the pile on the counter where he’d already placed a fish tank, a filtration system, and an array of rocks for the bottom.

			“That is not all!” Sal cried from somewhere in the back.

			“Well, hurry up. We’re going to be late if we don’t get a move on.”

			“Grumble needs the right Byronic atmosphere to thrive, Arthur! You can’t rush the process!”

			Arthur wasn’t sure how Sal had come to such a decision about Grumble’s personality. Grumble was just a fish. She (and was she a she? Arthur didn’t know the specifics of fish gender) seemed altogether fishlike. She swam; she made little bubbles with her mouth. There didn’t seem to be much else going on there, but he let it go. Sal would personify the silverware if left to his own devices.

			The muffled sound of Sal’s cellular phone ringing came from the backpack that usually housed Rumble. Sal had left it on the counter before losing himself among the plethora of aquarium decor.

			“Salvatore!” Arthur called. “Your mobile—it’s going to tell you what it wants, what it really, really wants.”

			“Answer it for me, darling! I’m busy connecting with my muse.”

			Arthur didn’t want to know what that entailed, so he retrieved the cell phone and, after a moment’s confusion, pressed accept on the call.

			“Hey, Sal, it’s me.”

			Arthur lifted the phone to his ear in time to recognize the voice on the other end. “Ah, Lore. Good to hear from you,” he said.

			“Arthur? Color me shocked. Does this mean you’ve caved and joined us in the twenty-first century?”

			“Nothing so exciting. Sal’s simply busy…uh…musing.”

			“Sounds important.” Lore’s tone gave no indication whether she was being sarcastic or not. “Anyway, I’m glad I caught you. Is now a good time?”

			This had to be about the case. Normally, he would wait until he was in private to discuss sensitive details, but they were already running late. Besides, Randy was too busy having a staring contest with some sort of lizard in a tank to eavesdrop.

			“You have my undivided attention,” Arthur said, scrambling for his notebook.

			“Okay, well, it’s not that serious.” Lore cleared her throat. “Just wanted to let you know that I heard the sheriff talking about Lola’s stuff. He’s holding her possessions from the festival as evidence, but he mentioned there weren’t any records of her appointments in her phone schedule.”

			Arthur had not been aware phones had schedules, but he thought it best not to let on. Instead, he said, “Well, perhaps she preferred to keep analog records?”

			“Right, but they didn’t find an appointment book or anything in the tent.”

			“Strange.” Arthur scribbled this discovery in his own notebook. “I could’ve sworn Sal mentioned her writing things down during their session, and there was a pen in her tent. Why have a pen with no paper?”

			“Curiouser and curiouser,” Lore deadpanned. “Anyway, wanted to keep you in the loop in case you find out what happened to it. Stephanie’s still totally freaked, worried McMartin will arrest her again, so the sooner you narrow in on a suspect, the better.”

			“I’ll be sure to let you know if we find any—”

			“Skulls!” Sal announced at top volume, appearing at Arthur’s elbow with a selection of model skulls in his hands. One had green plastic kelp wrapped around the eye sockets, while another was hooked on the side of an anchor. None of them were to scale.

			“Cash or card?” Randy asked as if this was the most boring day of his life.

			Arthur sighed before handing over a stack of bills. Grumble, it seemed, was about to experience a goth phase, whether she liked it or not. So were Arthur and Sal, by the look of the outfits Sal selected for them when they got back to the Dead & Breakfast. Bedecked in all black—Arthur had kept Sal from wearing his Victorian mourning dress by the skin of his fangs—they pedaled back to the festival grounds, arriving well after sunset.

			Arthur didn’t think there was anything fashionable about being late, but Sal seemed perfectly at ease as they made their way to the Celestine Coven tent, the same one where they’d watched the introduction video earlier in the day. Inside, the projector and folding chairs were arranged as they had been before, but a large photo of Lola sat at the front, surrounded by floral arrangements. Arthur spotted the blue petals of forget-me-nots woven through aromatic rosemary wreaths and dried white rose petals scattered across the grass. There were tables lining the far side of the tent with a spread of finger foods and beverages. People milled about, drinking a dark liquid that seemed to be coming from a crystalline punch bowl in the corner. Arthur’s hearing was sharper now that it was dark, but eavesdropping was impossible with so many conversations overlapping each other.

			“Well, if it isn’t my very favorite acting mayor!” Sal threw his arms wide, narrowly avoiding knocking a nearby mourner’s drink to the ground.

			Arthur glanced in the direction Sal had spoken to see Nora appear through the crowd. She wore a black dress with short cap sleeves, the perfect balance between professional and somber. She hugged Sal and gave Arthur a friendly nod. It was touching that she bothered to note the differences in how they expressed affection. So many people in Arthur’s past had simply assumed he was a hugger because he was married to Sal.

			“You two look fantastic, as always,” Nora said, giving their ensembles an admiring once-over.

			After Arthur had suggested that perhaps the veil and large bustle of the mourning gown would draw too much unwanted attention, Sal had selected a pin-striped suit from the 1920s. He looked very dapper, and the whole ensemble would have been quite understated if not for the bedazzled fedora he paired with it. Arthur himself sported his midnight-black suit and matching tie, and he’d shined his shoes with extra care. Lola Lataurelle had been murdered, and he intended to honor her memory by catching her killer, but, as Sal had said, there was no reason they couldn’t look good while doing it.

			“I’m not surprised to see you two here.” Nora stepped closer and lowered her voice. “How’s the case coming along?”

			“Not as well as I’d like,” Arthur replied honestly. Of all the citizens of Trident Falls, he trusted Nora most of all—besides Sal. “But we hope to learn a lot about Lola’s friends and enemies tonight.”

			“Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. Running the festival is like a full-time job, but I can always make time to assist Trident Falls’ best PI.”

			Before Arthur could continue the time-honored tradition of small talk, Quinn appeared at Nora’s elbow clad in a black jumpsuit.

			“Sorry to interrupt.” Quinn gave Arthur an apologetic wave. “Nora, they need you at the main stage. There’s an issue with the electrics.”

			As Trident Falls’ dynamic governmental duo left to save the day, Arthur took Sal’s arm and turned toward the rest of the guests, hoping he could do the same in his own small way. He felt for Nora and Quinn; he understood what it was like to have a packed schedule and a to-do list that never seemed to shrink. Still, it would have been nice to get some time to discuss things with them.

			“What’s this?” Sal asked, running a thumb along the back of Arthur’s hand where Rumble had scratched him.

			Arthur snatched his hand back without thinking. “Oh, I was just a little clumsy earlier, that’s all.” The wound had nearly healed, leaving behind just a few light marks that would be entirely gone before midnight. “Look, is that a scrapbook?”

			Sal took the bait, making a beeline (bringing to mind the pun-off with Theodore from that afternoon) for the table at the back. “It’s only a guest book.” He sniffed in disappointment. “And a terribly drab one at that!”

			Arthur peered over Sal’s shoulder to see a book with a few photos of Lola pasted lopsidedly on plain white pages. One showed her shaking hands with a golden retriever; another pictured her next to Ambrosia Celestine, a nervous smile on her face as she looked up at the leader of her coven.

			“If they’d let me help I could have made a truly heart-stopping tribute—not that I would. She was a charlatan.” Sal looked around surreptitiously before grabbing a pen and scrawling Fake Psychic beneath one of the photos. “Oh, snackies!” Sal floated off toward the refreshments table.

			Arthur sighed and scribbled out Sal’s addition to the guest book. Lola might have been a liar, but he didn’t like to speak—or write—ill of the dead.

			“Nothing puts people at ease like their conversation partner holding nibbles,” Sal said wisely as he artfully arranged charcuterie on his Celestine Coven–branded paper plate. “Makes one seem vulnerable and unassuming, but also like they enjoy a good time.”

			Arthur rather thought it was nice to have something to do with his hands during a potential awkward lull in conversation, so he took a spritz of hand sanitizer from the bottle at the end of the refreshments table—a subtle herbaceous scent—and selected a few pieces of fruit. He came to stand by Sal’s side as they surveyed potential suspects. That was everyone here—especially now that it seemed Nora and Quinn had left. Some he recognized as vendors they’d seen working the festival, and Hailey chatted in the corner with a few coven members whose names he didn’t know. It was a sea of witches he’d need to ingratiate himself with, a task Arthur didn’t relish one bit.

			“Oh no, it’s Martha Wimbledon,” Sal groaned.

			Sure enough, through the crowd, Martha approached. Arthur turned to Sal to ask if he thought they should interrogate her, but his husband had vanished. Salvatore was allergic to any mention of math, so Arthur didn’t begrudge him his quick exit. He scanned his likely escape route to see Sal deep in conversation with the witch who’d given Arthur the sample potion on the first day of the festival. Well, she was probably worth questioning, at least.

			“Good evening,” Arthur said as Martha grabbed her own plate for food.

			“Oh, hello, Arthur!” Martha’s smile was brief but warm. “I didn’t expect to see you here. Did you know the deceased?”

			“Not really.” Arthur glanced down at a piece of honeydew that had been speared with a toothpick. Was that a Celestine Coven logo on the colorful paper around its tip? These witches really were ahead of the game in marketing. He hesitated before continuing, but he supposed there was no more need of undercover antics now that he was officially on the case. “I’m here at Ambrosia Celestine’s request to help solve the murder.”

			It was bad form to talk excessively of how the deceased had perished at a memorial service, but Arthur couldn’t avoid it.

			“That’s great news,” Martha said. “You figured out what happened to George Roth. I bet you’ll crack this in no time. Have you looked at the financials? That’s how they got all the big names in organized crime—”

			“How did you know Lola?” Arthur asked to head off a lengthy lecture about the history of the mafia, though he made a mental note to take Martha’s advice later. Just because she wasn’t Sal’s idea of a thrilling conversationalist didn’t mean she couldn’t have some good ideas.

			“I mean…I did her taxes.” Martha blinked. “I was also an occasional client of hers. She was a gifted psychic. I brought Al Capone—that’s my corgi—to her whenever he was having emotional issues. She always helped us communicate and work it out.”

			“Ah, that’s…nice to hear. I’m sorry for your and Al Capone’s loss.” Arthur suspected Sal would regret skipping out on this conversation once Arthur reported it to him, if only to learn that Martha’s dog was named Al Capone. It was the sort of fact Sal would find disproportionately delightful. Then, the rest of what she’d said caught up to him. “You did her taxes?”

			The question caught Martha mid-bite of a cheese-and-salami cracker. Once she could talk, she said, “She’s…she was based out of Oregon. Nothing all that exciting, though she did try to claim a Disney cruise as a business expense once. Maybe she gave Mickey Mouse a tarot reading.”

			“Did she ever talk about unhappy clients?” Arthur asked.

			“We never discussed specifics like that.” Martha shook her head sadly. “Everything seemed normal with her business, as far as her tax forms were concerned. But if there was something going on, I’d bet it was either love or money.”

			“It always is, isn’t it.” Arthur sighed. “Thanks for your help, Martha.”

			Their conversation turned to less dreary things, and Arthur finally got to ask her about quarterly taxes—an inane practice that seemed predicated on being able to accurately guess one’s income. Martha offered to help him with the accounting software during her business hours, which lifted a little of his anxiety. Perhaps with her aid, he could at least cross one thing off his ever-expanding list of essential tasks.

			When things veered too close to organized crime, however, he glanced around and spotted the perfect way to disengage. He had a lot of people to interview this evening, so he couldn’t get trapped talking to any one person for long, and Martha did tend to ramble.

			Chet, the witch who’d run the introductory seminar that morning, was walking toward the tent. Arthur quickly excused himself from Martha and intercepted him. They’d spoken a little about Lola earlier, but Arthur had more questions.

			As if by magic, Sal appeared at Arthur’s side just in time.

			“Good evening, Chet,” Arthur said politely.

			“Well, if it isn’t Paisley Sunset! And Ringo Moon.”

			“Ah…yes, I suppose we ought to reintroduce ourselves.” Arthur exchanged a guilty look with Sal. “This is Salvatore Conte and I’m Arthur Miller, no relation.”

			Chet stopped walking, glancing at the front of the enclosure. He looked a little annoyed for a moment, then schooled his features into an unreadable mask. “You’re the two detectives Ambrosia hired?”

			Hired was a bit of a stretch, considering there had been no talk of payment for his services, but Arthur nodded, setting his pen to paper. “We are. I’m afraid I didn’t get your last name earlier.”

			“Oakley. Chet Oakley, but I’m not a suspect. You can check with Ambrosia.” Chet made as if to walk away.

			“Don’t be silly,” Sal trilled. “We’d never suspect you in a million years!”

			Chet hesitated. “Then why are you wasting time talking to me? There are other real suspects hanging around.”

			“We simply had to know your gym routine.” Sal brushed Chet’s arm flirtatiously. “Oh my, you can feel those muscles ripple even through that suit. Don’t flex. You’ll rip the stitching—and is that Armani?”

			Even if Arthur had been prone to undue jealousy, he would’ve lauded Sal for his quick thinking. Chet refusing to talk to them at all was suspicious, and now they had his full attention.

			“You joke, but I actually have ruined a few shirts,” Chet said, guarded.

			“I absolutely never joke. Just ask my husband. Mr. Serious, he calls me.”

			Arthur managed to keep a straight face as he nodded. “He’s right. I call him that all the time.”

			“It must be very expensive to be so swole and so well dressed. How can you possibly afford to rip such divine fabrics?”

			“The coven pays me well. Besides, I’ve started taking off the sleeves.” Chet raised his right hand to the seam on his left shoulder. With a whispered spell, the fabric ripped apart—no, it was a clean separation. The threads unstitched themselves in a very orderly fashion. Sal made a choked noise of horror at the wardrobe malfunction, but Chet performed a complicated gesture and the suit jacket repaired itself. “My alteration magic is good for more than just enhancing muscles. It’s versatile.” Chet grinned. “So, what are you two benching?”

			Arthur had no idea what that meant, but Sal answered for him.

			“During the day, or at night? Because as vampires we’re much better in the dark.” Sal’s smile was more than flirtatious now.

			Worried he was coming on too strong, Arthur interceded. “I’m mostly focused on health and wellness. Do you find the Celestine Coven potions to be effective for that?”

			“Oh, it’s all about health, bro.” Chet nodded. “The gains are a side effect. With my protein potion system, anyone can see results.”

			“I must admit,” Arthur said, “I wouldn’t have assumed you were a witch.”

			Chet boomed a good-natured laugh. “I know I don’t fit the stereotype, but most witches don’t. Plus, the coven is open to all. We make it possible for anyone to reap the benefits of magic. That’s what the Celestine Coven is all about. Power through unity.”

			That didn’t seem right at all. From what Arthur understood, witches were a paranormal designation like the rest of them. One couldn’t help being a werewolf or a vampire any more than a witch. Perhaps there was something he was missing about how the coven operated. He recalled what Hailey and Ambrosia had said about the collaborative nature of potion brewing. Maybe that’s what Chet was referring to.

			“It seems potion brewing is a popular specialty among the coven. Did Lola Lataurelle have her own line of potions as well?” he asked.

			Chet’s previously open expression shuttered. “No, she didn’t.”

			“We know she was a psychic, but did she do any other kinds of magic?” It was a pity Arthur hadn’t bothered to learn more about witchcraft before now. He really didn’t know where to start or what details would be most interesting. “We know about spells and rituals, but are there other less common kinds?”

			“I’m not here to teach you guys how magic works.” Chet crossed his arms. “Anyway, I told you I’m not a suspect.”

			“We know.” Arthur raised his hands, making a placating gesture. “We’re just trying to understand more about Lola. Since you knew her better than us, anything you can share could be very valuable to the investigation.”

			“I told you everything I knew about her earlier. I gotta go.” Chet hurried off without another word.

			“Well, that was suspicious,” Sal whispered. “Should we go after him and force a confession?”

			“No.” Arthur shook his head. “That was brilliant thinking, getting him to open up by asking about his gym routine. It really put him off his guard.”

			“It just came naturally to me. I think I might have a talent for questioning suspects, you know.”

			Arthur stopped listening as Sal rambled on. Sal had displayed a real knack for getting Chet talking, but the moment Arthur had mentioned Lola’s name again, Chet had clammed up. That was indeed suspicious. They couldn’t run after him and make accusations, though. Not without any other evidence. Arthur jotted Chet Oakley on his suspect list, right at the top.

			“I am brilliant, aren’t I?” Sal hugged Arthur’s arm, leaning his head on Arthur’s shoulder. “Who shall we alienate next?”

			“The alienating isn’t the point.” Arthur scanned the milling crowd and his gaze fell upon an unexpected mourner. Brody Young was walking—no, he was storming—toward them, anger clear on his face.

			“You shouldn’t be here investigating Lola Lataurelle’s murder!” Brody said, his voice carrying over the other conversation.

			Every eye in the room turned to the three of them. So much for keeping a low profile.
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			For once in their undeaths, the drama wasn’t Salvatore’s fault. Over the decades Arthur had spent with Salvatore, there had been lots of opportunities to practice conflict resolution. Sal had caused many a public scene in his day, and Arthur had gotten pretty adept at stepping in to help defuse the tension. He had a great deal less experience dealing with anger directed at him.

			Brody charged with uncharacteristic fury toward Arthur, hands balled into fists, face reddening as he drew closer. The stares of the other memorial service attendees bored into Arthur with almost enough force to make his undead flesh prickle. He was unaccustomed to being the center of attention, and now that he was, he found it entirely objectionable. It was a novel experience, surely, but one he was not enjoying in the slightest.

			“Brody,” Arthur began in what he hoped was a reasonable and not patronizing tone, “perhaps we should talk about this later—”

			“No.” Brody crossed his arms. “You don’t get to brush me off again. I’m your client. Or, I’m supposed to be.” He straightened his lanky form, clearly trying to appear bigger and older than his seventeen years, then snuck a peek at his palm, where Arthur spotted illegible ink scrawled. Perhaps he’d made notes in advance of this confrontation, a possibility that quite endeared him to Arthur. “I deserve to be treated like a priority, but clearly you don’t care.”

			“That’s not true.” Arthur glanced at the crowd, wishing he could disappear. Half of them were openly staring, and the other half were pretending (inexpertly) not to eavesdrop. He tried to push it out of his mind, to little success. Sensitive matters didn’t belong in a public forum like this.

			Unexpectedly—probably due to his nerves—Arthur’s plate of snacks slipped through his fingers. He was agile enough at night to catch it before it spilled onto the ground, but his embarrassment tripled. Yet another thing he was fumbling.

			Straightening up and glancing around, Arthur spoke in a low voice. “I’ve been searching for her for two months now. There isn’t a lead I haven’t exhausted.”

			Brody snorted and rolled his eyes in the fashion only teenagers seemed able to truly master. “I didn’t come here to listen to excuses, Detective Miller.”

			“This isn’t the correct venue for discussing the case.” Arthur glanced at Sal, who was watching their exchange like it was a tennis match—although Arthur had never known Sal to care overmuch about sports. “Why don’t we step outside, and I can bring you up to speed on my progress without an audience?”

			“What progress?” Brody’s anger hadn’t ebbed. Arthur couldn’t understand where it was coming from—not this much of it, at least. Things between them had been a little strained for the past month or so, which came as a surprise despite Arthur and Sal being the main reason his father was behind bars. If anyone had bothered to ask Arthur, he would have said Brody was better off without a murderous parent, and it didn’t seem a far stretch to say Brody agreed. He’d said he’d testify against his father, and he was eager to correct the record on his own diverging beliefs about paranormal equality. The tension had only arisen after Arthur accepted the job to search for Brody’s mother, and it heightened the longer it took to track her down. Perhaps Brody had placed the blame on Arthur as his hope faded in the face of how hard it really was to find someone who didn’t want to be found. This level of animosity was new, however.

			“I wrote a letter to your mother some time ago,” Arthur said evenly, though he still felt all those eyes on him. Perhaps if he could give Brody even a disappointing update, they could delay further discussion until they weren’t surrounded by mourners. “I received a reply, but it wasn’t from her, I’m afraid.”

			“And how exactly does that help me?” Brody spat out.

			Arthur sighed. It didn’t. That was the only honest answer. He glanced at Sal once more, this time with pleading in his eyes.

			It took a moment, but Sal put down the sliced salami from his plate, then backed away slowly. He gave Arthur a wink before making his way to the front of the tent, where someone had set up a microphone and had been careless enough to leave it on—not that the average person could know to guard against such things while Salvatore Conte was around. Truly, it had only been a matter of time. Like a moth to a flame, Sal was to a rapt audience. Or an indifferent audience. Sal wasn’t picky in this particular regard as long as there were people watching.

			“Good evening, fellow enjoyers of the nighttime,” Sal said in a sultry lower register Arthur hadn’t heard before. He sounded not unlike a jazz performer in a speakeasy announcing his next tune. “It is my great privilege to stand before you—”

			As heads turned toward Sal and attention bled away from Arthur and Brody, Arthur tuned his husband out. He had no idea where Sal was going with his speech, but as long as he kept people focused on him, Arthur didn’t much care. He turned back to Brody, hoping he hadn’t lost his chance to make things right.

			“I haven’t given up on finding your mother,” Arthur told him, meaning it. “But it will take time.”

			“Yeah, well, I don’t have a lot of that to spare.” Brody crossed his arms and slumped, the teenage pout returning to his demeanor.

			“I know you’re upset I’m working another case, but with murder, time is of the essence.”

			“Don’t talk like you’re some seasoned homicide detective from a TV show.” Brody scowled. “You lucked into figuring out…” For the first time this evening, his anger gave way to something deeper. “…what happened to the mayor.”

			It wasn’t only what happened to the mayor, though. It had happened to Brody, too. Brody’s own father had tried to frame him for the murder, and when that hadn’t worked, he’d attacked Brody. If not for Arthur and Sal coming across him in a timely manner, Brody might have died. Though Brody had made a full physical recovery, Arthur wondered now if the boy might benefit from some more extended trauma counseling. None of what had transpired would be easy for anyone to process, let alone a teenager.

			“Brody, I—”

			Before Arthur could adequately convey his sympathies, Sal began to sing “Dancing Queen,” claiming that it had been a favorite of Lola’s and inviting everyone to join in if they knew the lyrics. Sal, for his part, clearly only remembered about one word in three, not that it slowed him down in the slightest. He sang with abandon: “You are the dancing queen, young and sweet, only seventy!”

			Brody glanced at Sal, then rolled his eyes again. “If time is of the essence, why are you both screwing around like this?”

			“It’s…our process.” Arthur cleared his throat as Sal sang tangerine instead of tambourine.

			“Maybe your other clients don’t care, but I don’t have time to let you drag your feet.” Brody hesitated, casting his gaze down.

			It was odd, his urgency. Brody claimed to have a few more months before a change in custody, so Arthur took a stab in the dark. “Is there some reason you need this resolved quickly, Brody? Something you’re not telling me?”

			Brody didn’t look up, scuffing the ground with his shoes. “My aunt is moving to California in July because her shitty husband got a job there. She sucks, and she blames me for her brother being in prison, but according to the state, she’s my only legal guardian. Theo helped me look into emancipation, but it’ll take too long, and with my court date coming up…” Brody trailed off.

			Emancipation might be risky as well. Arthur didn’t know the legal ramifications, but he wondered if it might allow the state to try Brody as an adult. He wanted to say that no one would fault Brody for his part, especially in light of his father’s manipulations, but that wasn’t entirely true. Brody was in a very precarious situation, and even though Arthur—one of the vampires Brody had, at his father’s command, tried to frame for the mayor’s murder—could let bygones be bygones, that didn’t mean the legal system would do the same.

			“I…I’m sorry to hear that,” Arthur said stiffly. The end of June was less than two weeks away. If Arthur couldn’t deliver, Brody would have to leave the town he’d called home his whole life, the school he knew, and all of his friends.

			“Cool. I’m sure your ‘sorry’ will bring my mom back home,” Brody huffed. “What did the letter you got even say?”

			Arthur was a little taken aback by his asking, but he supposed now that Brody’s anger wasn’t so strong he was curious. Arthur would have been, too. “The writer was brief, but they said your mother was no longer part of their organization. I’m afraid that’s not much to go on, as they didn’t say what organization it was.”

			Brody blinked at him. “Wow. That’s some detective work.”

			Up by the screen and projector, Sal was now leading everyone in the Macarena. Some people seemed very engaged in the activity, while others had gone back to their conversations. A few glanced at Arthur and Brody, not particularly covert about their nosiness. It was to be expected. Brody wasn’t making pains to be quiet, unlike Arthur.

			“You’re a hack!” Brody said, voice rising.

			The words stung, perhaps mostly because Arthur feared them to be true. What sort of VAMP PI was he if he could only solve the one case?

			Before Arthur could reply, Nora slipped into the tent, followed by Quinn, matching expressions of concern on their faces. They’d apparently solved the electrical issue only to find a new problem in their midst. They headed straight for Arthur and Brody.

			“What’s going on here?” Nora asked, voice stern. “One of our staff said you and Sal were disrupting the memorial?”

			Arthur couldn’t help but notice all her ire was pointed at him. Sal might have been a disruption, but at least most of the guests seemed to think his antics were entertaining. No, Arthur owned this particular upset all on his own.

			“Brody and I were merely having a conversation and it got a bit heated—”

			“This is not a conversation,” Brody said scathingly. “I’m calling you out for ignoring my case so you can go play detective and get in the news again.”

			“This isn’t the place, Brody,” Nora said.

			“Take it outside,” Quinn added. “Please.”

			“No need. I’m done.” Brody threw his hands up and backed away toward the tent entrance. “If you won’t do your job, I’ll just have to find my mom on my own.”

			Arthur stared after him for a moment, feeling as if he’d eaten rocks for dinner instead of a goblet of blood. He had absolutely no idea how to remedy this situation.

			“Maybe you ought to go, too,” Quinn said. “This is a solemn affair.”

			At that moment, Sal floated by, doing a version of the Macarena that seemed not at all appropriate for a public event meant to mourn the loss of a witch. Ambrosia and Chet glowered at him from the corner.

			Quinn was right. They were only doing more damage by staying. Hurrying to the front of the tent so quickly he nearly knocked over the flowers around Lola’s portrait—that would be all they needed—Arthur grabbed Sal by the wrist and towed him outside, murmuring apologies as they went. Sal blessedly left the microphone behind, pouting.

			“The crowd was loving me! Why’d you have to ruin my fun?” Sal complained, seeming to have forgotten why he started the distraction in the first place.

			“Fun isn’t the point of a memorial service. People are grieving.” Arthur glanced around. The festival was still going strong, with plenty of tourists milling about. Night brought an entirely different atmosphere to the festivities. Glowsticks and strobe lights patterned the fairgrounds like the world’s strangest, neon constellation. People walked by wearing glow-in-the-dark stars along their limbs, giving the effect of extraterrestrial skeletons passing among them. Others wore headbands with glowing antlers and crystals. There was even someone wearing a dangling sort of headlamp that reminded him strongly of an anglerfish. Most of those people had no idea who Lola Lataurelle was, or that there had been a murder here at all.

			Poor Lola. Arthur was failing her, just as he was failing Brody. The general air of celebration around them seemed to mock him specifically.

			Sal took his hand and kissed his knuckles. “Don’t fret, my love. You’ll—hang on, is that the other Arthur Miller?”

			From his vantage, floating a little higher than Arthur’s height, he could apparently see over the crowd. He pointed toward an open area where a silent rave was underway. Revelers wore headphones, bouncing and gyrating in sync to a beat he couldn’t hear. Just beyond them lurked their guest, wearing the same tourist attire as all the others at the festival, but he wasn’t playing carnival games or eating fried foods. He glanced furtively about, as if checking to see if he was being watched, before lazily dipping toward the edge of the festival.

			“Let’s follow him,” Arthur said at once. “At a distance, so he doesn’t notice us. Sal, come down from there.”

			Sal had, with effort that shone on his face scrunched in concentration, hovered a bit higher still. He relaxed and drifted down to his usual range. “You’re no fun at all.”

			“We need to blend with the crowd, and your flight is too spectacular. People will notice, and want to talk to you, and we can’t afford to lose him.”

			“Perhaps you’re right. My splendor is too distracting. Very well, you’ve convinced me.” Sal turned his attention to the place where Other Arthur Miller had been. “Tailing someone! How dramatic. You really do take me to the nicest places.”

			Arthur smiled a little, though the heaviness of his argument with Brody still weighed him down. He couldn’t do anything to help Brody just now, but he could do something about Lola Lataurelle’s murder. He didn’t know much about Other Arthur Miller, but this was the second time he’d caught him skulking about. He had to follow that lead. Literally.

			They slipped through the crowds, never letting Other Arthur Miller leave their sight. When he began to cross the field toward the trees, Arthur knew they were onto something real here. There was no reason for a random person to approach the woods that didn’t involve either libations or some sort of tryst. Other Arthur appeared entirely in control of his faculties, so it was unlikely he was wandering in a drunken haze or chasing some hallucination. Arthur didn’t like to pass judgment without more information, but Other Arthur hadn’t seemed a particularly social individual thus far. A romantic rendezvous seemed unlikely as well. Other Arthur headed into the woods with purpose to his stride. He knew where he was going.

			And so did Arthur.

			“He’s out of sight,” Sal said, a worried lilt to his tone.

			“It’s all right.” Arthur squeezed Sal’s hand, which he still held. “Don’t you recognize where we are? We’ve been here before.”

			“That isn’t fair, Arthur! You know I don’t pay attention when we go on our little walks. It’s all just nature and more nature. Yucky!”

			“Yucky, indeed,” Arthur murmured as they passed through the trees. There was no sign of Other Arthur Miller’s trail, but Arthur felt, if possible, even more confident they were on the right track. “Do you smell that?” Arthur asked, suppressing a grin.

			“Is it dirt?” Salvatore sniffed the air. “It’s not poo, is it? If I’ve stepped in it, I don’t think I can cope emotionally. You’ll have to carry me back to the inn—”

			“It’s lavender.” Arthur tugged him forward a few more steps, and their surroundings came into relief.

			They were in the platinum pavilion.
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			In the dark, the ring of yurts was somehow more intimidating. The night lent an air of mystery to the witchy decor and fragrant blooms. Arthur was grateful for his vampiric powers that allowed him extrasensory awareness. Even with somewhat unsettling surroundings, he felt much more confident he would be able to handle whatever came his way, as long as it wasn’t a moody teenager with an axe to grind. The confrontation with Brody had quite shaken him—more than anything that went bump in the night possibly could.

			A gentle, warm breeze swirled past Arthur and Sal as they stepped over the mushroom ring that Hailey had claimed was a ward. Again, there was no stir of magic that he could detect, though he felt inexplicably watched, reminding Arthur of the eerie sensation he’d experienced earlier that day when Ambrosia attempted to communicate with Lola’s spirit. He’d already decided it hadn’t been Lola. In fact, Arthur doubted it had been anything of an occult nature. Despite Ambrosia’s claims, she had yet to display any real affinity for speaking with the dead (as long as one discounted the undead).

			No, the feeling of being watched had to have come from this earthly plane. If Other Arthur Miller was here creeping around, seemingly knowledgeable about the camp’s location already, perhaps it had been him before as well.

			They’d been too far behind Other Arthur to see which yurt he’d gone into. The ring of them was silent and still, with no lights shining from any. The shadows, a comforting presence now that Arthur could peer into them and see what they held, didn’t jump or move at all.

			“Where did he go?” Sal whispered, a touch of mischief creeping into his voice. “Do you think he’s here doing crime? Should we join him? Just think, we’d be like a band—Salvatore and the Arthurs Miller.”

			Arthur ignored that last comment. While Sal could—and did at every opportunity—carry a tune, Arthur was not at all musically inclined. Instead, he focused on the skills he did have, like investigating. “I’m not sure why he’s here. As for crime, I doubt he’s engaging in the sort I’d approve of.”

			“Isn’t that the rub?” Sal sighed wistfully. “It’s all ‘be gay, do crime’ until you disagree with the crime in question.”

			“Yes, well, he might be a murderer, Sal!”

			“The men’s wrongs activists are going to cancel you.”

			Sal began to laugh uncontrollably at his own joke and Arthur held a finger to his lips. They had a suspect to find, and Arthur wasn’t about to let him get away with whatever nefarious activities he’d come here for. Other Arthur probably hadn’t skulked all the way out here just to use the porta-potty. If he’d killed Lola, maybe he was here covering his tracks. All those potions in the yurt they’d seen that morning…Other Arthur could be here to plant a poisoned potion to direct more suspicion on Ambrosia and her coven.

			“This way,” Arthur whispered to Sal, more quietly than any human would be able to hear. They crept to the tent where the potion stores and ingredients were, careful to make as little noise as possible. Salvatore hovered a few inches off the ground beside him.

			As Arthur pushed aside the heavy velvet curtain, he braced himself. Other Arthur could be a killer, and if so, Arthur would need to be ready to fend him off. But all his tensed muscles and bared fangs were for naught. The yurt was empty.

			Arthur almost moved on, but hesitated. Moonlight spilled through the door to illuminate the collection of glass vials, glitter dancing in each potion like little stars. Arthur beckoned Sal toward the shelf of bottles. Earlier, he hadn’t had a chance to properly inspect the potions. If one was poisoned, it could hurt someone in the future.

			“Are we going to steal them all?” Sal asked eagerly. “You know how I love a heist!”

			“Only if any seem out of place or odd.” Arthur flipped open his notebook and checked the list of things Lore had found in the victim’s stomach. The chamomile had likely been the tea she drank, and the oleander had killed her. The rest had to be the base potion.

			Arthur picked up one of the vials on top—a glittering blue concoction. Taped to the back was a bit of parchment that listed ingredients: blackberry basil syrup and butterfly pea flower tea. He hurried to look at the others, scanning until he found the ones that matched the ingredients in Lola’s stomach lined up in a row, waiting to be dispensed to unwitting customers.

			A calming brew. Lola Lataurelle might’ve added the potion to the cup herself, judging from the properties of the tea she’d made. After her spat with Sal, he could hardly blame her.

			“I think this is it,” Arthur said to Sal, who’d wandered off to poke through the potion-brewing books. “Here, put a few of these in your pockets.”

			“Oh, so we are doing crime! How delightful.” Sal eagerly accepted the bottles and stowed them each in separate pockets, so they wouldn’t clink together. Arthur could always rely on Sal to know how to best discreetly pilfer things. “This reminds me of the time I joined a band of master thieves. We stole the Mona Lisa—”

			“You stole the most famous painting in the world?” Arthur paused in putting a bottle in his own jacket.

			“Don’t be silly. It wasn’t famous when we took it. The original was dreadful, you see, and the subject of the painting wanted to swap it out with a better version, one that didn’t have her grinning like the Cheshire Cat. Not that the Cheshire Cat had been invented yet, of course.”

			By the time Sal finished his outlandish story—one involving a rather unbelievable series of events that culminated in Salvatore himself posing for the replacement painting (So the forger could get the smile just right. I’m sure you see the resemblance, my dear)—they’d gathered all the calming potions they could find in the tent. Arthur would take them to Lore first thing tomorrow so she could test them for poison.

			“Come on,” Arthur said under his breath, “let’s keep searching for the other Arthur Miller.”

			“What if he’s not here anymore?” Sal asked, not bothering to whisper. He hung back, eyes following a fractal of moonlight cast by one of the glass vials protruding from his own pocket as he moved like a cat tracking a laser pointer.

			“He’s a guest at the Dead & Breakfast.” Arthur pushed the curtain aside and ushered Sal through it. “We can confront him there if need be.”

			Outside, the platinum pavilion looked deserted as it had before, but something put Arthur on edge. A rustling sound came from the yurt directly across from the entrance to the pavilion. It was Ambrosia’s.

			Placing a finger over his lips to make sure Sal stayed silent, Arthur crept across the campsite, Sal beside him. Ambrosia had been at the memorial service when they’d left, so unless she’d crept into the campsite shortly after they’d arrived, it was unlikely to be her. No, this had Other Arthur Miller written all over it.

			They flanked the entrance, ready. Arthur glanced to Sal. Their eyes met. Arthur nodded, then hesitated, feeling compelled to speak in a soft whisper.

			“Just to check that you understand—we’re not going to pants him.” Such a misunderstanding had created quite an awkward moment the last time they’d tracked down a killer. Arthur hoped to never repeat the mistake.

			Sal pouted. “But it’s our signature move.”

			“No, it isn’t.”

			“It could be.”

			“We don’t have a signature move, Sal. And if we did, it certainly wouldn’t be pantsing.”

			“You never let me have any fun.”

			Arthur didn’t bother pointing out that Sal had just finished leading the memorial guests in a group dance before they’d left. If that wasn’t Sal’s idea of fun, then Arthur didn’t know his husband.

			“We will restrain whoever is inside, and question them about the murder. And we will all remain clothed while we do so,” Arthur said with the air of a preschool teacher counseling a group of toddlers.

			“But what if a rogue crow flies through the yurt and unbuttons my shirt?”

			“That won’t happen.”

			“What if a deer comes along and eats the leg of my pants.”

			“Unlikely.”

			“What if a Tyrannosaurus rex—”

			“Sal!”

			After a moment, Sal nodded sullenly. “All right, we’ll do it your way.”

			Taking a moment to steel his nerves, Arthur whipped the curtain aside and charged in. Sal gamely did as well—or he tried to, but got caught in the fabric and twisted up in it somehow. He took to the air, but floating seemed only to make it worse. There was a sweet irony to the fact that now Sal was wearing even more clothes than he’d started with.

			His husband could handle himself, so Arthur focused on the inside of the yurt. It was dark, but that didn’t hinder his undead vision. Half the space was a bedroom, with a bed sporting a plush comforter and a rustic-looking nightstand, though it had USB ports for charging electronic devices. The other half was a surprisingly robust office setup for a witch on the go, with a wide desk strewn with papers, a slim laptop, and a mug with a few pens. Off to the side were a few notebooks and a white goose-feather quill. Behind the desk lurked the other Arthur Miller, who wasn’t making much effort to tidy up after his aggressive snooping.

			They stared at each other over the mess of strewn papers for a drawn-out moment. One Arthur Miller facing off against another. Arthur (the original, thank you very much) could see when his opponent decided to run. His muscles tensed, and his eyes darted for the entrance, where Sal still struggled against velvety restraints.

			Though Sal wouldn’t be much help when it came to stopping Other Arthur, Original Arthur was more than a match for him. Arthur easily stepped into his path, blocking his escape route.

			“What are you doing here?” Arthur stayed light on his toes, expecting Other Arthur to make a break for it at any moment.

			“I could ask you the same thing. You’re not supposed to be here.”

			“On the contrary,” Arthur said. “We were invited.”

			“Invited?” Other Arthur asked, disbelief coating his voice.

			“Yes, obviously,” Sal said, a little muffled as he fought the curtain.

			“We’re vampires, unable to cross a threshold without an invitation,” Arthur explained. “Ambrosia Celestine gave us express permission to be here.”

			“Never met a vampire before,” Other Arthur said slowly, looking him up and down in a detached, almost professional manner. “Wasn’t sure if that whole invitation thing was a myth.”

			“If only,” Sal said, finally freeing himself from the curtain. “It would make crashing parties a lot easier.”

			“Wait,” Arthur said, realization dawning on him. “You did know we were vampires when you booked your stay, didn’t you?”

			Other Arthur shrugged. “Thought it was like a murder-mystery-themed B&B or something. I figured it out once I got there, obviously. Paranormal stuff isn’t really my interest area.”

			Arthur narrowed his eyes. Perhaps the young woman he’d hired to build their website had done a better job than he’d thought. She’d said an awful lot about discoverability and search engine optimization, but Arthur had thought it was made-up business jargon. If people were stumbling across their B&B by accident, then perhaps they would remain a popular destination even past the busy season.

			“If paranormal stuff isn’t your jam, what are you doing poking around the coven?” Sal asked.

			A good question, indeed. Arthur eyed Other Arthur with suspicion. “Yes…why is that, Mr. Miller?”

			Other Arthur jutted out his chin. “You first.”

			“Ambrosia Celestine asked us to catch the person who murdered Lola Lataurelle,” Arthur said, hoping a bit of honesty would coax Other Arthur into the same. “We saw you sneak off in this direction, so we followed you here.”

			“I see. Guess I’m not as good at spotting a tail as I thought.”

			“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Sal said breezily. “We are creatures of the night, after all. Why, if we couldn’t sneakily hunt people through the dark, we’d all starve—”

			“He means that in a general sense,” Arthur cut in hurriedly. “Sal and I drink only one hundred percent ethically sourced free-range blood. We don’t kill people.”

			“Unlike you!” Sal pointed at Other Arthur.

			“I didn’t kill that pet psychic,” Other Arthur said, rolling his eyes.

			“Oh? Then prove it.” Sal continued to point at the man.

			“You can’t prove a negative,” both Arthurs said in unison. They glared at each other.

			“Do you at least have an alibi for the time of the murder?” Arthur asked.

			“None that anyone can verify.” Other Arthur sighed and rubbed his face. “I was doing background research.”

			“Background research…” Arthur examined the would-be suspect. There was something about the whole situation that set him on edge. Something familiar yet strange. He spoke his thoughts aloud as he circled the other man. “Your clothes don’t suit you at all, as if they’re a costume. Or a disguise. You were in another guest’s room before—snooping, not canoodling as I first assumed—and the coven’s platinum pavilion now. You’ve got a little notebook in your breast pocket. I can see its outline. And your name is obviously fake.”

			“No one is called Arthur Miller, it’s true,” Sal added, but both Arthurs ignored him.

			Arthur finished his revolution, coming to stand before the other Arthur. He fixed him with a steely gaze. “I know what you are,” Arthur said softly.

			The other Arthur stared back, unblinking. “Say it.”

			“Detective.” Arthur’s voice trembled slightly.

			The other Arthur sighed in resignation. “Are you afraid I’ll interfere with your murder investigation?”

			Arthur let out a laugh, too loud to be natural. “Not in the slightest!”

			But that was all bravado. If Ambrosia had hired another detective to solve Lola’s murder, it could mean she’d also lost faith in his ability to close cases, just as Brody had.

			Other Arthur eyed him warily, as if he could see through Arthur’s facade to the nervous, defensive core beneath. “I’m not here about the murder.”

			That…made sense, of course. “You booked your room weeks ago,” Arthur said. “So you’re here for something else.”

			Other Arthur nodded his approval at Arthur’s reasoning. “Correct. I’m here investigating Ambrosia Celestine and her coven for fraud.”

			Sal, now wearing the curtain like a toga, let out a low whistle. “Hang on.” He held up a finger, face contorted as he thought. “That must be pretty easy to prove. I don’t know why I sounded impressed just now.”

			If Other Arthur found Sal’s antics amusing, he didn’t show it. He seemed entirely humorless. Arthur was appeased to know that in this, at least, they were unalike.

			“You’d be surprised,” said Other Arthur. “She covers her tracks well, but there are too many reports of fake magic to ignore.”

			“Who do you work for?” Arthur asked. This man was a detective, but what kind? Would the FPI send someone to investigate magical fraud? The first bubbles of panic formed in his throat at the very thought.

			“I’m afraid I can’t tell you who my client is. But I’m a private detective. I’m not with law enforcement.” Other Arthur seemed oblivious to Arthur’s anxiety. “For some reason, the FPI has ignored complaints about this coven. I can tell you that my client’s family member lost their entire life savings buying into this scam potion-selling business. I’m just here to collect proof of illegal activity for my clients. I expect they’ll be in touch with the FPI at that point, but that’s not my purview.”

			Relief bled from Arthur’s shoulders. He wouldn’t relish the arrival of the FPI if Other Arthur was successful, but hopefully by the time the feds opened a case, the coven would be gone from Trident Falls. This was certainly a complication, and if Other Arthur’s story was true, it meant he had no reason to kill Lola Lataurelle, leaving Arthur with no suspects, yet again.

			“Show me your PI license,” Arthur demanded.

			Other Arthur produced his wallet and handed it to Arthur, who could read it well enough in the dark to see he was indeed a detective.

			“Hang on,” Arthur said, giving the wallet back. “How can you see in here without a flashlight? You’re human.”

			“Being human doesn’t have anything to do with it,” Other Arthur said, pulling a necklace from beneath his loud tropical-print shirt. “Charm of improved eyesight.” There were flowers and an animal bone wound onto the necklace cord.

			“You’re a witch and a detective! That’s derivative,” Sal scoffed.

			“I’m not a witch,” Other Arthur said. “Bought this from a stall at the festival. Who knew it would actually work?”

			Arthur surveyed Other Arthur with increased respect. “I don’t suppose there’s room for one more private investigator behind that desk?” Arthur asked politely.

			“You don’t need my invitation.” Other Arthur gestured to the office space.

			Together, they searched the desk. Arthur hadn’t forgotten Chet’s reaction to his questions, or his suspicions about Ambrosia herself being a little too insistent he’d prove her innocence with his investigation. He probably wouldn’t have snuck in here had it been just him and Sal. He had Other Arthur to thank for that, and now that they were here…might as well make the most of it.

			The papers with boring business details Arthur left to Other Arthur. Those would serve his purposes better, since fraud was almost always proven by the little financial details, just as Martha had suggested. Arthur turned his attention to the rest of the desk, searching for anything that might point to the platinum members’ movements on the day Lola was killed.

			As he lifted a stack of invoices for yurts, Arthur’s fingers brushed soft leather. It was a journal. Perhaps Ambrosia kept a diary. He flipped it open to find the pages lined and filled with curling letters.

			Alberta, Great Dane, female. Digestive upset when she eats her favorite treats, which leads to emotional confusion (why would something good hurt her? She can’t understand).

			Each entry listed a name and a breed, followed by details of the animal’s troubles. This was the record of a pet psychic, exactly what Lore had said the sheriff was missing. Ambrosia had no reason to have this. Flipping to the front of the journal, Arthur saw the signature of its owner in the same handwriting. Lola Lataurelle.

			“Got you,” Arthur whispered. He hastily flipped to the most recent entry. Midway down the page, he found what he was looking for.

			Rumble, black American shorthair.

			There was nothing else to the entry. Sal’s tirade had probably prevented her from scribing whatever imagined symptom or fortune Rumble had.

			But at the bottom of the page, in a shaky hand that smeared the ink in places, as if it had been written in a hurry—perhaps in the throes of oncoming death—was a single word:

			Wilhelmina

			The same name as Brody’s mother.
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			Wilhelmina

			As Arthur stared at the last entry of the journal, he could practically feel the terror and panic of Lola’s final moments emanating from the ink. As she’d felt the poison take hold, she’d used the last of her strength and time to send a single message. A name.

			“Sal, come look at this.”

			Arthur’s voice must’ve sounded as strained to Sal as it had to Arthur himself, because Sal didn’t make a quip or dillydally at all. He zoomed over as swiftly as he was able, still hovering as he peered over Arthur’s shoulder.

			“What is it?” Sal asked, voice uncharacteristically earnest.

			“Lola Lataurelle’s journal. She kept session notes for all her clients—”

			Salvatore scoffed, but Arthur pressed on. Now wasn’t the time to rehash whether Lola had been a charlatan or not. Being a liar didn’t make her any less dead.

			“Look, the last entry was for Rumble, but she never finished it.”

			“Damn right, she didn’t.” Sal puffed out his chest. “I still can’t believe the audacity!”

			“Look at the bottom of the page.” Arthur pointed to the single name and read it aloud. “Wilhelmina.”

			Sal gasped dramatically, in which Arthur took great satisfaction. It was quite an appropriate reaction for the magnitude of the revelation. “You don’t think she meant the Wilhelmina Young you’re looking for?”

			“It’s an unusual name, and it doesn’t seem to correspond to a pet.” Arthur briefly considered checking government records to determine just how many Wilhelminas lived or had lived in Oregon in the last few decades, but he doubted the Trident Falls records room would be open at this hour. “But it’s possible they knew each other. Martha told me she knew Lola—she did her taxes—so perhaps Lola was connected to Trident Falls before this week’s festival.”

			“Oh, well done, you! How you manage to pay attention while Martha’s speaking, I’ll never know.” Sal bobbed up as his facial expression changed to one of excitement. “If Lola’s been here before, do you think she crossed paths with Wilhelmina Young in the past?”

			“It’s very possible.” Arthur glanced at Other Arthur Miller to see if he had any input, but the other detective ignored them, absorbed by something on Ambrosia’s laptop.

			Arthur’s mind whirled. He couldn’t help but think of the many paths this information could lead to. If Lola and Wilhelmina knew each other, could the cases be connected? It wasn’t the wildest theory he’d ever entertained. “If Lola’s last word was her name…” Arthur began, trying to put his thoughts in a logical order.

			“Oh, surely not!” Sal exclaimed. “Both Brody’s parents can’t be murderers. It’s too tragic for words!”

			Arthur shook his head. “I didn’t say she killed Lola, but perhaps her disappearance is related to Lola’s death in some other way.”

			Lola’s journal raised far more questions than it answered, the most pertinent of which was: what was it doing here in Ambrosia’s yurt-office? Arthur had seen no notebook at the crime scene, and Lore had told him the sheriff had taken custody of Lola’s possessions. That had to mean Ambrosia had taken it before Lola was discovered dead. Maybe Lola had entrusted it to her for some reason, and she was only trying to do her own sleuthing. If that was the case, though, why hadn’t she volunteered to share it with Arthur?

			“Do you hear that?” Sal whispered, interrupting Arthur’s thoughts with a nudge to his ribs.

			Arthur paused, still holding the journal. Footsteps approached outside, along with murmured voices. The platinum-level witches were returning.

			“They’re back,” Arthur said. “Quick, Other Arthur, we need to put everything—”

			As Arthur glanced to where Other Arthur had been investigating Ambrosia’s laptop, he saw the man was gone. The rustling of the wall of the yurt was the only indication that Other Arthur Miller had fled. What a coward. Still, Arthur couldn’t help but admire him in a way. All detectives needed to be ready to make a quick escape at a moment’s notice. He should have been more prepared himself.

			“Quickly, help me organize this,” Arthur said. He didn’t want Ambrosia to realize he’d found the journal, which he stuffed into his jacket pocket alongside an already pilfered potion.

			“Organize? Me?” Sal stared at Arthur like he’d asked him to help dispose of a body. In truth, Sal would probably eagerly help with that sort of cover-up. But tidying a desk was beyond his expertise.

			“If you dig down deep, I’m sure you can manage a little. Think of it as a performance!” But as Arthur stared down at the desk, he felt totally at a loss. By the time they’d arrived, Other Arthur had already moved everything around. At least, Arthur assumed so. Perhaps Ambrosia liked her papers scattered, though nothing about her demeanor or presentation suggested it.

			Ambrosia’s voice drifted through the otherwise quiet evening air. “Well, have you spoken with her?”

			“No, but—” The other voice belonged to Chet Oakley.

			“Perhaps if you simply remind her of the precarious position…”

			Arthur exchanged a glance with Sal, who still wore the tent flap around his body. They were out of time and there wasn’t even a curtain to hide behind. Arthur dove from behind the desk, tackling Sal to the ground. Or, he attempted to. Arthur’s plan was to drag Sal to the floor and hide beneath the bed until Ambrosia left again, but Sal was still floating. The result was that, when Ambrosia strode through the entrance of the yurt, Arthur was clinging to Sal like a koala to a particularly delicious eucalyptus tree, the both of them bobbing in midair.

			Ambrosia stopped short, staring. Her shocked expression would’ve been comical in any other circumstance, but Arthur and Sal had been caught red-fanged—metaphorically speaking. Arthur closed his eyes, wishing he could disappear them both somehow. This was going to be bad. Panic flared in his chest, making him feel disconnected and slightly blurry.

			“What are you doing in my yurt?” Ambrosia said, voice almost a shout.

			“We were looking for a place to be alone,” Sal said, somehow sounding unruffled and a little mischievous. He wiggled his eyebrows. “So hard to get privacy when one runs a bed-and-breakfast, you know.”

			The lie might’ve worked if not for the mess Other Arthur had made of the desk. Ambrosia rushed over to it, and when her eyes fell on the laptop screen, her shock turned to rage.

			This was twice in one night that someone had leveled a furious glare at Arthur, who had done nothing to deserve it. Well, he’d done very little to deserve it. Perhaps he’d done plenty, but still it seemed an outsize reaction to his particular action or inaction, as it were.

			“You hacked into my laptop!” Ambrosia bellowed.

			“Well, no, we didn’t do that, but—”

			“Are you looking at me as a suspect?”

			Arthur opened his mouth, then closed it. He certainly was, now that he’d found the journal, but it wouldn’t be wise to share that information. He could blame it all on Other Arthur, he supposed, but she didn’t seem likely to believe him. Before he could decide what flavor of the truth he wanted to tell, Ambrosia had stalked up to them, wagging a manicured finger in their faces.

			“I invited you into this space with the understanding that you’d respect it, and me.” Ambrosia’s voice had gone poisonous. “But you’ve done neither. Making a mockery of the memorial service, causing a scene, and now this…Arthur Miller and Salvatore Conte, I revoke your invitation. You’re no longer welcome on Celestine Coven grounds or at our functions.”

			A weight hit Arthur like a boulder had fallen onto his shoulders. This was no witchcraft. It was a deeper and more ancient magic, the barbs of which rose within him. The vampiric curse of fae origin curled around his limbs, urging him elsewhere. He had the strong sense that more was coming if he stayed, and the weight was only a warning. Sal must’ve felt it, too, because he abruptly stopped hovering and grabbed Arthur’s hand.

			They ran. This time, they didn’t worry about staying silent. There was an urgency in the air like nothing Arthur had ever felt. It was the first time he could honestly say he believed in magic.

			Once they were past the wards, the weight lifted. Arthur slowed, putting his hands on his knees to recover. Relief flooded his nerves as the adrenaline ebbed.

			“Is that what walking over a threshold feels like?” Arthur gasped.

			“No, that was much more pleasant.” Sal straightened up and brushed dirt that may or may not have existed off his clothes. He had the air of a cat that had taken a tumble off a counter and was now acting as if nothing unexpected had happened. “What now?”

			Arthur stared at Sal. How could he be so calm about this? Then again, Sal had lived a breadth of experiences Arthur had not. This must be utterly tame compared to some of his more dangerous exploits. Arthur sighed and ran his hands down his face.

			A scent struck him, one that felt familiar. The hand sanitizer from the memorial service—Celestine Coven–branded, like everything else—smelled of herbs, most strongly sage. It sparked a memory.

			“We’ve got to get to the Dead & Breakfast,” Arthur said. “I’ve got a letter to sniff.”

			Sal linked his arm with Arthur and turned in the direction of home. “All these years together, darling, and you still find ways to say the most surprising things.”
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			Their slice of idyllic domesticity was quiet when they returned. All the guests at the Dead & Breakfast were either asleep or still out and about—even Other Arthur Miller had not yet returned. That suited Original Arthur just fine, because he had a lot of detective work to do, and it was best done without being disturbed by requests for towels. Usually Arthur relished the opportunity for a late-night chat with their patrons, but he didn’t think he had it in him tonight.

			In the kitchen, Arthur headed straight for the mail basket.

			“Oh, you’re really going to sniff it.” Sal sounded delighted. “Why, my delectable smarty-pants?”

			“Ted said it smelled like sage.” His hunch might turn out to be silly. Lots of things contained sage. It was a perfectly good plant with many uses, both culinary and medicinal, but the hand sanitizer had a striking scent, sage mixed with other things in a particular ratio Arthur could never hope to guess but could recognize now that he had his own hands to compare with.

			Arthur pulled the letter from the basket of mail. He set the paper on the counter and leaned down to inhale deeply. Then he gasped, which was hard to do because he hadn’t exhaled yet (one does tend to forget how to work one’s lungs after decades of not needing to breathe).

			“What is it?” Sal asked, hovering behind him.

			“They smell the same. Unless there’s a popular kitchen-herb-scented cologne out there, whoever wrote this letter did so just after using Celestine Coven hand sanitizer.”

			“Can it really be?” Sal gasped, clutching his tie. “The very same?”

			“You have no idea what that means, do you?” Arthur straightened up, turning to face his husband.

			“I don’t, no. But I wasn’t going to let you have all the fun.”

			“If the writer of the letter used a Celestine Coven–branded product, it very likely means they’re part of the coven itself.”

			“Why?” Sal blinked. “Isn’t their entire business selling their potions and things to other people?”

			“If they were a normal business, yes. But they aren’t.” Arthur had read articles about this sort of thing—not that it was new. The practice had begun around his time as a mortal human, and he remembered with disdain the rise of the California Vitamin Company as well as the California Perfume Company. Perhaps there was something wrong with California back then, not that it was pertinent to the case. “Come on, don’t you see it? The tiered power structure? The little catalogs?” He held up the flyer he’d been given the first day of the festival. “The Celestine Coven is obviously an MLM.”

			“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Sal frowned.

			“It’s predatory, yes—”

			“Arthur! How can you be so bigoted? We’re mlm!”

			“In what way—”

			“Men loving men!”

			“MLM stands for multilevel marketing, Sal. A pyramid scheme. It’s a business structure, and a shady one at that. They profit by recruiting other people to sell the products, because no one in their communities actually wants them. They make their money by preying on their own salespeople, promising better perks with level advancement. But the reality is that most of them will never make it past the first or second levels, and the only people making any money are at the top.”

			“Sounds like good ol’ capitalism to me.”

			“Or a cult.”

			“Yes, that’s exactly what I said.”

			Semantics aside, Arthur could understand where Sal was coming from. An MLM was a symptom of the greater sickness at the heart of America (and so many other countries, too).

			“Wealth! A plague on all our houses,” Sal continued, adopting a Shakespearean affect to his voice. “Or…it would be if people could afford to buy them.”

			Arthur didn’t understand the connection, but he knew questioning it would only end with him on the other side of one of Sal’s long-winded rants that included as much fact as fiction. Instead, he said, “Well, the point is, Other Arthur might have been onto something. Most MLMs are fraudulent businesses in one way or another.”

			“This is too confusing.” Sal furrowed his brow. “Maybe we should start pronouncing it differently. Lowercase m-l-m can be mlem—oh no.” His face fell.

			“What is it?” Arthur asked.

			“I’ve made myself sad. Rumble used to mlem all the time. Sticking out her cute little tongue. She was such an ally.”

			Arthur’s thoughts stuttered to a halt at that. “What?”

			“She must’ve been mleming so often to show us she supported mlm.”

			With a sigh, Arthur rubbed his eyes. Remembering Rumble and her absence came with a surprising stab of pain sharper than her claws. He’d never expected to harbor so much affection for the creature, and he hated not knowing if she’d ever want to return. With effort, he pushed away the discomfort. There were more important matters to think about now.

			“The point I was trying to make,” Arthur said, “is that anyone using Celestine Coven hand sanitizer was most likely part of the coven. That means the organization the letter writer refers to could be the coven itself. I should have known.”

			“How could you have known?”

			Arthur sighed, feeling the great part a fool. “Dr. Young mentioned his wife had been witchy, remember?”

			“Yes, but there’s no way you could’ve known she’d be a coven witch, let alone with the same coven visiting Trident Falls!” Sal grinned. “What an unbelievable coincidence!”

			“I don’t think it is a coincidence, Sal. Between this note and Lola’s journal, I think it’s fair to say the Celestine Coven is involved with both our cases. I just haven’t figured out how.”

			“Yes, well. It’s a shame we got kicked out of all their events.”

			“It is.” Arthur deflated. “That’s going to make investigating them far more difficult.”

			Arthur had spent the last two months wondering why a woman who’d sent regular letters to her son had stopped near the start of the year. Until then, she’d given every sign that she wanted to be part of Brody’s life, even if he never wrote back. At the beginning of his investigation, Brody had given Arthur all the letters to read carefully, in case they contained a clue about her location. None had narrowed things down any further than her PO box, but she’d mentioned several times that she was open to whatever visitation arrangement Brody wanted, if he ever wanted to see her again.

			Now that he did want and need her in his life, she was gone. Perhaps that hadn’t been by choice. Lola Lataurelle had written Wilhelmina’s name as her dying action. Whoever killed her might have done the same to Wilhelmina.

			The alternative theory, that the murderer had been Wilhelmina herself, was possible, too. Arthur would have to proceed with that in mind, as much as he didn’t want it to be true. Brody deserved to have one parent who wasn’t a killer. Of course, the universe rarely cared what someone deserved.

			Either way, Wilhelmina’s conspicuous absence was connected to the Celestine Coven and Lola’s murder. Solving one case would more than likely help solve the other.

			“Tomorrow,” Arthur said to Sal, “we should reach out to Brody with this update. The boy ought to know, even if it comes with the possibility that Wilhelmina might not be alive.”

			Sal patted his shoulder reassuringly. “It could turn out all right in the end. Anything’s possible.”

			Giving Sal a smile, Arthur didn’t voice his thoughts. Whatever had happened to Wilhelmina had already happened, possibly months ago. All they could do now was try to put the pieces together.
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			Arthur didn’t often sleep through the night. He was a vampire, though he ran a business frequented by the living, who generally kept to daylight hours. This dichotomy resulted in a rather strange sleep schedule consisting of several naps during the day, most of which he’d missed on account of the whole murder fandango. He was bone-tired, but still he couldn’t manage to rest. Whenever he closed his eyes, all he could do was think about the case.

			Lola and Wilhelmina. Two women, one dead, the other missing. He sorted through the evidence, constructing a mental corkboard inside his brain and trying to connect the dots. Hours later, he was no closer to solving either case, and he’d not slept a wink. Arthur’s mind continued to whirl with possibilities while he prepared breakfast. He was so distracted, however, that he burned the first batch of eggs and overmixed the biscuit dough. He didn’t even have it in him to give a disapproving frown to Other Arthur Miller when he sat down to breakfast.

			“For the last time, no one noticed,” Sal said in a placating tone from the window seat of the lobby. It was the exact spot where Rumble usually napped in the afternoon, because of the sunbeam that fell there.

			“You don’t know that,” Arthur grumbled. “They’re probably all gossiping among themselves about how the waffles didn’t pass muster.”

			Arthur hadn’t eaten a bite of breakfast himself. He’d had a few sips of blood (safely out of view of their guests) but couldn’t bring himself to participate in the daily morning feast. Vampires didn’t need to eat food, of course, but he and Sal had decided long ago that dying was no reason to stop enjoying the finer things in life. It did have the unfortunate side effect of gumming up their digestion a bit, but what were a few more trips to the restroom and a little lethargy if it meant they could have their favorites (tiramisu for Sal, while Arthur was partial to a buttered bagel).

			“The waffles were delectable, my dear. Now, why don’t you put that rag down? You’re procrasti-cleaning.”

			“I’m doing no such thing,” Arthur lied as he dusted the windowsill. Again.

			“You can’t fool me.” Sal sat up and adjusted his flamboyant ensemble, which perhaps he’d chosen to counterbalance last evening’s somber attire. It was a billowy lemon-yellow shirt beneath a doublet that had been, for some reason, embroidered with fireworks in a rainbow of colors, with tight rainbow breeches to match. Somehow, despite all odds, his alligator boots pulled the whole look together. “I practically invented the subtle art of procrastination.”

			Arthur sighed and set down the rag, if only because he couldn’t abide Sal using the word subtle to describe himself. “You caught me. I suppose we should get a move on.”

			“Goodness! I didn’t mean to imply that.” Sal leaned his head against the wall, letting his eyes flutter closed. “Think of all we could do with an empty inn. We could take a luxurious nap, we could take a bubble bath, we could rifle through our guests’ things and make wild assumptions about them, we could—”

			“We have to go see Brody,” Arthur said quickly before Salvatore could get any more scandalous with his suggested activities. After last night’s confrontation with the boy, Arthur didn’t exactly relish another interaction so soon. Still, it would be good to update him on the new information they’d uncovered. Perhaps Brody would be able to connect the dots and they’d have a new lead.

			Sal acquiesced, though not without complaints. On an average day, Arthur would’ve had to entreat Salvatore to text Brody to set up a meeting, but with the festival in full swing, Arthur knew exactly where he’d be. Theo had told them Brody would be on shift at the Big Bad Brew’s brick-and-mortar location every morning that week.

			They pedaled into town beneath a sun so hot and bright Arthur’s ice-cream-cone-patterned umbrella hardly seemed enough protection, despite its boast of being UPF 50. Summer was on full blast and it was only June. Oregon did not typically have blistering summers, with only a few days out of the year in the triple Fahrenheit digits. It was part of why he’d picked the state for their relocation originally. Climate change had well and truly done a number on his intended temperate retirement. Arthur shuddered to think what the rest of the season would have in store for them.

			Trident Falls’ only coffee shop was packed, mostly full of patrons getting iced drinks to go, by the look of it. A sign outside advertised today’s special and invited guests in for a cooling treat. The art style was clearly Brody’s, and the words seemed effective; as Arthur watched, a couple glanced at it, then changed direction to head for the front doors of the Big Bad Brew.

			Arthur shouldered past a group of festivalgoers, pregaming with neon slushies in various shades of red, blue, and purple that clashed horribly with their brightly colored ensembles. They chatted about how unexpectedly fantastic the drinks were, already making plans to return for more later.

			“I must get myself one of those!” Sal trilled delightedly, pointing to a sign that advertised it as the Monster Mash, an energy drink packed with flavor.

			“It will only rot your teeth,” Arthur replied halfheartedly.

			“Even better!” Sal joined the queue, treating Arthur to a constant stream of consciousness as he debated which flavor to get. “I’ll have a Scary Berry Monster Mash, please!”

			Brody glared at them both in turn from behind the counter.

			“What?” Sal pressed a hand to his chest, pointing to the embroidery on his doublet. “It’ll match the fireworks!”

			“Good morning, Brody,” Arthur said, speaking over Sal. They were there for more than drinks.

			“What are you doing here?” The dawning of a new day hadn’t dulled Brody’s anger, it seemed.

			“I hoped to speak to you about—” The whir of a blender drowned out Arthur’s next words. When it subsided, he tried to continue. “About your mother’s—” Brody ran the blender again. “About your mother’s disappearance,” Arthur finally finished.

			“I’m busy,” Brody snapped, gesturing to the long line of customers behind them. “Lots of coffee to make.”

			Arthur took in the busy shop. It was noisy with chatter, and almost every table was full despite the fact that most people were leaving after getting their orders.

			“Perhaps we can speak on your next break. It’ll only take a moment,” Arthur suggested.

			“Break’s not for a couple hours.” Brody aggressively dusted a drink with cinnamon. “And I don’t wanna waste any of it talking to you.”

			“But the case—”

			“Wow, no wonder you couldn’t find her. You can’t take a hint, so of course you can’t follow clues.”

			Arthur blinked, trying not to feel the sting of those words. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean, I thought I made it pretty clear last night.” Brody slammed a lid onto an iced coffee so hard some of it sloshed out the side. He set the cup on the counter and stared right at Arthur as he spoke the next words. “You’re fired.”
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			“Everything is terrible, and will be forever.”

			“Come now, there’s no need to lie on the floor about it. At least not face down. The rug is making it difficult to hear you.”

			Arthur, with great effort, rolled over into a supine position. He’d seen Sal through many a melodramatic fit, which often included antics such as flopping face down into the carpet, but he’d never expected to try it himself. It was every bit as cathartic as Sal claimed, much to his chagrin.

			Fired. He’d only ever had two actual clients as a VAMP PI, and both had fired him within twelve hours of each other. He was an embarrassment to private investigators everywhere.

			“I should give it up,” Arthur said softly, staring at the cobwebs on the ceiling beams. They’d left them there on purpose for the ambience, but now he wondered if they weren’t another sign of his ineptitude. The smell of burned eggs still lingered in the air from that morning. “I’m not meant to help anyone. I can barely keep this bed-and-breakfast together.”

			“Nonsense!” Sal patted him on the shoulder. “The business is thriving. We’re booked for weeks!”

			“I still haven’t sorted out the bills. We need to do more than thrive for a season if we’re going to stay on top of the mortgage.”

			Sal, not to be deterred from hyping Arthur up, continued. “And people have had nothing but nice things to say, both online and on those cute little comment cards with the bats on them.”

			“The bats were your idea,” Arthur reminded him. “The whole rebrand, too. Without you, this place would still be a ghost town.”

			“Vampire town?” Sal suggested.

			“The point is, I’m a failure. I can’t find Wilhelmina, I can’t solve Lola’s case, and I can’t even find Rumble! What sort of detective am I?”

			“How dare you slander my husband like this!” Sal stood and held out his hand. “Come on. Up you get. We’ve things to do!”

			“Like what?” Arthur asked. He couldn’t think of a single thing worth doing at the moment.

			“We need to deliver those potions to Lore, for starters. Perhaps it will reveal a juicy clue!”

			“What’s the point?” Arthur didn’t budge.

			Sal let out a sigh, then stalked off. Probably fed up with him, like everyone else. Arthur could feel his self-pity reaching outrageous levels, but he couldn’t stop himself. Perhaps this was how Salvatore felt after eating garlic bread or when he couldn’t hit the high notes in “Defying Gravity.”

			Noises began emanating from the kitchen. Arthur briefly wondered if he ought to intervene, but found he didn’t care. If Salvatore was making a mess, well, it could be no worse than the one Arthur had made of things. How would anyone trust him to investigate on their behalf ever again? How would anyone trust him to make scones again, for that matter? Perhaps he ought to pack it all in and go back to being a corporate cog. Maybe Martha would hire him to help organize her files or something. But then…no…he still didn’t understand QuickBooks.

			After some amount of time passed—Arthur had no idea how much, because he couldn’t summon the strength to lift his hand to check his watch—Sal returned, accompanied by a sweet aroma of sugar and the sharp tang of blood on the air.

			“I made you an anatomically correct heart-shaped pancake,” Sal said, in a gentle voice. “And I even put real blood in the center so it’ll gush out when you cut into it.”

			Salvatore almost never cooked. He was practically allergic to spatulas. If Sal had put in the effort to use the stove, Arthur could put in the effort to sit up.

			The pancake did indeed look like a human heart, a little dash of red leaking from the underside.

			“It’s lovely, Sal.” Arthur leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

			“Better eat it quick, before it gets soggy.”

			Though his failures felt as heavy as the wards around the platinum pavilion after Ambrosia revoked their invitations, Arthur smiled a little, and ate the pancake.

			“Did you use baking soda?” Arthur choked on the first bite, eyes watering with the effort not to gag. He recalled that Sal had made this dish for Nora during her stay here and wondered why she hadn’t run for the hills.

			“Of course! I followed your recipe precisely!”

			Arthur nodded with perhaps too much vigor. He knew the recipe said to add baking powder, but he didn’t have the heart to tell Sal his gorgeous concoction was utterly inedible.

			“Is it any good?” Sal asked, a flicker of anxiety crossing his expression.

			“Delicious,” Arthur lied. Perhaps he could send Sal off on an errand and dispose of the pancake in his absence. “I’m just absolutely parched.”

			“Oh! Here!” Sal reached behind him and produced the half-drunk, slightly melted, electric-blue beverage in a to-go cup he’d swiped from an abandoned table at the Big Bad Brew after Brody refused to serve them. Arthur tried to decline, but Sal pushed it toward him with a wistful sigh. “Go on. It doesn’t match my outfit anyway.”
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			The coroner’s office in Trident Falls was on the northern edge of what could only generously be called the downtown area. The building was rather charming, with pale blue siding and landscaping overflowing with native shrubs and flowers. A clean concrete path led up to the front door. Nestled between two rhododendron bushes were a gaggle of lawn flamingos dressed in miniature Hawaiian shirts and sporting sunglasses. Arthur and Sal had never visited Lore at her place of work before; Arthur had expected it to be somber and dreary, considering the function of the place, but he hadn’t taken into account the personality of the coroner herself.

			As they placed their teal tandem bike in the small parking lot’s rack, Arthur paused.

			“What’s wrong?” Sal asked. “Did I lose any of the potions?” He looked over his shoulder at the glittery red backpack shaped like a pair of lips, turning in a circle to get a better look like a dog chasing its own tail. Inside were the bottles they’d stolen from the coven before Ambrosia kicked them out, all accounted for.

			“No, it’s not that. I was just wondering how long Lore has been the coroner here. She looks so young, but she’s not human.”

			“Awfully rude to ask an elected official their age,” Sal said wisely. “I bet Nora can tell us, when she’s not so busy with the Solstice Festival. Or we could always break into the records department for a bit of a sexy heist!”

			“What makes it a sexy heist?” Arthur asked before he could think better of it.

			“Oh, you know. The soundtrack…the ambience…the company…” He gave Arthur a dramatic wink as they approached the front door.

			There was a decorative sign that read OPEN in a flowy font, surrounded by drawings of huckleberries on branches just like the ones that bloomed light pink in front of the office itself. A bell chimed when they entered.

			Inside was a cozy lobby, though no one manned the reception desk. A few plush chairs sat arranged around a coffee table. Arthur hesitated, then strode toward the only other door in the room. Before he got there, Lore popped out.

			“You got the goods?” she asked as though this were a covert drug deal rather than a planned meeting for (mostly) legal purposes.

			“Sure do,” Sal said, patting his lip-shaped bag. It clinked softly.

			“All right, let’s head down to where the magic happens.” Lore paused. “Not literally.”

			From what Arthur had gathered, elves had a magic of sorts, though it wasn’t the same as fae magic or witch magic. They didn’t make potions or curse swaths of undead. What they did do was still a bit of a mystery to Arthur. Lore had never been particularly forthcoming about it, and Arthur understood that she—if not elves as a whole—preferred to keep it private.

			Through the door marked Employees Only, the cozy atmosphere gave way to a more formal, sterile design. Lore led them down a set of stairs into a basement. The air smelled faintly of formaldehyde and disinfectants, and it was chilly enough Arthur would have gotten goose bumps if he weren’t already perpetually cold.

			Most of the basement level seemed to be the morgue, but there was a side room full of gadgets and machinery Arthur couldn’t begin to understand. He recognized some of the glassware and a Bunsen burner on the counter.

			“Welcome to my lab!” Lore gestured grandly. “It’s nothing fancy. Most stuff I gotta send to a bigger place in Bend or Salem, but I can at least test for magic here.”

			She rummaged through a drawer and produced a vial of what looked like litmus papers.

			“Where shall I put our ill-gotten spoils?” Sal asked, lighting the Bunsen burner. Arthur quickly switched it off, before Lore turned back to face them.

			“On the table there is fine.” She gestured to the empty surface as she pulled on gloves.

			Sal arranged the vials in rainbow order.

			Lore let out a whistle. “That’s more than I expected. Hey, you two wanna help me test them? It’ll go a lot faster that way.”

			Arthur found himself quite curious about the process, so he readily agreed. Lore showed him what PPE he would need (only gloves and safety glasses), then offered the same to Sal.

			“So sorry, I have a latex allergy,” Sal said.

			“These are nitrile,” Lore replied.

			“That one, too.” He raised a hand and began ticking off his fingers as he listed the others. “Can’t do polyester, nylon, goatskin, deerskin…Really any kind of gloves meant to protect the hands from manual labor. I’m happy to supervise.” Sal perched on the edge of a counter, a satisfied gleam in his eyes.

			Arthur recalled the many occasions he’d insisted on Sal’s help in the garden and how disastrous those had been. He didn’t bother anymore. Sal had quite competently weaponized his incompetence. “It will probably go faster with just the two of us,” Arthur said, pushing his safety glasses up his nose.

			He was right, of course. Lore walked him through labeling each bottle and test strip—which turned out to be not litmus but enchanted paper she warned him not to touch with his bare skin—then gave him a pipette with which to withdraw a sample amount of liquid. Sal might’ve found this sort of work tedious, but Arthur enjoyed the precision of it.

			“So, how’s the investigation going?” Lore asked as they carefully dispensed potion onto their corresponding test strips.

			Arthur paused, pipette hovering over a bottle. “Ah. Well.” He didn’t want to lie, but telling the truth would be embarrassing. It was one thing to admit his failures to Sal and the cobwebs in the rafters. Lore was another story entirely.

			Sal came to his rescue. “Oh, it’s a riot. You’ll never guess what we discovered last night during an unsupervised visit to the yurt of Ambrosia Celestine herself!”

			“What?” Lore asked eagerly, giving Sal her full attention.

			“The fake psychic’s journal!” Sal clapped. “Isn’t it so scandalous? Ambrosia might be our killer.”

			“I’m guessing this evidence hasn’t made its way to McMartin yet?” Lore raised an eyebrow at Arthur.

			“Not yet.” Arthur focused very hard on getting a sample of the next potion. “I wanted to read it more carefully before surrendering it.” Besides which, Arthur thought privately, he wasn’t sure he could trust McMartin to believe the truth of how they’d come to find the journal. For all he knew, the sheriff would claim they’d had it the whole time and arrest Salvatore again.

			“I don’t blame you one bit,” Lore said sharply, as if her own thoughts had followed a similar path to his. “If anyone asks, you never told me anything about a journal. Well, I might drop some hints for Stephanie so she knows you’re making headway.”

			“How is she holding up?” Arthur asked. Now that he thought of it, he hadn’t seen Stephanie since the prisoner exchange at the sheriff’s department. Had she been at the festival peddling her wares since the incident, or had she relied on Lore and other friends to do it? He couldn’t recall.

			“Oh, you know…” Lore trailed off, a faraway look in her paintball-splatter eyes. “She’s been in her garden a lot, which I guess is better than the alternative. I’m just worried this whole ordeal is going to make her even more of a shut-in.”

			Arthur would have been happy to leave it at that. He wasn’t the most social butterfly himself, so he could respect when other people needed time to themselves. Sal had another notion.

			“We can’t have that!” he exclaimed. “We must take her out on the town for…well…do you think she would prefer a witchy bonfire or a one-sided conversation with some raccoons?”

			Lore chuckled. “Honestly, if you guys wanted to invite her to your wine and cheese night, that would be great. She hasn’t been out much since the baby was born. I’ve been trying to help her keep hold of the stuff that makes her who she is, but being a new parent can be pretty all-consuming. I’ve seen it before—her mom was like this, too, but at least she wasn’t having money troubles on top of it.”

			So, Lore was old enough to remember when Stephanie’s mother was a new parent. Arthur made a mental note of the context clue. Maybe eventually he would suss out how old Lore was, but it wasn’t important right now.

			“Money trouble?” Arthur echoed. “I thought she was doing well with her soaps.”

			Lore gave him a sheepish smile. “I may have exaggerated about her business a little. The festival was her first real sales outing. I figured if I could help her get some regular customers like the D&B, she might be able to get back on her feet.”

			“You’re a good friend, Lore,” Arthur said, and he meant it.

			“Thanks. I really do try.” Lore heaved a sigh. “You know, if she was another elf, I wouldn’t worry so much. Time heals all wounds, et cetera. But mortals don’t have as much time as we do. Sucks to watch them waste it with that whole looming eventual-death thing hanging over them. But you get that, obviously.”

			“Ah, right, yes,” Arthur muttered.

			“Actually, Arthur’s too young and too much of a recluse to have experienced outliving his friends,” Sal chimed in. “I expect it will catch up to him any day now, though!”

			“Sal!” Arthur exclaimed, whirling on his husband.

			“What? We have lots of mortal friends. They might seem young, but just you wait—you’ll blink, and suddenly they’ll be elderly. Plus, with a murder in this town every few months, it’s bound to happen to someone we care about eventually.”

			“Sal!” Now it was Lore’s turn to look at him, aghast.

			“Fine, fine, I’m the weird one for being emotionally prepared for the worst.” Sal lay down dramatically on the gurney in the corner, crossing his arms over his chest like a corpse.

			While Sal pretended to snore, Arthur filled Lore in on the rest of his discoveries—Wilhelmina’s name, the other private investigator, and, after steeling himself, the fact that both Ambrosia and Brody had fired him.

			“That sucks, dude. But I see it hasn’t stopped you from investigating.” Lore gestured to the test strips and potions. “That’s the Arthur Miller I know!”

			It meant more to him than he would ever let on, but Lore’s faith in him gave Arthur the boost he needed. Brody and Ambrosia didn’t think him capable, but others did. Perhaps Arthur would find it within himself to believe in his abilities again, too.

			“Something fishy is going on with the Celestine Coven,” Arthur said, gaining confidence as he spoke. “I won’t be stopped by one of my lead suspects banning me from events. Wilhelmina is connected to the coven, and I’m going to find out how.”

			“That’s the spirit!” Lore moved to clap him on the shoulder, then thought better of it because of her gloves.

			After twenty minutes, the first strips began to change color, as Lore said they would.

			“Light blue means sleep magic, like the calming potion should be, and bright red means death magic.”

			Everyone, Sal included, gathered to watch the strips. None of them turned red.

			Arthur let out a long breath. “Well, that’s a relief.”

			“I guess…” Lore narrowed her eyes. “At least they aren’t poisonous, but they also aren’t magical.”

			“Perhaps they haven’t been magicked yet,” Sal suggested.

			Arthur tried and failed to snap his fingers, the frictionless gloves giving him no purchase. “That’s right! Hailey, the witch staying at the Dead & Breakfast, mentioned they don’t add the magic until later. Ambrosia brews the potions, then sends them out to the witches to add their own.”

			Lore raised an eyebrow.

			“It has something to do with unity, allegedly.” Sal shrugged. “I wasn’t really paying attention.”

			“Or something to do with scamming people,” Lore muttered. Arthur silently agreed; he’d yet to see proof Ambrosia was a witch at all, never mind a powerful one.

			“So none of this means Ambrosia is innocent,” Arthur said. “Only that she wasn’t silly enough to keep the deadly brew around.” Whoever the killer was, they’d probably long since gotten rid of the evidence.

			“But she was silly enough to keep Lola’s journal?” Sal asked, amused. “The duality of witches.”

			“We need to find out for certain if Wilhelmina was a member of the coven,” Arthur mused aloud. “But we can’t just ask them, now.”

			“Guess you two have some research to do,” Lore said, disposing of her gloves.

			“Yes, indeed,” Arthur replied.

			“Oh, does this mean it’s time for a sexy records room heist?” Sal rubbed his hands together in delight, then retrieved his phone. “I have the perfect mood music.”

			The James Bond theme song blared from the speakers.
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			When it came to local information, Arthur knew exactly who to ask. The asking, though, was Salvatore’s job. He was the one with the cell phone.

			“Text Quinn—see if we can stop by,” Arthur said as they left Lore’s domain.

			Sal fiddled with his phone while Arthur donned his helmet. It would probably be a few minutes before they got confirmation from Quinn, and they couldn’t take off until they knew where to meet her, but Arthur had designs on a pit stop for a snack if time allowed. Perhaps pizza from Sugar and Slice or a banh mi from Down to Pho. It was a good sign that he was thinking about food again. First his hunger for food would return, then his hunger for solving a mystery.

			Sal gasped so suddenly that Arthur accidentally chimed the bell on the handlebars of their bike.

			“Someone’s found Rumble!” Sal exclaimed, practically shoving his phone beneath Arthur’s nose.

			Taking the phone and holding it out at a distance he could actually see, Arthur read the text.

			Hey I got this number off the missing cat posters? My name’s Jeff. I think I found your cat.

			“We must make a detour!” Sal shouted, then paused. “Right?”

			He looked so utterly pathetic, and Arthur’s chest constricted to hear Sal ask for permission. He must have been in bad shape earlier for Sal to worry a delay like this might derail Arthur’s regained confidence.

			“Yes, of course.” Arthur clipped his helmet. “Arrange a place to meet. We’ll get Rumble home and settled, then do our research. Family comes first.”

			Sal bounced on his heels as he typed, then both he and Arthur waited breathlessly for a response.

			“What do the little dots mean?” Arthur asked, watching with curiosity over Sal’s shoulder.

			“He’s writing back!”

			A moment later the message arrived.

			Meet in front of Trident Slaws

			Fifteen minutes later, they were waiting in front of Trident Falls’ barbecue joint, scents of smoked meat wafting through the summer air. Arthur could really go for some brisket, but Sal practically vibrated next to him. Food would have to be secondary.

			“Should I have gone home for her backpack?” Sal asked. “What if she wants to accompany us today?”

			“I’m sure she’d prefer a cozy air-conditioned bed-and-breakfast, emphasis on the breakfast,” Arthur assured him.

			“Right, of course. She’s probably had such a trying few days.” Sal wiped a tear that may or may not have existed from his eye. “Our brave daughter.”

			Soon, a man holding a hard carrier approached.

			“Jeff! The hero of the day!” Sal looked as if he wanted to run forward and hug the stranger. “Let me hold her!”

			Arthur rather hoped Sal wouldn’t take the cat out of the carrier in public, since that was how he’d lost her in the first place. He didn’t think Sal could take it if they got Rumble back only for her to scamper away once more.

			Jeff held up a hand. “Hang on, reward first. Your poster promised immortality.”

			“Sal, I told you that was a bad idea,” Arthur whispered. It would be just the thing to make a horrible week worse if the FPI got wind of this. Turning new vampires was a dubious legal territory that required a great deal of paperwork now. Gone were the days of wandering into a bar and, after one very significant misunderstanding, being given the curse of living forever. Arthur wondered if he would have made the choice if he’d not only understood what was being offered, but had been required to take a few days to read over a detailed contract first. It was not lost on him that becoming a vampire was more involved than buying most firearms. He was, of course, glad of his fate now—it had led him to an eternal life with Sal—but things had gotten more complicated for fellows like Jeff who might desire a quick undeath.

			Arthur cleared his throat and said, “Wouldn’t you prefer a cash reward?”

			“No way. With eternal life, I can make more money off interest. Bite me, then I’ll give you the cat.”

			This Jeff fellow wasn’t the Good Samaritan Arthur had been expecting. In fact, his demands were a little suspicious.

			“I’ll do anything to get Rumble back.” Sal made to take a step toward Jeff, but Arthur threw out his arm.

			“Let us see her first,” Arthur said, narrowing his gaze.

			“Fine.” Jeff rolled his eyes, then lifted the cat carrier so they could get a better look.

			Inside was a black cat, but Arthur knew immediately that it wasn’t Rumble. For one, this cat was bigger than Rumble, with yellow eyes instead of green. It wore a teal collar with a silver ID tag in the shape of a heart.

			“That’s not our daughter!” Sal shrieked so loud the cat flinched back. “I’d know Rumble anywhere, and that’s not her!”

			“Come on, the poster said missing black cat, and I brought you a cat,” Jeff huffed. “Pay up. Make me a vampire.”

			Arthur wondered if this Jeff had simply abducted the first black cat he’d seen. It probably belonged to a neighbor. Or worse, maybe it was his own pet. If he was willing to go to such lengths to become a vampire, there was no telling what else he might do to the poor creature, especially now that it was no longer his ticket to immortality.

			“We shall do no such thing.” Arthur darted forward and wrested the cat carrier out of Jeff’s grip. This would’ve been much easier at night, when he had his vampiric strength. “And we’re taking the cat.”

			“Dumbass!” Sal added unhelpfully.

			“Hey, you can’t do that! That’s my girlfriend’s cat!” Jeff made a grab for the carrier, but missed.

			“I suspect she may not be your girlfriend anymore.” Arthur ducked behind Salvatore as he released the kickstand on the bike.

			Jeff’s face turned an alarming shade of red. “Give it back or I’ll call the cops.”

			“Go ahead. The sheriff is our close personal friend.” Sal grinned in a way that showed off his fangs. “We’ve even been to his house. Have you met Granny McMartin? She’s such a delight.”

			Jeff held up his hands in defeat. “Fine. Whatever. It’s not like I care. I hate cats anyway.” He stalked off down the sidewalk.

			Arthur slumped, relieved it wouldn’t come down to a physical altercation, or worse, actually calling the sheriff. He lifted the carrier and peered at the poor creature inside. The tag on the collar listed an address, as well as the cat’s name: Destiel.

			“We’ll bring you back to your mummy. Don’t you worry,” Sal cooed, slipping his pinky finger between the bars of the carrier. “And we’ll tell her all about her terrible taste in boyfriends.”
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			Arthur waited outside with the bike while Sal took the lead on the Destiel situation. The cat’s owner seemed nice enough, but she’d been wearing a Supernatural T-shirt. Arthur had excused himself to let her and Sal discuss. He’d gotten this far without learning anything about the show and he wasn’t about to break his streak now.

			Leaning against the bike, Arthur got out his notebook to catalog all he’d learned from Lore.

			Nonmagical potions.

			That couldn’t be it, could it? They’d had such a productive conversation, but perhaps he’d learned less about the case than Lore herself.

			Lore at least a generation old.

			It wasn’t the mystery he was trying to solve, but it was still a fact. At this stage of the investigation, he couldn’t afford to dismiss anything he’d learned, no matter how irrelevant to the case at hand. He noted everything about their encounter with Jeff, Destiel, and her owner as well, for good measure before turning his attention to his surroundings.

			He hadn’t been to this particular neighborhood before. It was quiet, like all the others, with single-family homes and a few duplexes that looked to be of a newer build than those closer to the Dead & Breakfast. There were a few cars parked on the street (Arthur made sure to give them a wide berth, even though they were stationary) and the air smelled of honeysuckle, an invasive vine Arthur would never plant himself.

			The bees led him to the offending shrub. They really did smell delectable. What harm was there in enjoying the aroma? It wasn’t as if he was the one to stick it in the ground. Arthur reached for the plant, breaking off a few blooms, leaving a gap in the foliage. There, on the other side, Arthur caught a glimpse of the yard beyond.

			A woman in a striped matching pajama set held a watering can in one hand and a small child in the other. Arthur recognized her immediately. It was Stephanie, Lore’s friend. He opened his mouth to call a greeting to her, but thought better of it. He would come across as terribly creepy, spying on her through the honeysuckle.

			Stepping back, Arthur flipped a few pages in his notebook to where he’d taken his original notes about Stephanie:

			
					
					Soaper

				

					
					Possible murderer

				

					
					Murder weapon: cilantro

				

			

			He’d crossed out his suspicions about her after Lore’s first phone call clearing her name, but had he eliminated her as a suspect too soon? He jotted down a few more details:

			
					
					New mom

				

					
					Money troubles

				

					
					Gardener

				

			

			It wasn’t exactly compelling, but then clues never seemed like clues until it was too late. He snapped the notebook shut and made his way toward a whitewashed gate where it would be more appropriate to hail a neighbor.

			“Stephanie? Is that you?” he called with an air of manufactured surprise.

			“H-hello?” There was a sound of something heavy hitting the ground before Stephanie came into view, baby still on her hip, confirming that it was the watering can she’d dropped, thankfully. “Oh, it’s you.” Relief visibly flooded her face.

			“Arthur,” Arthur said, pointing to himself. “We were in the neighborhood, returning a cat—you know what, that’s not important.” He forced a laugh. “I saw you across the street and thought I’d say hello.”

			“Yes, I remember you. The owner of the Dead & Breakfast.”

			Arthur nodded and gave her an encouraging smile. He remembered what Lore had said about Stephanie’s emotional state after her arrest and guessed she would respond better to a slow and gradual prodding rather than an outright interrogation. “We just adore the soaps you made.”

			“Oh? I’m so glad!” Her expression brightened.

			“Indeed. I’d love to discuss stocking the inn with them. Do you have wholesale pricing?”

			Stephanie faltered. “Um…Yeah, can I maybe send you some figures later? I’d have to check my pricing sheet.”

			“Of course. That’s no problem. I have to crunch the numbers anyway.” Arthur heaved a sigh, only halfway performance. He did his best to channel Sal as he summoned manufactured fatigue for a subject he actually quite enjoyed. “Running a business is all well and good, but the finances of it all are quite the bummer.”

			“Ugh, yeah. I’m with you on that.” Stephanie adjusted the child on her hip. “I put the rest of my savings into supplies for soapmaking. After my last venture turned out to be a bust, I really need this one to work out.”

			“The last one? What did you do before?”

			Stephanie turned her gaze down and mumbled, “I was a potion reseller.”

			Arthur’s mouth fell open, then he schooled his features into a bland expression. It was a good thing she wasn’t looking at him. “Oh, yes, I’ve heard that can be feast or famine. Were you working for the Celestine Coven?”

			Stephanie shook her head. “No. My contract was with the Willamette Witches. They went under about six months ago, though, and now I’m stuck with all this extra product. And no one wants to buy it with the Celestine Coven in town.”

			Arthur’s mind whirred with this new information. Stephanie wasn’t a witch, it seemed, but she knew some. If they were the reason she was in financial straits, could she have taken out her frustration on Lola? Cilantro wasn’t the murder weapon, but perhaps that had all been performative to get her cleared early. If she was proven not guilty of the crime she’d all but admitted to, no one would suspect her once more details came to light.

			“I’ll take some,” Arthur heard himself say. He removed a few bills from his wallet and handed them to Stephanie. He tried to discern if there was any fear in her expression. If the potions she had matched the one that had killed Lola, she would certainly have reason for panic. But Stephanie just shrugged and gestured to the house behind her. “I’ll just be a minute. I can grab you that price sheet while I’m at it.”

			Arthur glanced around her garden, taking mental note of the herbs he saw growing in the raised beds: oregano, basil, sage, rosemary, chamomile, chives, thyme, and plenty of cilantro, of course. He didn’t spot any telltale pink blooms of oleander, though.

			Through the window, Arthur saw Stephanie set the child in a high chair in the kitchen before she returned with a sheaf of paper and a couple bottles. The Willamette Witches–branded potions were in a square-shaped bottle with a wax seal on top. The insides were much murkier than the Celestine Coven potions, likely on account of having no edible glitter inside. Stephanie told Arthur what each one did—not that it mattered since they wouldn’t work on him—and thanked him for his purchase. Arthur pocketed them and the price sheet before bidding Stephanie farewell.

			“There you are!” Sal exclaimed as he came round the corner. He was sprawled in the grass beside the bike, a sleepy look in his eyes. “I thought you’d been abducted!”

			“And you just…took a nap about it?”

			“Well, naturally. I was too depressed to search for you.”

			Arthur sighed and removed his notebook to record his interaction with Stephanie. There were some oddities to her connection with witchcraft, and her money trouble made for a compelling motive, but he couldn’t connect the dots. Without the oleander or a clearer line between Stephanie’s woes and Lola, he had nothing.

			“I need to drop off a few more samples with Lore,” Arthur said. At least she could test Stephanie’s potions to see if they were a match for the one that killed Lola. “And then to city hall?” He wasn’t even sure Sal had bothered to text Quinn yet, so it would be good to remind him now.

			“No. Quinnie texted back already.” Sal paused dramatically. “She wants us to meet at the library!” He wiggled his fingers as if decorating the words with a little choreography would make it more exciting.

			Arthur swung his leg over the bike with haste. A visit to the library would be most thrilling indeed.
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			Unfortunately, Lore confirmed what Arthur had already guessed. Stephanie’s potions weren’t a match for Lola’s stomach contents.

			“The lack of glitter’s a dead giveaway,” Lore said, shaking her head. “Wordplay not intended.”

			“Coward!” Sal shouted. “Always intend your wordplay!”

			They both ignored him. Lore held up a test swatch for Stephanie’s potions. “These are actually magical, though they’re pretty weak. Where did you get them, anyway?”

			Arthur didn’t think it was wise to alert Lore to his suspicions about her friend, so he glanced at his watch and said, “Look at the time! Sorry, Lore, we’re supposed to meet Quinn. Thanks for your help. Let us know if you learn anything else!”

			And with that, they were off, speeding on their bike toward the library just a few blocks away.

			Though Arthur and Sal had lived in Trident Falls for about eight months now, Arthur hadn’t yet gotten around to going to the local library. Things like renovations, running the inn, and a couple murders had all gotten in the way. What a delight for Quinn to suggest the Trident Falls Public Library as a meeting place. He could ask for her help and procure a library card at the same time. Someday soon, Arthur would avail himself of the tomes inside and spend a cozy afternoon reading a book.

			The library was a little outside downtown, in a two-story pale brick building surrounded on three sides by trees. Quinn waited for them outside, in the shade of towering camellia bushes in desperate need of pruning. She wore her Solstice Festival T-shirt and her usual no-nonsense expression.

			“Aren’t you looking spiffing today, Quinn!” Sal practically shouted as they approached. Arthur hoped his husband would get all of his dramatic loudness out of his system before they went inside.

			“You, too,” Quinn said, lowering her sunglasses to take in Sal’s outfit. Her words were so deadpan that Arthur couldn’t be sure if she was serious or not.

			“We don’t want to take up too much of your time,” Arthur said. “I’m sure you’ve got lots to get back to.”

			“Things are going smoothly at the festival, all things considered,” Quinn said as they approached the front door. “No one’s been murdered today, at least.”

			“Not yet!” Sal said in an encouraging voice, like he thought Quinn was disappointed by the lack of excitement.

			Quinn gave him an appraising look, but didn’t reply.

			Arthur held the door open for his companions, then entered after them, grateful that public buildings like this didn’t require an invitation. Stepping out of the bright sun into the hush of the library was an almost magical experience. The building was too old for air-conditioning, but lovingly maintained—much like himself, he liked to think. The scent of books floated on the air. Neat rows of shelves stood evenly spaced on gleaming wood floors. The only sound was the hum of a box fan somewhere inside.

			Quinn headed straight for the circulation desk in the middle of the first floor. A chubby librarian sat behind it. They wore a simple they/them pronoun pin on their mauve cardigan. They looked to be in their fifties, by Arthur’s estimation, with hair pulled into a bun that was almost exactly half gray on top and half dark brown on the bottom, and smile lines creasing golden-brown skin. Opposite their pronouns pin was a name tag that read Paige Turner with Regular Human Librarian beneath in smaller letters.

			“Hello, Quinn,” Paige said, looking up from the book they were reading to reveal iridescent purple eyes. “I see you’ve brought friends. How lovely!”

			Quinn jabbed a thumb at Arthur and Sal. “These are the vampires who run the Dead & Breakfast.”

			“Arthur Miller, no relation.” Arthur shook Paige’s hand.

			“And I’m Salvatore Conte.” When Paige held out their hand, Sal lightly took their fingers and asked, “May I?” With their nod, he kissed their knuckles with a dramatic flourish. “Utterly charmed—figuratively, of course.”

			“They’re here to do some research,” Quinn explained.

			“We’re looking for some information about a former resident of the town—two, as a matter of fact.” Arthur didn’t think now was a good time to get into the grisly details of the murder, especially not with someone he’d just met. “Perhaps you can point us in the direction of your catalog system?”

			“And before you ask,” Sal added, “one of them has absolutely no online presence, making her impossible to cyberstalk. Can you believe it? In this day and age, one would practically have to be dead not to be on social media.” He looked directly at Arthur as he said that last bit.

			“Intriguing,” Paige said, leaning forward on their elbows. “I suppose this goes beyond the usual question of marriages and births?”

			“Indeed,” Arthur said. “Any advice you have is welcome.”

			“You’ve come to the right place.” Paige hopped off their chair and came around the desk, revealing themself to be no taller than five feet. “This library has more than books and periodicals. We’ve got a whole room devoted to local history. And a rather large collection of DVDs.”

			“Oh, really?” Sal perked up. “Do you have old seasons of Love Is Dead—”

			“We’re here for research today, but I’m sure we’ll be back,” Arthur said, before Sal could get them too far off track.

			“You’re on a quest. I understand.” Paige wore reading glasses attached to a chain, which appeared to be studded with real rubies. They pushed their spectacles up their nose, then nodded once, decisively. “Follow me.”

			“Have fun storming the archive,” Quinn said with a wave. “I’ve got festivities to oversee or something.”

			Paige led Arthur and Sal through the stacks to a section labeled LOCAL HISTORY. “Now, what can you tell me about the people you’re looking into?”

			“We believe both are witches,” Arthur said.

			“Let’s start with the coven rosters, then.”

			“There are rosters?” Arthur was surprised to hear it. He assumed covens would be more secretive about their members. There had been several efforts to register paranormals through the years, but they had always been in service of discrimination. It was odd to think witches might have volunteered for such a list.

			“Of course,” Paige said, heading for a particular shelf full of binders. “Not all witches are part of a coven, but there are benefits to joining. Covens are like some other social clubs. There are tax breaks to be had if you make it official. As a human myself, I am intimately familiar with things like breaking taxes.”

			It was a feat of self-control that Arthur kept a straight face. He wondered what Martha would have to say about breaking taxes.

			With a thump, Paige heaved a stack of binders onto a table. They straightened up, dusting off their hands. “I’ll be at the desk if you need more help. Feel free to look at anything in this room. Leave it all on the table and I’ll shelve it later. Unfortunately, none of it is available for circulation, though. It stays here.” Their delivery of the last sentence went beyond stern and well into vaguely threatening territory.

			“Of course,” Arthur said hurriedly. After Paige left, he gave Sal a long look. “You heard the librarian. No library heisting.”

			“But—”

			“I don’t care if you have the perfect song. We will follow the rules under this roof. The last thing we need is to make an enemy out of a regular human librarian.”

			Sal began to hum the Charlie’s Angels theme song as he wandered over to another shelf.

			Searching through the coven rosters didn’t take as long as Arthur worried it would, even without Sal’s help. The records went back over a hundred years, but the Celestine Coven was much newer, leaving only a decade to search.

			Page after page, Arthur came up empty, until at last he’d checked each roster. Celestine Coven had a local chapter listed, but neither Lola’s nor Wilhelmina’s name was on it.

			Arthur sat back and rubbed his eyes. Sal, who’d been reading old newspapers and chuckling about the out-of-date slang he’d half forgotten, wandered over.

			“Nothing?” he asked sympathetically.

			“If Wilhelmina was in a coven here, she never made it official.”

			“She could’ve joined the Celestine Coven in another state after she left Trident Falls.”

			Arthur nodded. “Perhaps she did…” Arthur didn’t relish the idea of calling libraries across the country, asking them to dig up old coven records. He parted his mouth to ask Sal to borrow his phone to do just that, then paused. “Perhaps we can find another connection between them in the newspapers.”

			“Or you could check those,” Sal said, pointing to a corner of the room where Trident Falls High yearbooks filled the shelves. “I noticed them while browsing for entertainment.”

			Arthur approached the shelf. “It’s worth a shot.”

			Arms full of the range of years Wilhelmina would’ve attended school, Arthur returned to his search. Sal even chipped in, though his help was mostly in the form of mocking the outrageous haircuts and fashions on display.

			“Oh, I do love senior quotes!” Sal settled in, reading the most outlandish ones out loud.

			A scant fifteen minutes later, Arthur spotted Wilhelmina. He could see the resemblance to Brody in her face, though her last name had been Houtkooper then.

			“No wonder she took her husband’s name,” Arthur muttered.

			Sal’s eyes lit up. “What are you talking about? Houtkooper is sublime!”

			Arthur scanned the other names of the class, but didn’t recognize any of them. However, as he flipped through the pictures of club activities, he saw a photo of a group of students standing outside by a greenhouse. Gardening club. Wilhelmina’s young, smiling face stared up at him and he felt an immediate kinship. Beside her was a mousy-looking girl with a brown bob and a blond girl with bright eyes.

			“We know Wilhelmina grew up here, but what if Ambrosia did as well?” Arthur asked, the cogs beginning to turn in his mind.

			“That seems a stretch.”

			“Is it? Martha does their taxes, doesn’t she?” Arthur retrieved the Celestine Coven records and flipped to the beginning. It claimed the coven was founded in the state of Oregon ten years ago. Arthur pointed to it. “It doesn’t list the city, but they did agree to come here for the Solstice Festival.”

			“If Ambrosia was from here, why not mention it?” Sal asked. “You’d think that would be an excellent marketing highlight if it were true.”

			“Maybe she doesn’t want anyone to know.” Arthur stood up and began to pace.

			Sal gasped. “Are you suggesting she might be ashamed of her hometown? When it has amenities such as these to offer?” He pointed to the fan in the corner that circulated the overwarm air to no avail.

			Arthur sighed. Sal hadn’t poked fun at their town in weeks, but perhaps it was too much to hope he’d broken the habit entirely. Arthur would agree that Trident Falls had its quirks, not all of which were ideal, but he couldn’t help loving this town all the same.

			Sliding the yearbook toward Sal, Arthur pointed to the picture. “Recognize anyone?”

			“I stand corrected!”

			Arthur flipped back to the page with Wilhelmina’s class listed and looked closer. There she was: Amanda Griegson. Of course Ambrosia Celestine hadn’t always been her name. Arthur wasn’t sure why he hadn’t suspected it before. Any old record would probably list her as Amanda, not Ambrosia.

			“We’ve got her,” Arthur murmured in triumph, turning back to the page with the gardening club photo. “She can’t deny this.”

			Sal leaned over and took a picture of the page with his phone.

			“It’s proof Ambrosia knew Wilhelmina. Perhaps she killed her and Lola.”

			“How juicy! What do you suppose it all means?”

			Arthur bit his lip. A theory, only half formed, rose in his mind. “I’ve been wondering…have you seen Ambrosia do any real magic?”

			“I’ve seen what you’ve seen, my dear.”

			“Don’t you think it’s strange? She’s the head of a coven, practically worshipped by her followers. But she doesn’t actually perform spells. She doesn’t even enchant her own potions.”

			Sal gasped. “You think she isn’t a real witch?”

			“It’s a pretty compelling reason to kill someone, isn’t it? If Wilhelmina knew her when she was younger, maybe she knows her secret.” Arthur snapped the book shut and stood. “We’re going back to the festival.”

			Sal bounded to his feet. “For more snacks, I hope?”

			“Yes.” Arthur nearly salivated at the thought. “But then we’re going to see what that lying witch has to say for herself.”
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Chapter 16
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			Tomorrow was the summer solstice, and magic was in the air. Literally.

			Arthur and Sal walked through the Saturday crowd at the festival, turkey legs in hand. It seemed all the witches and other magically inclined people of the region had gathered here. Judging by the activity on the Dead & Breakfast’s website—and the messages on the landline’s answering machine—the town was at capacity, every hotel and bed-and-breakfast fully booked for miles around. And who could blame them?

			Several people soared overhead on broomsticks, which Sal watched, obvious envy in his gaze. Arthur himself didn’t share the sentiment—none of the witches seemed to be wearing helmets, which was terribly unsafe. They might as well ride in a car.

			Multicolored bubbles floated above their heads as they passed a pair of witches who were casting some sort of spell. One appeared to be generating the bubbles themselves, while the other was refracting light through them at different angles with a charm on her long iridescent fingernails. Sal tried to pop one, but it merely bounced off his finger, to his delight. Beyond them was a group of children who carried balloon animals, charmed to move and vocalize just like real ones. Three stalls down, a witch dressed in a bright clown outfit made them for a gaggle of kids who shouted out animal names faster than she could enchant.

			“Oh, do you think she could make one look like Rumble?” Sal asked, changing course with a yearning gleam in his eyes.

			“We’re here for a reason, Sal.” Arthur steered his husband back on track. He wasn’t sure a balloon animal Rumble was a good idea, anyway. Sal would probably become overly attached to it only to have his grief doubled when the magic wore off. “We can enjoy the festival’s offerings once we’ve interrogated Ambrosia.”

			“Why must we be the mullet of the festival?” Sal whined.

			“What do you mean?” Arthur could usually at least guess what his husband was referring to when he made strange comparisons, but on this he was entirely lost.

			“Business in the front, party in the back,” Sal explained as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Just once I wish we could handle things with party in the front.” He let out a wistful sigh, but tore his gaze from the balloon animal witch. “The line is too long, anyway. This weekend crowd really is something.”

			“Nora did anticipate the surge in attendance.” Though Arthur and Sal hadn’t been part of the official planning for the festival, they’d hosted Nora and Quinn enough times in the weeks preceding it to understand the scope. At least, Arthur had. He wasn’t sure if Sal had bothered to pay attention to the details. “This will be quite the feather in her cap when she officially runs for mayor in the fall. The festival is exceeding expectations in every possible way.”

			“Verily!” Sal exclaimed, hoisting his turkey leg in the air like a baton. “More attendees, more magic, more murder.”

			Arthur’s mood took a little tumble. “Verily,” he echoed glumly.

			Solving Lola Lataurelle’s murder would not only be key to salvaging his own reputation as a VAMP PI, but it was important to others, too. He needed to prevent it becoming a scandal, lest it impact Nora’s electoral chances. Trident Falls was in desperate need of leadership with integrity and vision. Arthur couldn’t be the reason it fell back into the hands of someone like the former mayor, whose vision for the town was clouded by dollar signs in his eyes and hate in his heart. So far, the news of the death hadn’t deterred many visitors. That was something, at least. Arthur wondered how accusing the head of the Celestine Coven of the murder would play out in terms of attendance—perhaps the drama would make it all the more sensational, or perhaps people would leave if the festival’s main draw imploded.

			With the weight of responsibility heavy on his shoulders, Arthur turned them deeper into the festival. Though Ambrosia had uninvited them from the coven itself, they were still able to navigate the festival unimpeded. It was a public event hosted by the town, and they’d purchased tickets, which included access to the main stage and all the performances thereon. The platinum pavilion would likely be blocked to them, but everything else was fair game. Arthur chuckled to himself at his incidental pun, the joke even sweeter for being his alone to enjoy.

			“Oh, look.” Sal slowed as they approached the stage, falling into step beside Arthur and taking refuge beneath the shade of the ice-cream-cone-patterned umbrella. “We’re just in time!”

			A large sign balanced on the edge of the stage declared that Ambrosia was scheduled for a stage performance in fifteen minutes. Arthur wasn’t sure what it would entail, other than a variation on her pitch for joining the coven. Then again, he’d seen her in action. With or without any actual magic, she had a way of captivating an audience. Whatever the case, he didn’t intend to let her simply go about her day if she had something to do with Wilhelmina’s disappearance or Lola’s murder.

			“You’ve got that devilish look in your eye, my love,” Sal said. “What are you planning? Is it a ravishing? If so, I’m extremely available.”

			“I don’t have a devilish look,” Arthur replied. He certainly didn’t. Determined, maybe. Sal did so enjoy embellishment. “My plan is to ask Ambrosia where Wilhelmina is.”

			“Yes, but how will you ask her? Confidently? Subtly? With gusto? At knifepoint? There are so many options!”

			“It’s a loaded accusation, and I plan to get a confession. We’ll need to tread carefully.”

			Sal nodded sagely. “Yes, good thinking. She’s probably still angry with us for breaking into her yurt to fool around—”

			“That was just a cover story, Sal.”

			“Was it? How disappointing. At any rate, we can’t just walk up to her and expect her to play nice.”

			Sal was right, of course. The backstage area was fenced off. Two tall, broad-chested security guards kept festivalgoers from getting close to the entrance. Arthur spotted Chet standing behind the stage, muscles bulging beneath his Celestine Coven–branded T-shirt (with the sleeves cut off). Besides him, there were probably invisible wards in place. Ambrosia might be a fraud, but not all the witches at the festival were. Though Arthur had seen proof that magic didn’t work against vampires, it didn’t do much to assuage his fears. Even if witches weren’t directly dangerous to him, there was the rest of the festival to consider. The last thing he needed was the entire event erupting in chaos over a little trespassing.

			“We’ll need to get to her first,” Arthur mused.

			“Nora could probably help,” Sal said. “She could be a mediator!”

			“She’s so busy. And we don’t have time for the proper channels.” Arthur looked at Sal for a moment, thoughtful. “You’re quite experienced at sneaking past guard types, aren’t you?”

			“It’s my specialty! Dealing with the threshold of some noble’s estate is easy enough, but getting to the noble themself is the real challenge.” Sal grinned. “The guards almost always notice me, of course, because I’m unforgettable. It’s very hard to tamp down all this natural charm and charisma.”

			“All right. I have a plan,” Arthur said. It would be tricky to pull off during the day without their vampiric powers, but he knew Salvatore would manage. His husband was an expert in diversionary tactics, after all.
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			What a tulle tutu and glittery wings had to do with diversionary tactics, Arthur couldn’t imagine, but Sal had insisted on acquiring some from a nearby booth before approaching the guards (I need a disguise, Arthur! It’s part of my process, Arthur! Do not disrupt the process, Arthur!).

			This was a rare instance in which Arthur wished he had a cell phone. He could’ve pulled it out and pretended to be absorbed in it while secretly watching Sal’s progress. As it was, he kept checking his watch and glancing around, like he was waiting for a friend to arrive. Hopefully no one would look closely enough to see through that lie. Arthur worried it was horribly obvious he was an unlikely sort to have many friends at all, let alone be meeting them at a place such as this.

			Sal, wearing his tutu and wings over his already flamboyant ensemble, strolled up to the security personnel as if he belonged there. When the one on the right stopped him to ask for his backstage pass, Sal let out a shrill laugh.

			“Don’t you know who I am?” Sal asked in a thick French accent.

			Arthur began to walk closer.

			The security guards exchanged an unimpressed glance.

			“No pass, no entry.” The one on the right crossed his arms. They were even more muscular than Chet Oakley’s.

			“I am Le Grand Fromage!” Sal exclaimed, gesturing wide, nearly clotheslining a passerby. “World-famous magician, here at Ambrosia Celestine’s invitation. If you do not let me pass, how will I accompany her onstage?”

			“Not my problem,” said the other guard.

			Arthur inched a bit nearer. Just an innocent person waiting on a friend. Nothing to see here.

			“Well!” Sal spun dramatically, executing a perfect chaîné turn. His accent got even thicker, if possible. “I shall be speaking to your supervisors about this!” He stalked off in the opposite direction of Arthur’s casual approach.

			The security people relaxed, but only for a moment. Alarm jolted through their posture as Salvatore began to climb the fence a few yards away. Both the guards rushed after him to pull him down. He had pretty good grip strength even during the day, and put up quite the fight, shouting French obscenities all the while.

			Well, at least Arthur had been right about one thing. Salvatore could cause quite a diversion. Whether the tutu had truly been necessary was a debate for a later occasion. He had a witch to find and no time to waste. He slipped through the entrance while the guards were distracted.

			Once inside, Arthur paused. There were a lot of people rushing around, preparing for Ambrosia’s performance. Arthur scanned the area, but there was no helpful sign that read THIS WAY TO AMBROSIA. Still, Ambrosia was just like the rest of them. It wasn’t as though she’d be hidden in some pocket dimension or something. He checked his watch. Five minutes to showtime. Where would he be if he was a performer about to step onstage? No, that wasn’t the right question. Where would someone like Sal be? Yes, that was closer.

			A reflective surface near the other end of the stage caught the light. Ambrosia wouldn’t step in front of a crowd without first double-checking her appearance, surely. Arthur followed his instincts and the flow of chaos to a makeup station in front of a large mirror. Ambrosia sat in the chair being fussed over by two artists, one wielding a mascara brush like a small sword, and the other a bottle of hairspray that made the air taste acrid.

			Arthur hesitated. He would have one shot at interrogating Ambrosia, and probably very little time to do it before he was removed from the premises. His approach had to be perfectly tailored to get her to talk, but he wouldn’t have much time. Any moment, she would spot him.

			Any moment now.

			Surely.

			Arthur hovered only a few feet behind her, but neither Ambrosia nor her beauty team had noticed, likely on account of their collective attention being laser focused on the mirror before them. Arthur, being a vampire, had no reflection to speak of. He stared at the blank place in the mirror where he ought to stand and sighed, the pressure of the moment subsiding slightly.

			“Haven’t lost your nerve, have you?”

			Arthur jumped, his adrenaline skyrocketing. Sal stood just behind him, looking emotionally unruffled but physically a bit worse for wear. His clothes were rumpled and dirty, his tutu dangerously askew, and there were leaves in his hair. He must have snuck up on Arthur using the same tactic he’d just employed himself. Touché.

			Before Arthur could respond, Ambrosia glanced in their direction and did a double take. Ambrosia’s lackeys took one look at their boss’s expression before fleeing.

			“I thought I made myself very clear,” Ambrosia hissed as she swiveled her makeup chair to face them. “You’re not welcome here.”

			“Well, that’s not exactly yours to decide, is it? This is public property,” Sal replied, examining his fingernails in a dismissively casual fashion. “We have as much right to be here as you.”

			Arthur wasn’t sure that was entirely true. The festival still had rules and designated private areas, but as they weren’t established residences, the vampire curse didn’t seem to mind. They were straying off topic, though, and Arthur wasn’t going to waste their limited time before the show began.

			“What do you know about Wilhelmina Young?” Arthur spoke before Ambrosia had a chance to respond.

			Ambrosia’s snide expression faltered, but she recovered quickly. “What is this about?”

			“Are you aware she’s missing?” Arthur asked.

			“Why is that something I would know?”

			Arthur was getting sick of the questions game. It was time to change tactics.

			“Because, you grew up here, Ambrosia.”

			“Or should we say…Amanda.” Sal accentuated her name with a little glitter dust from his pocket.

			Ambrosia blinked as glitter rained down on her perfectly crimped hair, face paling. “I’m not her anymore.”

			“Ah, but you were!” Sal exclaimed in triumph. “She admits it!”

			“Keep your voices down,” Ambrosia hissed, gripping the chunky necklace she wore like she wished it was one of their throats (not that she could harm them that way).

			“I imagine your coven discovering your humble origins will be the least of your problems when we’re finished,” Arthur said. “Wilhelmina was in your coven, wasn’t she? But you made her disappear. Did Lola discover you killed her? Is that why you poisoned her tea?”

			“I never poisoned anyone. You can’t come here and accuse me of murder!”

			“We can, actually,” Sal cut in. “Arthur’s doing a lovely job of it.”

			“Thank you, my dear.” Arthur gave Sal an affectionate smile before continuing. “This will all go a lot faster if you stop pretending ignorance. We found Lola’s journal in your office. We read her last words.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ambrosia scoffed. “And I don’t have time for it. I’m due onstage.”

			“I hardly think an inspirational speech is more important than proving you didn’t kill two of your own coven members.” Arthur moved into her path.

			She glared up at him. “I do more than give motivational speeches. I’m a witch, remember?”

			“Are you?” Arthur asked, voicing a suspicion that had been growing in his mind for a while. “We’ve seen so many displays of magic since the festival began, but none from you personally. You mix up potions that don’t contain any magic, then send them off to other real witches to complete. If you had any actual magic, you’d have used it by now. No, I think your whole coven structure is a scam to cover for the fact you’re just an average human.”

			Sal gasped dramatically, but Ambrosia’s lips curled into a slow and vicious smile. “I don’t throw spells around like a child. So, no, you won’t see me enchanting balloons or rigging carnival games like the others. Magic isn’t a toy, and I’m very careful only to use mine when it’s appropriate and needed.”

			“Convenient,” Arthur shot back, unconvinced.

			“I have nothing to prove to you.” Ambrosia pushed past him, knocking into his shoulder. “But you might as well stick around to see the show.”

			Arthur glanced at Sal, then they both followed her. Security wasn’t coming after them, so Arthur saw no reason to leave just yet. They weren’t finished with their interrogation. Besides, he wanted to see what sort of tricks Ambrosia would use to pretend to have magic. Stage magicians could do all sorts of clever things to imitate real power. There would probably be pyrotechnics and mirrors. It would be easier to see the mechanics of it from backstage. Perhaps he could interrupt her farce and reveal her for the fraud she was.

			“Hello, Trident Falls!” Ambrosia’s voice echoed through the speakers in front of the stage, amplified by a microphone. She sounded steady despite the layers of reverb they’d probably engineered specifically to give her a more mystical tone. “It’s been a real pleasure getting to know this town, and you’ve all been so welcoming.”

			Arthur rolled his eyes. She was really trying to sell the out-of-town visitor act. Was it only to obscure her involvement in Wilhelmina’s disappearance and Lola’s subsequent murder? Or did she harbor some sort of deep shame about this place? Arthur felt immediately defensive at the thought. Trident Falls might not have everything, but its charm was undeniable. Before he could continue mounting a defense of the town in his head, Ambrosia went on.

			“The solstice is very special to witches. The sun gives life to everything on this planet. But it can be a bit much, right?” Ambrosia paused for laughter.

			“That wasn’t funny,” Sal said. “Do you suppose she writes her own jokes? Or is there a D-list comedian wandering around here somewhere?” He craned his neck as if looking for someone on whom to place the blame.

			“I heard it’s the hottest summer on record. I don’t think a Popsicle and a handheld fan is going to cut it. But don’t fret. I can help.” Ambrosia closed her eyes. Her lips moved, but her mic didn’t pick up the words. After about half a minute of this, she lifted a hand palm up and held it in front of her mouth. She exhaled as if blowing dandelion seeds into the wind. A huge gust of frigid air swirled around her and swept over the crowd. It was strong enough that Arthur could feel it from where they stood.

			Snowflakes began crystallizing in the air. People cheered and laughed at the sudden relief from the heat wave. It began to fade almost immediately, the condensation evaporating before it could fully melt, but it was impressive nonetheless. And it squashed Arthur’s theory like a bug beneath one of Sal’s spiked stiletto heels.

			Ambrosia Celestine had magic after all.
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			The show went on, but Arthur didn’t watch. So, she was a real witch. But that didn’t mean she was innocent of murder. She was hiding something—probably many things—and Arthur was determined to find out what.

			“Shall we storm the stage?” Sal whispered.

			“I’m not sure that’s wise,” Arthur hedged, thinking of the large muscles on the security guards. He didn’t relish the prospect of being tackled by the likes of Chet Oakley. It would probably hurt a great deal. Besides, Sal would find a way to tease him about it for the next century. “A public accusation will only work if she feels cornered enough by our evidence to confess.”

			“Accusation?” Sal sounded confused, even in a whisper. “I thought we could join in just to give her performance some actual pizzazz. She’s bombing out there by herself!”

			She wasn’t, but Arthur didn’t bother pointing it out. What the performance lacked in pizzazz, as Sal put it, it more than made up for with an eager audience. Ambrosia could have gotten on that stage and read the phone book and her devotees would have cheered with nearly the same fervor, Arthur suspected. She’d put in the work to become an idol to her followers. They’d probably think she hung the moon no matter what she did.

			“Come on,” Arthur said glumly. “We shouldn’t stay here. Security will catch on eventually.”

			Coaxing Sal away from a stage was always a tricky undertaking, but Sal seemed content to continue his running critique of Ambrosia’s material on the go. Arthur retreated farther backstage to regroup. Perhaps they could still salvage this once she was done.

			“The choreography was truly lacking. No body rolls? Absurd! And another thing—”

			“Do you suppose she might have left some evidence lying around backstage?” Arthur mused, interrupting Sal’s tirade.

			Sal scoffed. “I doubt she kept notes for such a lackluster performance. What would they say? She didn’t even bother with any spirit fingers!”

			“No, I mean about her involvement with Wilhelmina and Lola.” Arthur scanned the area. It was deserted. Everyone must have either had a job to do near the stage or circled around to watch the performance. If they wanted to poke around, now was their chance. “If she’s been up to more than defrauding her coven, there will be a trace of it somewhere.”

			“What are you two doing here?”

			Arthur jumped in surprise, turning to see Chet Oakley approaching with an incinerating glare. Arthur almost said they were just leaving, thankyouverymuch, but he stopped himself. Chet was a high-ranking member of the coven. He even had his own line of fitness-themed potions. Perhaps Ambrosia confided in him, or he might have observed something Arthur hadn’t.

			“We came to see you, actually,” Arthur lied. “We’ve sorted things out with Ambrosia—it was all just a misunderstanding.”

			“Foolish of us to get carried away by the romance of the platinum pavilion,” Sal chimed in. “It’s the lavender in the air, you know? Arthur swoons for lavender!”

			Arthur might have blushed if he could. Everything else was false, of course, but Sal was right about that. He did have a weakness for lavender. “Anyway, Ambrosia mentioned we could speak to you here while she performs.”

			Chet furrowed his brow. “She didn’t say anything to me.”

			“She hardly would’ve had time,” Sal said airily. “It happened right before the show. But she did invite us backstage. How else could we be here?”

			For a fraught few seconds, Arthur worried Chet would see through their deception, but fortunately the thick-muscled man was equally thick of skull.

			“Oh. Well, yeah, that makes sense.” Chet relaxed a bit. “What do you need to talk to me about?”

			Arthur pulled out his notebook and got ready to record any new information. “We’re looking into a former coven member. We think she might have had something to do with Lola’s murder. Wilhelmina Young.”

			Chet’s eyebrows shot up. “Wil? You think she killed Lola?” There was a tinge of incredulity to his tone. Maybe he thought she wasn’t capable. At the very least, he’d confirmed that he knew her well enough to call her by a nickname. That was something, indeed.

			“It’s a possibility,” Arthur said. It was true, technically, though Arthur doubted it. He couldn’t think of a reason Wilhelmina would’ve ignored her son’s attempts to contact her only to poison a random witch in the town she’d once abandoned. Still, he wasn’t willing to dismiss the theory out of hand. Sometimes the most outlandish conjecture was just the truth awaiting evidence. He’d learned that from all his detective stories. The clues never lined up until the end and even the most unexpected suspects could turn out to be the culprit by the final page. “Do you have some information that might help determine her involvement?”

			Chet shook his head. “That seems…unlikely. Wil left the coven last year. I can’t imagine she’d make an appearance here.”

			Arthur jotted this information down, trying not to show on his face the rush of triumph that swept through him. So Wilhelmina had been part of the coven. Given the letter he’d received and the photo of Ambrosia with her, Arthur had suspected as much, but it was still good to be certain. “What was the reason for her departure? Anything involving Lola?”

			Chet was silent for a long moment. Too long, if Arthur was to judge.

			“Creative differences,” Chet said finally. “Wil never really fit into the Celestine brand.”

			“What do you mean by brand?” Sal asked.

			“Oh, you know…” Chet trailed off.

			“I actually don’t. That’s why I asked.”

			Arthur sighed. This wasn’t exactly an important line of questioning, but he supposed it was nice that Sal was taking an interest.

			“Let’s just say, she never had her own potion line.” Chet straightened his shoulders with an air of importance.

			“I see.” So, Wilhelmina didn’t align with the particularly capitalist niche the Celestine Coven had carved out for itself. Or she simply couldn’t hack it. Either way, Arthur’s respect for her grew slightly. “Do you know where she is now?”

			“Nah, no idea.” Chet looked at his shoes and cleared his throat. “When she bounced, she mentioned something about heading east.”

			Chet Oakley was definitely lying. Arthur wrote that down and underlined it twice. Sal glanced down at the page and let out a little gasp, but Chet ignored him.

			“You’re wasting your time looking into Wil,” Chet continued, more confidently this time. “There’s no way she’d hurt Lola. They were friends, and Wil’s a gentle soul.”

			“Thank you very much for your time and information,” Arthur said. The sounds of a commotion broke out behind them as Ambrosia’s act came to a close, marking the end of their questioning. Arthur didn’t dare stick around any longer. “We’ll leave you to it.”

			Before Chet could reply, Arthur hurried off, Sal right behind him. They didn’t speak until they were back in the public area of the festival.

			“That was illuminating,” Arthur said, popping open the umbrella once more. Now that they were out in the open, the sun was punishingly hot.

			“Was it?” Sal asked. “I stopped listening after the bit about branding. One can only bear witness to so many lies before one’s attention wanders. Give me the clef notes.”

			Arthur didn’t bother to correct Sal about the name of the infamous summarizer. “Well, Chet definitely knows more than he’s letting on. I think he’s lying to cover for Ambrosia. She did something to Wilhelmina and is trying to hide it. Maybe Lola figured it out so she silenced her as well.”

			“What now? Shall we perform a daring citizen’s arrest of them?” Sal produced a pair of handcuffs.

			“Why do you have those?” Arthur asked, taken aback. He wouldn’t put it past Sal to nick them off a police officer, but he hadn’t seen any in the area.

			“Why, Arthur! I never leave home without them.” He clicked the handcuffs together. “I bet we can take those witches, even during the day. Their magic can’t stop us.”

			“Maybe their magic can’t, but their security guards can.” Arthur paused. “Actually, I suppose Nora hired the security, so it’s her we’d be inconveniencing if things got physical.”

			Sal stuck out his tongue in an excellent impersonation of Rumble mleming. “All right, we’ll bide our time.”

			“It’s for the best.” Arthur let out a sigh of relief as Sal returned the handcuffs to his pocket. “We still have to figure out what they’re hiding, anyway.”

			“The proof is out there,” Sal said.

			At first Arthur thought Sal was simply being supportive, but then his husband began humming the X-Files theme song. Arthur sighed and turned his attention toward the stage, where hundreds of people were gathered. Though Ambrosia’s show had come to an end, there was a merch tent nearby that appeared to have several coven witches with clipboards recruiting new members. He spotted Hailey among them, speaking animatedly with…

			“Hang on, is that Brody?” Sal asked, squinting against the sun.

			It was, indeed, Brody. He wrote something on the clipboard Hailey held, and then she squealed in delight. Brody smiled, too. He hadn’t often looked this happy in recent weeks.

			“I didn’t know they knew each other,” Sal continued, trying to pull Arthur in that direction. “Let’s go see what they’re so excited about.”

			Arthur didn’t budge. “Brody made it clear he doesn’t want to talk to me. And I’m not sure they do know each other. At least not well.”

			“Looks like he joined up,” Sal said, pointing as Hailey pressed what Arthur recognized as the Celestine Coven welcome package into Brody’s arms. There was a bundle of herbs, a booklet, a potion.

			Arthur’s skin pebbled. What if the potion was poisoned? What if whoever had gotten to Lola and Wilhelmina was coming for Brody now, too?

			“When he fired me, he told me he was going to investigate his mother’s disappearance himself,” Arthur said, processing his thoughts aloud. “He must’ve realized the Celestine Coven connection, and now he’s going undercover.”

			“If so, he’s just copying us,” Sal grumbled. “Though I suppose that makes sense. Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery—other than asking someone to pose for an oil painting, of course.”

			“This isn’t something to make light of,” Arthur chided. “If he gets too close to the truth, Ambrosia and Chet could kill him.”

			Sal raised his eyebrows. “You really think they’d do that?”

			“Why not? They may have killed before.” Arthur didn’t intend to sit back and let Brody potentially put himself at risk. He couldn’t intervene directly without going against Brody’s express wishes, but that wouldn’t stop him. Arthur was nothing if not resourceful, and there was only one way to stop Brody from endangering himself by going after the murderer.

			Arthur was going to have to catch the killer first.
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			All through Arthur’s evening chores—laundering towels, dinner prep, and cleanup, all done while not being in the same room as Other Arthur Miller if he could help it—he tried to focus on why Ambrosia might have killed Wilhelmina and Lola, but his worry for Brody kept creeping in and distracting him. As he and Sal enjoyed their evening glasses of blood from their latest Fresh Bites delivery, Hailey popped into the kitchen.

			Guests weren’t forbidden here, in fact they kept a selection of late-night snacks out for anyone who wandered by hungry, but Arthur hadn’t been expecting anyone. He froze like a bat in headlights.

			Sal, who was never embarrassed about being seen drinking blood, swept into a bow and gave a little shimmy (to better show off his cravat, ostensibly). “Good evening, Hailey. What can we, your gracious and gorgeous hosts, do for you?”

			“I was hoping to find you!” She was smiling in a manner Arthur wasn’t entirely comfortable with. “The Winslows and I need a fourth.”

			Arthur nearly choked on a sip of blood but rushed to speak over Sal. The last thing he needed was for his husband to mistake an innocent invitation for something more salacious. “For what?”

			“Board games,” Hailey replied, to Arthur’s relief. “They’ve never played anything newer than Monopoly, and I don’t want their first game of Pandemic to end in tragedy. Would either of you like to play?”

			“I’d love to,” Arthur said.

			At the same time, Sal shouted, “Of course!”

			Arthur and Sal exchanged a glance. Sal raised his eyebrows meaningfully. Arthur knew what the look meant; it was true that he enjoyed interacting with guests, but under more structured circumstances. This was the sort of invitation Arthur would usually leave to Sal, who was the outgoing one in their partnership. Sitting back and observing was more Arthur’s cup of tea. But not tonight. Arthur wanted the chance at a casual and extended conversation with Hailey, and this was the perfect opportunity. There was no reason Sal couldn’t help with that, though.

			“We’ll both play. We can share one character,” Arthur said rather more confidently than was reasonable.

			The last time they’d tried to play cooperatively (a doomed attempt at Codenames), it had ended with Sal shouting “Filibuster!” repeatedly at the top of his lungs. Arthur still didn’t know what the clue was meant to refer to, but they never saw the vampire couple they’d been trying—and failing—to befriend ever again. Pandemic was both more and less volatile as far as games went, but Arthur had no intention of impeding Sal’s game strategy. He only wanted to steer the conversation.

			They followed her to the dining room, where the Winslows sat giving the board game suspicious looks.

			“Is this anything like Settlers of Catan?” asked Mrs. Winslow.

			Sal gave a hearty yet sinister chuckle. “Oh, my dear. No.”

			Soon enough, the game was underway and the mood was jovial. Sal spent the first half hour giving everyone’s token a name and detailed backstory, but eventually Arthur managed to bring the conversation around to that day’s festival happenings.

			“What a performance from the woman herself,” Arthur said in an offhand manner.

			“Oh em gee, right?” Hailey tore her eyes from the game board to fix Arthur with an electric stare. “Ambrosia is amazing. I’ve seen her speak in person three times now, and she never disappoints! It’s always such a great recruiting opportunity, too.”

			“Oh?” Arthur didn’t want to press too hard in case she balked under his questioning. Best to let her believe this was just a casual conversation, not a planned interrogation.

			“Oh yeah. No offense or anything, but after you two turned out to be a bust, I really need to get my numbers up.”

			“No offense taken. Did you get any new recruits?”

			“I did!” Hailey had turned away from the game entirely now, shoulders dancing with excitement as if she’d been waiting all day to dish this particular bit of news. “And you’ll never guess who!”

			“Oh, I love guessing games!” Sal exclaimed.

			Arthur tried to elbow him, a silent reminder of the whole purpose of the conversation, but Sal had leaped to his feet and was already guessing.

			“Was it Alexander Graham Cracker?”

			“Huh?” Hailey looked confused.

			“How about Benedict Cummberbrunch? Timothee Challet? Billie Eyelash?” Sal gasped, clutched his hand to his chest, and closed his eyes. “Was it Bruce Wayne?”

			“Brody Young,” Arthur said, if only to put a stop to Sal’s maddening interruption.

			“Yes!” Hailey exclaimed. “That’s exactly right!”

			“Arthur! How did you get so good at guessing?” Sal asked earnestly, as if he had not stood beside Arthur when they saw Hailey talking to Brody.

			Arthur opted not to answer Sal’s question. “Brody’s a good kid,” he said, instead.

			“And he’ll be a good witch!” Hailey leaned in closer. “I met him my first day in town at the Big Bad Brew. One sip of the caramel macchiato he made me and I could tell. His magic seeps into every drink he makes.”

			“Is that how it works?” Arthur asked, bewildered.

			“Oh, yes. Most witches imbue magic into their surroundings before they’re trained. All that magic needs somewhere to go. For some people it’s whatever they do for work—we see a lot of retail witches accidentally charming customers, or there was this one Uber driver witch who always hit green lights. Brody’s been putting his magic into the drinks he makes. Plus, he did that mural downtown, right? That’s one powerful calming charm, if ever I’ve seen one!”

			Arthur nodded, quietly relieved by the revelation. He’d thought he was just being a sourpuss about the mural—which was lovely. But no, it seemed everyone around them had been charmed by actual magic to feel at peace when they looked at it. Arthur, who was immune to magic as a vampire, just felt a normal amount of appreciation for the art.

			Hailey carried on without interruption. “I knew there was something special about him, and I told him so. He laughed it off then, but yesterday he told me he was ready to join a coven and hone his skills.”

			“That’s wonderful,” Arthur said, though his heart sank. The timing suggested Brody was indeed investigating the coven on his own.

			“Isn’t it?” Hailey practically bounced out of her chair. “This means I’m going to be platinum level! Brody has so much potential. Apparently, his mom was a pretty powerful witch, too, so he gets to skip sage level. If you’d told me this morning I’d recruit a lavender-level witch, I wouldn’t have believed you!”

			“Lavender level…that’s—”

			“Huge for me! It means Brody counts as two recruits. I’d be willing to bet he levels up to mugwort or valerian by festival’s end, though.”

			“Oh? Is he that promising?” Arthur asked. He’d entirely lost track of the game, which was just fine, as it seemed Sal and the Winslows had left the rules behind entirely. Sal had collected all the tokens and was performing some kind of narrative saga with them. The Winslows looked engaged enough, so Arthur didn’t bother to redirect them. As long as they were entertained and Hailey was talking, he didn’t care what they were doing.

			“You have no idea,” Hailey said, lowering her voice as if imparting a secret. “Ambrosia Celestine herself said she wants to train him. She’s going to evaluate his power tomorrow and start personalized lessons.”

			That was lucky for Brody. It would probably afford him the chance to snoop around. Arthur hoped he managed to do it in a stealthier manner than he himself had—though he still blamed Other Arthur Miller for getting caught, even if his ire was tempered somewhat by the fact that Other Arthur remained a model guest—he’d even complimented Arthur’s cooking after the last group meal. Perhaps Brody would see something they’d missed. Or maybe he’d get caught, too. Maybe he’d get killed.

			Seeing Brody lying in a pool of his own blood behind the Big Bad Brew two months ago had been rather enough for him. He didn’t think he could stomach Brody falling into even more danger. If Arthur had simply done his job faster, Brody wouldn’t be in this situation at all. It suddenly struck him as irresponsible to be playing games at a time like this, and he stood abruptly.

			“Arthur?” Sal murmured, concern in his gaze.

			The others all looked at him as well.

			Arthur remembered himself suddenly. Brody was not his only responsibility. He had a business to run and guests to entertain. “Refill, anyone?” he asked, pointing to the Winslows’ empty wineglasses.

			“I think that’s enough for me,” Mr. Winslow said. “I’m fading fast, anyway.”

			Mrs. Winslow agreed and the two got up to turn in, much to Sal’s disappointment. The game had long gone off the rails, but he was loath to lose an audience of any size. He recovered quickly, though, turning dancing eyes on Hailey as Arthur moved to clean up.

			“So, platinum level. I bet you’ve got a line on all the scandalous happenings in the coven now!” Sal leaned in, full gossip mode.

			Hailey laughed. “Oh, there’s nothing too dramatic. A few messy breakups, and some rivalries, but that’s it.”

			“How messy are we talking?” Sal asked, before Arthur cleared his throat loudly. “I mean, did any involve Ambrosia herself?”

			“No, she doesn’t date within the coven, and she’d never have a rival. She’s all about power through unity.” Hailey let out a wistful little sigh. “She’s such an inspiration.”

			“You know,” Sal began, lowering his voice, “I heard she’s from Trident Falls.”

			Hailey’s jaw actually dropped. “No way!”

			“I’ve got proof!” Sal pulled out his phone and held it out.

			Hailey leaned over the screen, eyes wide. “Wow. Teenage Ambrosia! Where’d you get this?”

			“I have my sources,” Sal said mysteriously, and not at all like someone who’d simply visited the local library. “Do you recognize anyone else in the photo?”

			Arthur hid his smile by making sure the board game pieces were extra tidy in their box. Hailey had been part of the coven for years. She might’ve known Wilhelmina and have insight into her sudden disappearance. It was quick thinking on Sal’s part. He really was getting the hang of this detective business.

			“Oh, I do!” Hailey clapped her hands. “Wow. I’m pretty sure I’ve seen her around the festival this week. I guess Ambrosia really is from here, huh?”

			Arthur stopped pretending to be busy and stared at her. “You’ve seen her? Recently?”

			“Yeah.” Some of Hailey’s enthusiasm waned. “She’s older now, with graying hair, but I’m great with faces.” She touched Sal’s phone, making part of the photograph larger. “I don’t know her name, but I recognize her.”

			Sal gaped at the screen, then turned it to Arthur. The girl Hailey had focused on wasn’t Wilhelmina at all. It was the third person in the picture, a teen with a mousy bob.

			She still wore her hair in much the same style today, and Arthur wasn’t sure how he’d missed it, except that she was very easy to miss.

			The third girl was Trident Falls’ resident accountant, Martha.
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			“It’s safe to say Martha still enjoys gardening, I suppose,” Arthur said, blinking at the small cottage on the corner that belonged to their accountant.

			It was on the small side, painted a glamorous white with an exposed brick chimney. The path was lined with immaculately landscaped flower beds full of cosmos, petunias, pansies, and irises in every color imaginable. A raised bed under the box windows housed a robust herb garden—Arthur spotted at least three varieties of thyme—and bright fuchsia rhododendrons guarded the entrance like sentries.

			Sal pointed to the photo on his phone screen, a goofy smile on his face that was so often the precursor to a terrible joke. “She hasn’t outgrown the hobby.”

			Arthur offered Sal a small smile for his troubles. He’d reached out to ask her about her connection to Ambrosia the night before, but Martha had insisted on an in-person meeting. It was, perhaps, a good sign that she seemed willing enough to discuss the topic. No one else had been so far. It was just before ten in the morning, so Arthur waited while the numbers on Sal’s phone clock rolled over to the hour before approaching the front steps. Martha was a meticulous person in all aspects of her life, so he imagined they would do well to follow instructions precisely.

			Before he could knock, a voice called out to them.

			“Good morning!” Martha knelt amid the plants, a big sun hat shading her face and gloves on her hands. She’d been obscured by the rosemary bush she was pruning. “I hope it wasn’t too much trouble for you to come early. I have a lot of yard work to do and not a lot of time to do it.”

			“On the solstice?” Arthur raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t think you’d want to be outside on such a hot day.” He’d made a habit of doing his gardening under the cover of night during the summer to avoid just such an inconvenience.

			“Is it because herbs harvested on the solstice are more magically potent?” Sal suggested, wiggling his fingers in what was probably an offensive approximation of spellwork.

			Martha stood, carrying a basket full to the brim with herbs. “Of course not,” she said without a hint of humor. “It’s because it’s Sunday.”

			“Naturally, you want to maximize your weekend.” Arthur shot Sal a warning look. They didn’t need to antagonize Martha. She was just a bystander in all this nonsense and the quicker they got their answers, the better.

			“All’s well at the inn?” Martha asked.

			“Oh, it’s excellent,” Sal declared with a bit more gusto than necessary. “Arthur made an absolutely divine quiche this morning.”

			They hadn’t come here to discuss Arthur’s prowess in the kitchen—though it was nice to hear. He’d worried breakfast had been lackluster, since Other Arthur Miller hadn’t been particularly effusive in his compliments and the others had all taken theirs to go, but perhaps he’d been worried for nothing. Still, it was time to move things along. “The guests are all off to the festival now, so we have plenty of time to talk.” Arthur didn’t dare invite himself in to Martha’s, but he was getting weary of standing in the sun. Perhaps a well-placed hint would do the trick.

			“I’ve gone over the financials you sent over and things look good. I have a packet for you to take home with instructions about quarterly taxes.” Martha began to stroll back toward the cottage at a snail’s pace.

			“I appreciate it, Martha. That’s very kind.” Arthur followed, doing his best not to look too eager. He didn’t want to make Martha uncomfortable—inviting vampires inside wasn’t something everyone was all right with.

			“I’m sure you’d prefer to be out of the sun.” Martha glanced at Arthur’s umbrella, which sported alligators in roller skates, for some reason (it was a gift from Sal), and at long last, said the magic words: “Come on inside.”

			“Thank you,” Arthur said. He glanced at Salvatore, who didn’t seem to want to go into Martha’s house. No doubt he was afraid of any boring tax talk, but Arthur didn’t share that fear. They were here for answers about Ambrosia, not discussions of itemized deductions—though, now that he thought of it, he did have a query about that very topic. He’d save it for another time for Sal’s sake.

			Though the garden was a rainbow of hues, inside Martha’s home was, in a word, beige. She had little decor, and though everything was neat and tidy, the palette was one note. The only pop of color on Al Capone’s dog bed was from his fur. Even the books on her shelves had been turned around so the pages faced out.

			“Lemonade?” Martha offered as Arthur and Sal sat on her living room couch.

			“Do you have any silly straws?” Sal asked, perking up.

			“Silly? No.” Martha blinked, clearly taken aback by the request. “I have regular straws.”

			“None for me, then.” Sal began to look around the room, as if searching for alternative forms of entertainment than the small talk happening.

			“Your garden is lovely,” Arthur said. “You must have quite the green thumb. We saw your photo in the Trident Falls High yearbook for the gardening club.”

			“Yes.” Martha smiled wistfully, sitting across from him in a large armchair. “Those were the days.”

			“Did you meet Ambrosia in high school?” Arthur prodded. He didn’t want to upset Martha or rush her, but a killer was on the loose, and he didn’t want there to be another victim. “We saw her in the photo with you and Wilhelmina.”

			“No.” Martha shook her head. “I’ve known her all my life, pretty much. But we weren’t friends until ninth grade. Same with Wilhelmina. The three of us bonded over our shared love of plants.”

			“You didn’t mention this before, when I asked about Wilhelmina.” Arthur hoped it didn’t sound accusatory; he was merely curious.

			“Yes, I was a bit taken off guard when you asked, you see. The three of us lost touch after high school. You know how it is. People go their separate ways. I’d see Wil around town, and I kept up with the big events of her life, but that closeness faded. Same with Ambrosia. She changed her name and went off to be a big-shot coven leader, and our relationship became more professional than personal.”

			“That’s always difficult.” Arthur knew well the toll the passage of time could have on friendships. Being a vampire meant endings were inevitable, unless one only fraternized with other immortals.

			“When you asked about Wil belonging to a criminal organization, I didn’t think of the coven. Their business model isn’t something I strictly approve of, but it’s all legal. I would know, of course. I’m the one who files their taxes.” Martha gave a little self-deprecating smile.

			“Was there a big dramatic blowup between Wilhelmina and Ambrosia?” Sal asked, probably to steer the conversation away from potential numbers talk.

			Martha hesitated. “Would either of you like a snack? I’m not sure what vampires like—nothing with garlic, I guess.”

			“Actually, if you have garlic bread—” Sal began, but Arthur cut him off.

			“Sal, you know you’re allergic.” The last thing he needed was to spend the rest of the day nursing a Sal with an upset tummy. He turned to Martha. “We don’t need any refreshments, thank you. Just the truth.”

			Clearly, Martha didn’t want to talk about this. She’d failed to mention Wilhelmina was part of the coven—though Arthur hadn’t thought to ask about it specifically—and now she was trying to deflect. Martha knew something about her old friends.

			“I am telling the truth,” Martha said a little too breezily.

			Arthur fixed her with a steady gaze. “We need all of it. Please. We think Ambrosia might have had something to do with Wilhelmina’s disappearance and Lola’s murder. We found Lola’s journal in Ambrosia’s tent—she’d written Wilhelmina’s name down there. Perhaps a coincidence, but…if there’s a connection you know about, we’d be terribly grateful for the information.”

			“Ambrosia, a murderer? Do you really think so?” Martha glanced away, her face contorting in an emotional odyssey before adding hesitantly, “The Ambrosia I knew when we were young wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

			“You’d be surprised what people will do when cornered,” Arthur said gently. “I know she was your childhood friend, but do you really know today’s Ambrosia? People change.”

			“They do, indeed.” Martha still didn’t make eye contact, but her gaze had turned distant, like she was remembering something old and buried.

			Arthur shifted in his seat, leaning forward to speak in a lower register. “We only want to find the killer to stop them from hurting anyone else.”

			Bunching her fingers in the fabric of her overalls, Martha took a deep breath. “All right.” She looked up at Arthur. “I believe you. You’re committed to solving Lola’s murder, like you did with the late mayor.”

			“He’s the best VAMP PI around,” Sal chimed in.

			“Then you should know, Wil came to see me.”

			“When?” Arthur asked, getting out his notebook.

			“Last year. It was…oh, November. I remember because I’d just taken down the Halloween decorations and the whole town was already decked out for Christmas.”

			That was more or less in line with when Chet Oakley had said Wilhelmina had left the coven, but he’d also said she’d headed east. Trident Falls was decidedly west of the Celestine Coven headquarters in New Mexico. Was Chet misinformed, or had he been lying about that as well as the rest?

			“What happened?” Arthur prodded.

			“She had concerns. About the Celestine Coven. Wil joined it after divorcing that man.” Martha practically spat the last word. “I was happy for her, getting out from under his thumb. I told her he was bad news from the start, but Wil was always the sort to make up her own mind. The coven was how she finally did it. Say what you will about witches, but they support their own. When she decided it was time to leave that scoundrel behind, they showed up to help her. Of course, that’s how she ended up losing custody of her son. I don’t think she realized how truly reprehensible her ex was until he used her coven status against her. He got full custody, and she…well, she wasn’t really the same after that.”

			This was news to Arthur. He’d admittedly had an unkind thought or two about Wilhelmina abandoning her son with Trip Young, but, as with so many things, the whole truth was a lot more complicated.

			“Strange that she turned on the coven after they helped her,” Arthur said. “You’d think she’d have more loyalty.” There was likely more to this story, too.

			“Loyalty’s a bit of a one-way street with Ambrosia.” Martha grimaced.

			“What do you mean?” Sal asked, words dripping with intrigue.

			“Nothing, really. It doesn’t matter.” Martha shook her head and plowed on. “Wil was pretty cagey when she came to see me. She asked if I knew anything, and of course I had no idea what she was talking about. I figured if she came to me, she must’ve meant something to do with the financials, but those were all in order and I told her as much.”

			“She wasn’t the only one to suspect such a thing,” Arthur said. “The coven is currently under investigation for fraud.”

			“That’s news to me.” Martha’s eyebrows rose. “If they’ve been defrauding people, I wasn’t aware, though I am technically an outsider to the coven itself. I only handle the financial side of things.”

			“So, Wilhelmina didn’t come to you about that?” Arthur asked, confused. It would have made sense if Wilhelmina had uncovered some unsavory business practices. She might have confronted Ambrosia only to be brutally murdered for it. What Lola had to do with that, he didn’t yet know, but the theory held more water than anything else they’d considered thus far.

			“No. It took a while, but I eventually got her to tell me her real concerns. She kept asking about Ambrosia’s travel and what business deductions she was making where. It was clear she suspected Ambrosia of more than fudging numbers.”

			Even Sal was engaged now, despite the several mentions of accounting bureaucracy. “What did Ambrosia do?” he asked eagerly.

			“She…Well, Wil suspected her of practicing forbidden magic.”

			“No!” Sal gasped.

			“Yes, I’m afraid so,” Martha said softly.

			“What kind of forbidden magic?” Arthur didn’t know much about witches and the legality of spells, but that certainly sounded, well, not allowed.

			“Was it love spells?” Sal asked, nearly giddy. “Mind control? Copyright infringement?”

			“She…” Martha bit her lower lip, then continued to speak fitfully, as if forcing out the words. “Wil claimed—and I don’t know if she was right or wrong about this—she claimed Ambrosia used a spell to steal another witch’s magic.”

			Now Arthur joined Sal in a dramatic inhalation. That was a very serious allegation.

			“Did Wilhelmina have proof?” Arthur asked.

			“I don’t think so. But she said Ambrosia’s magic was waning, and…” Martha trailed off.

			“And?” Arthur held on to his notebook and pen to keep from reaching across the coffee table and shaking the rest out of Martha. It was clearly difficult for her, but it took all his self-control to be patient as Martha told her tale.

			“And Ambrosia would need to perform the spell again, to steal more magic.”

			Arthur and Sal both stared at Martha with open mouths.

			Martha continued with more confidence, bolstered perhaps by their rapt attention. “Wil told me she suspected Ambrosia would return to Trident Falls to do it.”

			“Why?” Arthur asked reflexively.

			“Something about her connection being strongest where she was born, maybe?” Martha gave a self-conscious laugh. “Sorry, I don’t really understand witchcraft myself.”

			Arthur gaped, his mind racing. He’d thought it odd that Ambrosia strongly denied having grown up here. It went beyond a celebrity’s desire to hide her humble origin. Maybe this was why—she was bound to this place because it would allow her to effectively steal magic. Hiding her history would help her hide the truth. But there was still the matter of Ambrosia’s magic itself. Arthur had suspected her of having no power at all, but her performance at the festival had debunked that particular theory. She was clearly a witch, but she might be a weak one. Her fraud was all about using others—either to make potions or to steal their magic.

			Wilhelmina, it seemed—wherever she was—agreed with his line of thinking. If she’d suspected Ambrosia of faking her magical prowess, too, maybe Arthur was wrong to dismiss the idea so quickly. That was, assuming Wilhelmina was right about Ambrosia’s use of forbidden magic. Her disappearance shortly after confiding in Martha supported the veracity of the claim, unfortunately. Arthur had wondered why Ambrosia would hurt members of her own coven. This was more than reason enough.

			“Did Wilhelmina tell you she planned to confront Ambrosia?” Arthur asked.

			Martha shook her head. “No. She was still trying to get proof together. That’s why she asked me about Ambrosia’s travel history. I didn’t have many details—she was looking for information from almost a decade ago, which I don’t keep. I shred everything after six years.”

			“Was that the last time you spoke to Wilhelmina?” Arthur asked, braced for the answer.

			“Yes.” Martha’s eyes grew wide. “Do you think—?”

			“We can’t be sure.” Arthur’s instinct was to reassure her, though he had a sinking feeling Ambrosia caught on to Wilhelmina’s investigation and silenced her. Lola might have found out about the magic theft or Wilhelmina’s disappearance, or both, and met the same fate.

			“I thought Wil left the coven of her own choice…” Martha whispered, as if to herself. “But she would have come back. If she knew about what happened with Trip Young, there’s nothing that would stop her returning to Brody. But if she…and I could’ve stopped it somehow…”

			“Don’t be silly,” Sal chimed in. “If someone wants to murder someone else, it’s basically impossible to prevent it happening. Why, an old friend of mine had enemies who wanted him dead, and I foiled a few attempts, but ol’ Franz refused to play it safe—”

			“Now’s not the time for a story,” Arthur told Sal, though he almost asked what Franz’s last name had been, and whether or not Sal might’ve prevented a world war.

			“Right, right. There’s a murderer to catch!” Sal focused on Martha.

			“Is there anything else you can tell us about Ambrosia? Or the spell she used?” Arthur asked.

			Martha shook herself out of her shock. “No, I’m sorry. You’ll have to ask a witch about that.”

			Arthur supposed she was right. Fortunately, he knew just the witch to ask.
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			Running into Hailey North by chance at the festival would have relied on too much luck for Arthur’s taste, so it was a good thing her booking information included a cell phone number.

			“Another point in favor of modern technology,” Sal said, only a little smug, as he typed out a text message.

			Worried Sal might be writing all manner of things to their guest, Arthur peered over his shoulder. They needed to maintain a professional relationship with Hailey, even if she was also friendly.

			The message read, Greetings to the newest platinum-level witch! This is Salvatore Conte, co-proprietor of the Dead & Breakfast. Arthur and I have some questions about witchcraft, so of course we thought of you as a source for knowledge of all things witchy. Since it’s the solstice, I’m sure you’ve got a busy schedule today, but let us know if you can pop by to answer a few questions. It’s life or death, but no pressure.

			Well, that wasn’t so bad, except perhaps for the last line, but Sal was ever the melodramatic one, and if Hailey didn’t know that by now, she had only herself to blame.

			Once the message was sent, there was little to do but wait. Arthur tidied the common rooms and double-checked he had all the ingredients for dinner and breakfast, all the while mulling over what Martha had told them.

			Wilhelmina had visited not too long ago. Why hadn’t she stayed? The question plagued him all through his routine dusting of the entryway. A twisting discomfort coiled inside him. Did Brody know his mother had come to town without visiting? Or had she tried, only to be turned away by father, if not son? The more Arthur went over the facts, the more he worried that a family reunion might not be in the cards at the end of all this.

			More chilling still were Wilhelmina’s suspicions about her coven leader. The idea of forbidden magic left a sour taste in Arthur’s mouth, though that might have been the lemonade from Martha’s. She hadn’t used nearly enough sugar. He wished, not for the first time, that he could question Wilhelmina herself. What had made her suspect Ambrosia in the first place? Had it been her timely return to Trident Falls, or something more sinister?

			Mid-sweeping of the lobby, Arthur paused. If Wilhelmina was to be believed, Ambrosia had been planning to return to Trident Falls for a lot longer than the Solstice Festival had been in the works. That was strange, indeed. He let his broom clatter to the floor without stowing it properly as he hurried to the phone on the front desk. He dialed Nora’s number from memory. She picked up on the second ring.

			“Arthur?” Nora’s voice crackled over the speaker.

			Arthur, who’d been poised to announce himself when she answered, was taken aback. “How did you know it was me?”

			There was a pause before Nora said, “Because I have your number stored in my phone…and you’re the only one who uses the landline?”

			“Oh, of course.” He’d quite forgotten that was possible.

			“Is something wrong?”

			“Not exactly…but I need some information, if you have a moment?”

			Drawn to the potential for gossip, Sal appeared in the doorway of the lobby. “Oh, who are you talking to?”

			“Yes, I can talk for”—there was a pause as Nora probably checked her schedule or the time—“two minutes. What’s up?”

			“It’s Nora,” Arthur told Sal, who flitted over immediately. “I’ve got you on speakerphone. I wanted to know when you contacted the Celestine Coven about headlining at the festival.”

			“Is this about the murder?” Nora asked.

			“It might be.” Arthur swatted at his husband as Sal perched atop his workspace. “Sal, I’ve asked you not to sit on the desk. It’s unprofessional.”

			“There’s no one here, my love, who’s going to know?” Sal pouted.

			“Anybody could walk in. Besides, I just dusted. I don’t want any…butt prints.”

			Sal wiggled his eyebrows silently, clearly inspired by the words butt prints.

			Nora chuckled on the other end of the line. “Sal, behave. And you’ve got it wrong, Arthur. I didn’t reach out to the coven. They contacted us after we went live with our vendor applications for the festival. We were actually only planning on the festival being two days, but with the Celestine Coven attached, we had a lot more programming available.”

			“So they essentially invited themselves here?” Arthur asked.

			“Yes.” There were voices on Nora’s end—it sounded like Quinn, but Arthur couldn’t make out what they were saying. “All right,” she said, muffled, “give me a second. Sorry, Arthur, I’ve got to go, but text me if you have more questions and I’ll do my best.”

			“You’ve given us plenty to work with. Thank you.”

			They bid her farewell, and Arthur hung up the phone.

			“That doesn’t prove Wilhelmina’s theory, but it lends it weight,” Arthur said, and Sal nodded.

			The bell above the front door chimed. Arthur glanced at it, then back to Sal, who’d hopped off the desk as if he’d never been sitting there. Arthur didn’t have time to inspect the desk for cleanliness before Hailey North approached, as bubbly as usual.

			“Hey! I got your text. There’s a break in coven events, so I thought I’d stop by to help.” Her bright grin faltered. “The life-or-death thing was a joke, right?”

			“I’m afraid I never joke,” Sal said in a surprisingly convincing deadpan. “There could be a murderous witch on the loose. Tell us everything you know about forbidden magic.”

			Arthur stared at his husband, worried he’d been too forward and would scare Hailey off.

			“Wow,” Hailey said. “That’s heavy. You really think another witch could’ve killed Lola Lataurelle?”

			She hadn’t run out the door, so perhaps Sal’s gambit would pay off.

			“It’s a possibility we’re investigating,” Arthur said.

			Hailey nodded slowly. “I don’t personally know any forbidden magic, because, duh, it’s forbidden. But I know where we can get some information.” Rather than walk farther into the Dead & Breakfast, Hailey hitched her large purse higher on her shoulder and turned back to the door.

			“Thank you,” Arthur said, hurrying to grab his umbrella on the way out. “It’s kind of you to help us.”

			“If someone’s out there using magic for evil, I want to stop them. No, wait. I don’t just want to stop them.” She drew herself up importantly. “It’s my duty. I am a platinum-level witch, after all.”
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			For the second time in as many days, Arthur found himself unwittingly led to the Trident Falls Public Library. The main floor was entirely deserted, probably because most locals were at the festival. Arthur was happy for the privacy. If Ambrosia caught on to what they were researching, she might decide to add three more murders to her running tally.

			“I’m not sure how extensive the collection is,” Hailey said as she led them through the nonfiction section. “But hopefully they’ve got a decent selection of books on witchcraft. Here we go.”

			She gestured to a shelf of books with titles like Modern Witchcraft, North American Spellcasting of Today and Yesterday, and Witch Please: Magical Myth vs. Fact.

			“How did you find this so quickly?” Arthur asked.

			Hailey shrugged. “I have the number memorized. My degree is in magical theory, so I practically lived in this section of the university library. I could probably find the witchcraft section of any collection in my sleep.”

			“Cool party trick.” Sal’s tone did not give away whether or not the compliment was genuine.

			Together they began to search each book for information on forbidden magic. But as they made their way systematically down the shelf, Arthur’s hope they’d find answers here waned. Understandably, when the books mentioned any spells that were illegal or taboo, they were vague. None of them included anything about the possibility of one witch stealing another’s magic.

			“Here’s a book about infamous witches through history,” Hailey said. “Do you know what type of forbidden magic the murderer might’ve used on Lola? Maybe we can find something in here.”

			Arthur exchanged a glance with Sal. They hadn’t told Hailey specifics for a reason. If they implied that Ambrosia was a fraud who stole her magic, her biggest fan probably wouldn’t take it well.

			Speaking carefully, Arthur replied, “We think the person in question might have used a spell to transfer another witch’s magic to themself.”

			Hailey gasped. “That’s awful.” She scanned the book’s index. “I don’t see anything like that here. In fact, I’ve never heard of it. Are you sure it’s possible?”

			“We’re not, but there’s a missing witch who suspected someone in the coven of doing just that.” Arthur was afraid to give more detail, but luckily Hailey didn’t ask for any. She didn’t have Sal’s penchant for gossip, it seemed.

			“Whoa. This is serious…” Hailey trailed off as she returned the book to its proper place on the shelf. “I don’t think we’ll find anything about that sort of forbidden magic here, though.”

			“You’re right.”

			Arthur jumped, nearly dropping the text in his hands. Paige Turner, Regular Human Librarian, stood behind them, their amethyst eyes unblinking.

			“Are you sure?” Arthur asked them, heart sinking. If they couldn’t find the information at the library, he’d have to admit defeat and finally learn how to use Google, though he didn’t want to give Sal the satisfaction.

			“There’s nothing like that in circulation here,” Paige said. “However, I might still be able to help. I have a…personal collection.”

			“That’s wonderful!” Sal exclaimed. “You’re the most useful librarian I’ve ever met, which is saying something, because once when I was in Egypt, there was this mummy, you see, and—”

			Arthur elbowed him in the ribs. Now wasn’t the time for one of Sal’s tall tales. “Any information you have on stealing magic would be very helpful.”

			“You know it won’t work for you,” Paige said. “Vampires can’t do magic. The fae curse interferes with human spellwork. Same with werewolves, which makes sense, because you all share a root curse structure.”

			That was interesting, indeed. Arthur parted his lips to ask for more detail, but realized it wasn’t important enough to derail the investigation. “We don’t intend to attempt magic. This is research for catching a killer.”

			“Ah, human justice. I care very much about that, as a fellow human person.” Paige nodded. “Wait here.” They walked off toward the circulation desk.

			Arthur, unable to curtail his curiosity, peeked out from behind the shelf in time to see them walk behind the desk, then duck out of sight. Strange, but hardly the strangest thing about Paige Turner.

			A few minutes later, they returned with an armful of books. These were not the glossy-covered, labeled books one normally found in a library. Bound in leather, they looked ancient and smelled of actual parchment.

			“Do not leave the premises with any of these,” Paige said in a neutral tone. “Or there will be dire consequences.”

			“We’ll just be at the tables over there,” Arthur assured them, pointing to the little study area nearby, well within eyeline of the circulation desk. “Thank you very much for your help.”

			“That’s what I’m here for,” Paige said brightly before returning to a cart several shelves away.

			“I…I don’t think they’re a regular human,” Hailey said softly.

			Paige, who was indeed too far away for a human to hear, turned their head slowly to stare at Hailey.

			“Don’t be silly,” Arthur said in a rush. “Of course they’re a normal human. It says so right on their name tag.” He gave Hailey a significant look.

			“Oh, right.” Hailey let out a shaky laugh. “My mistake.”

			Paige Turner looked back toward the shelves, and Arthur’s shoulders lowered an inch. He shifted the books in his arms and hurried over to the nearest table.

			Arthur could practically feel the tomes’ age and value radiating off the thick pages. No wonder Paige had threatened them with violence if they attempted to abscond with them. Each book was stamped with FROM THE PERSONAL LIBRARY OF with the next word blacked out, then PAIGE TURNER handwritten in.

			The work slowed to a crawl. Unlike the newer books on the shelves, these had no indexes or guides. Arthur thought of himself as a bit of a bookworm, but even his eyes began to cross after enough pages of complicated diagrams he couldn’t begin to understand. The inconsistency of the penmanship didn’t help, either.

			Hailey, on the other hand, lit up with each new discovery. She understood the diagrams and spells, and her running commentary held the promise of a reader who would undoubtedly return for closer study once they were done.

			“Oh em gee,” she whispered over one page. “I think this is it.”

			Arthur and Sal moved to look over her shoulder. The page was full of complicated symbols and cramped writing. He couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Hailey moved a finger beneath each line, murmuring to herself.

			Eventually, she leaned back and let out a long breath. “I guess it is possible to steal magic. This is…it’s such a violation.”

			“How does it work?” Arthur asked.

			“It creates a connection between witches, then siphons the stronger power to the weaker person. Thankfully, it’s not permanent. Says it only lasts a decade. And it’s not something anyone can do at any time. There are a lot of requirements for the spell.”

			“Such as?” Sal prompted.

			“It’s a ritual casting, which means it takes a long time. And it can only be performed at a nexus of power nearest to both witches’ place of birth, at a magically significant location.” Hailey scanned the rest of the page, then sighed in relief. “Oh. Well, there’s no way anyone did this to Lola.”

			“Why’s that?” Arthur wished the page made sense to him, but no matter how he examined it, the contents remained mysterious.

			“The spell requires an influx of solar energy. The sort of thing that can only happen on the longest day of the year.”

			“The solstice!” both Arthur and Sal cried.

			“That’s today, and Lola died days ago!” Hailey explained cheerfully.

			Arthur and Sal exchanged a significant glance.

			“She’s going to cast it today,” Sal whispered, his ominous tone entirely devoid of its usual performative dramatics. “She might have already done it!”

			“Hang on.” Hailey held up a hand. “It takes all day, so whoever you’re worried is going to cast the spell would’ve had to start at dawn and it won’t be complete until sunset.”

			That wasn’t as comforting as Hailey might have thought. Arthur bit his lip, not caring for once if his fangs were visible. He remembered with sudden clarity the festival flyer with Ambrosia’s performance schedule on it. She wasn’t set to perform until after dark, probably by design. This was premeditated. “That only gives us a few hours to find her.”

			“That is unfortunate, but maybe we can still figure this out. Do you have any other clues as to their identity? That might help us find where they’d go.”

			Arthur hesitated. “Well…we’re pretty sure it’s Ambrosia Celestine.”

			Hailey gaped. “No. No way. She’s—she’s so…”

			“Powerful?” Sal finished, much more gently than usual.

			“Ambrosia doesn’t need to steal magic.” Hailey tipped her head back in a laugh too loud for a library. “See, I’ll show you.” She pulled out her phone and hit play on a video. “This is from last year’s summit in Utah.”

			Arthur and Sal crowded around the phone to watch as Ambrosia took the stage. It looked like some kind of conference hall or megachurch, though it was difficult to tell. The video quality left something to be desired. Ambrosia raised her arms, just like she had at the festival the day before. The ceiling went dark, storm clouds gathering. Wind whipped at her dress, and lightning cracked overhead, illuminating her on the stage in a jagged spotlight.

			“See?” Hailey said. “It’s not like she’s hurting for magic. That’s a ridiculously powerful spell.”

			Arthur frowned. “Would you say it’s harder to create a storm or summon a snow flurry?”

			“Oh, that’s easy!” Hailey let the book fall to the table and lifted her hands above her head. Snowflakes began to drift lazily toward them.

			Paige Turner cleared their throat. “No spellwork in the library!”

			“Sorry!” Hailey brought her hands down like a conductor and the snow dissipated. In a quieter voice, she said, “See? Even I can do that. I don’t think I could call a whole storm, though. Storms are a lot more volatile than a little snow.”

			“Storms are harder than snow?” Arthur thought aloud.

			“Yes, so you see, it doesn’t make any sense for Ambrosia to need to steal magic. She’s already more powerful than anyone else around.”

			“Then why didn’t she call a storm at the festival?” Arthur scratched his chin, eyes unfocusing as he thought through the possibilities.

			“Could be she didn’t want to cause panic? Sometimes when you do that kind of magic outdoors it can mess with real weather patterns,” Hailey explained.

			“Maybe…” Arthur didn’t want to dismiss her out of hand, but there was a far more compelling reason. “Or it’s because her stolen magic is running out. She doesn’t have enough to pull that sort of thing off anymore. If it’s been ten years since she stole magic the first time, like Martha said, then it would stand to reason that her powers would be diminished now that we’re approaching the anniversary.”

			“Wait, she’s done this before?” Hailey gasped. “And who’s Martha? Maybe she’s the one who’s stealing magic. Did you think of that?”

			Sal shook his head. “She isn’t a witch. Besides, Martha spends all her time worrying about tax fraud. I don’t think she’d consider stealing a candy bar, let alone someone’s magic.”

			Not for the first time, Arthur thought his husband’s characterization of their accountant a tad pejorative, but it wasn’t the time to defend Martha Whatsername’s honor. Instead, he said, “It wasn’t Martha who made the accusation. She was just relaying the information from a third party.”

			“What about this third party, then?” Hailey suggested. Her voice was growing higher with each word, as if desperate to find an alternative that didn’t implicate her idol.

			“We could be wrong,” Arthur admitted. He didn’t want to push Hailey away. “But whoever it is, they’re most likely in the coven’s inner circle. Is there anyone else you know of at the platinum level from Trident Falls? If someone’s planning to steal magic tonight, it would have to be from someone born here, too.”

			“I don’t think so. Wow, I’m glad I’m not a local,” Hailey said, laughing weakly. “Otherwise I might be a target. It wouldn’t be totally unimaginable that someone might come for me, since I’ve risen through the ranks pretty quick. Not as quickly as my new recruit, though!” She held a hand to her chest in pride.

			Arthur froze. Her new recruit, who was from Trident Falls. A boy who had a lot of magic but little training. Who was at this very moment trying to get close to Ambrosia to investigate his mother’s disappearance.

			Sal looked to Arthur, the same realization dawning on his face.

			“We’ve got to go,” Arthur said in a hurry. “Please bring these books back to Paige.”

			“Where are you going?” Hailey asked, standing.

			“To find Ambrosia!” Arthur called as he began to jog away. “Brody Young is in terrible danger!”
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			“We have to figure out where she went!” Arthur was midway through mounting the tandem bicycle when he said it, freezing in a position best reserved for dogs planning to relieve themselves.

			“I agree, my darling, but why have you stopped?” Sal was, miraculously, putting on his helmet of his own volition instead of dragging his feet about it. That was how serious the situation was.

			“I have no idea where to begin the search.” Arthur relaxed his leg, letting it fall onto the pedal. It was as if, when his brain had hit a wall, his body had followed suit. “She won’t be at the festival. It’s too public. I doubt she’s at the platinum pavilion either.” Arthur’s mind raced, but in circles, like his thoughts were bound to one track, and it was all left turns. “Hailey said the ritual would take all day, so she has to be somewhere out of the way.”

			Sal let out a gasp, pointing behind Arthur. Fearing the worst—that Ambrosia had somehow discovered they were onto her and she’d come here armed with wooden stakes and stolen magic—he spun, nearly knocking the bike over in his haste, but there was no one behind him.

			“Come on!” Sal hopped onto the front of the tandem bike, which was unheard of, and nearly began pedaling away before Arthur could join him.

			“You’ve figured out where Ambrosia is?” Arthur called as he tried to balance his umbrella in hand while also gripping both handlebars of the bike so he didn’t go tumbling off.

			“What? Who said anything about Ambrosia?” Sal called over his shoulder.

			“Where are we going, then?” Arthur had to pedal fast to keep up with Sal’s pace.

			“I saw our girl!” Sal exclaimed. “Rumble. We must follow her!” He pointed ahead, to some bushes, where Arthur didn’t see a cat at all.

			“This isn’t the time to go chasing shadows, Sal,” Arthur said. His stomach was in knots. A Rumble sighting was no small thing, but now was about the least convenient time for such a distraction. Sal was probably only imagining he’d seen her, anyway. “I know you miss her—”

			“She’s not a shadow. I saw her, Arthur. Just for a moment. She looked right at me.” Sal’s voice cracked, and it wasn’t from exertion. “Then she ran this way.”

			“I believe that you think you saw her, but we can’t afford a wild-goose chase.”

			“She’s not some horrible goose!” Sal shrieked, turning to stare at Arthur, which wasn’t at all safe. The bike wobbled. “She’s our daughter!”

			“Rumble is a cat. She can take care of herself.” Arthur gripped the handlebars, staring dead ahead as they zoomed through the streets. “Do you want to crash?”

			Sal tilted his head as if pondering the incredibly straightforward question. “Well, not really.”

			Arthur pointed ahead of them. “Then maybe you should steer!”

			They narrowly avoided toppling into a bush as Sal yanked the front wheel to the left.

			“Just—slow down!” Arthur pressed on the brakes. “We don’t have time to go looking for Rumble. Brody is somewhere with Ambrosia, and she’s stealing his magic.”

			“Not until dusk,” Sal argued, pedaling with extra strength to counteract the brakes. As a result, they moved at a snail’s pace as though through molasses, which Sal frequently reminded Arthur was a real possibility (the Great Molasses Flood had been quite dramatic, and Sal claimed it as the backdrop to many of his stories, most of which obviously did not take place in either Boston or 1919).

			Arthur let out a frustrated sigh. Sal could be dramatic, and he could be a little frivolous, but he was rarely so stubborn—in matters not concerning fashion, at least. With Sal at the helm of the bike, Arthur was powerless to steer them back on track, not that he even knew which direction to go.

			“We can’t afford to waste a single moment.” Arthur leaned forward, struggling to keep his umbrella angled so the wind wouldn’t take it. “Brody has been through enough horrors. We can’t let some unscrupulous witch steal his magic!”

			“We won’t let it happen, Arthur. I promise. But Rumble—”

			“She doesn’t want to come home!” Arthur said, a little louder than he meant.

			“What are you talking about?” Sal was staring to the side of the road, scanning the bushes for any sign of a house cat that wasn’t there. “Of course she wants to come home. She’s only lost and confused.”

			“I almost caught her at the festival,” Arthur admitted. “She scratched me and ran off. Does that sound like a cat who wants to be found?”

			“Rumble would never scratch! Not unless one were trying to put a cute little Dracula costume on her, of course, and then it would be justified. One might take stock of one’s approach to things like consent and apologize. One might also compromise on a harness with detachable bat wings instead.”

			Ah, so Sal had been attempting to turn Rumble into a full-on mascot for the Dead & Breakfast. Arthur had suspected as much, though it did sound like Sal gave it up when Rumble wouldn’t cooperate. Was that why she’d run off to begin with? Arthur wasn’t certain Sal would take that lesson to heart if they brought Rumble home, and he might suffer the same heartbreak again in a few months when he inevitably tried again.

			“It happened, Sal. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I didn’t want to see you hurt.” Arthur placed his palm at the center of Sal’s back for a second, but they were too precarious on the bike for any proper comforting gesture. “I don’t know why Rumble ran off, but she’s an animal. One fully equipped to survive on her own. She was a stray long before we met her.”

			Sal let out a huff, then pedaled even faster. Wind whipped through Arthur’s hair and he wobbled again.

			“You sound like that fake pet psychic. Fifty years! What nonsense. Sure, Rumble was a tiny baby kitten when she came to us—”

			“She really wasn’t, Sal.”

			“I gave birth to her! I grew her in my womb!”

			“You don’t have a womb!”

			“She needs her fathers! Even if only one of them cares.”

			The words stung. Arthur involuntarily flinched, causing the umbrella to tilt awkwardly, throwing off his balance. The wind caught it at just the right angle, tugging it from his grasp. Without thinking, Arthur took both hands off the bars to grab the umbrella and keep it from flying off into the road. Sal let out an eek of surprise and overcorrected, trying and failing to keep them upright.

			The bike careened over the (thankfully empty) sidewalk, hit a lamppost, and flipped over. They both tumbled off into the bushes. Blessedly, none were the sharp pointy kind, though it wasn’t very pleasant to face-plant, literally.

			“We’re going to lose her!” Sal shot up and stared around. “Oh no.”

			“Are you hurt?” Arthur asked. He quickly took inventory of himself. Nothing worse than a few scratches, which would heal quickly once the sun set.

			“Rumble!” Sal shouted. “Wait for us!”

			Arthur brushed the wrinkles out of his pants. If Sal were hurt, he’d make it well and truly known, so he must’ve been fine as well. Helmets were an excellent invention.

			“I do care about Rumble,” Arthur said, taking Sal’s hand in his to draw his full attention. “I care about Brody, and Lola Lataurelle, and the Dead & Breakfast and our guests, and most of all, I care about you.” His voice broke as emotion caught up to him. Then his words poured out in an unstoppable deluge. “It’s just that all these priorities are warring in my head. Solve the case, Arthur! Run the inn, Arthur! Find Brody’s mother, Arthur! Rescue Rumble, Arthur! And I should be able to do it all. But every time I get close to fixing one problem, another one gets worse.”

			Sal squeezed his hand. “Why didn’t you tell me it had all gotten so difficult for you?”

			“I…thought it was obvious.” Arthur looked down at their feet, the toes of his slightly scuffed loafers pressed neatly against Sal’s bright yellow Crocs, decorated with a sun charm on the left and a crocodile on the right. If he couldn’t tell Sal, who could he tell? “There’s only so much time in a day. Or night. I’ve been trying to be the perfect bed-and-breakfast host, the perfect chef, the perfect VAMP PI, and the perfect cat dad. But I’m a miserable failure at everything. Now we’re snapping at each other, and it’s my fault.”

			Letting his hand fall out of Sal’s, Arthur sank down to sit on the curb beside the lamppost they’d hit. There wasn’t any traffic going by, so it wasn’t too reckless a thing to do. He put his head in his hands, wishing he could quiet the doubt that had taken hold there once more.

			“I shouldn’t have said you didn’t care.” Sal slowly lowered himself to sit beside Arthur. “Besides, we’re immortal. I’d be more concerned if we never argued. Remember when I wanted to paint the outside of the Dead & Breakfast in Halloween colors?”

			Arthur let out a little laugh. “You made me sit through a PowerPoint presentation.”

			“Gary, the gentleman on Fiverr I hired to make it, worked very hard on it, and yet you refused to budge. That doesn’t make you a bad husband. I can see now how some people might’ve been put off by all that orange. And it’s not like we can’t simply agree to disagree on things like that.”

			“Orange is a lovely color, but it must be balanced with other things. It’s best as a minor accent.” Arthur echoed the argument he’d presented to keep Sal from insisting on pumpkin-colored siding for the entire inn. Now wasn’t the time to relitigate that particular disagreement, though. It was true that he and Sal had their disputes from time to time, but they never felt so heavy as this. He essentially had to choose between finding Rumble and saving Brody. It seemed an obvious choice to him. Rumble would probably survive another day without rescuing. Brody might not.

			“If I were better at this, we wouldn’t have to pick and choose. I should be able to handle it all myself,” Arthur said.

			“Now, that is one point I will never agree to disagree upon!” Sal stood up, slapping his thighs in emphasis. “You are my capable husband—brilliant beyond compare! Ah! My eyes! I can’t see for all your splendor!”

			“Sal,” Arthur grumbled. Sal might have been cheered on many occasions by similar pep talks, but Arthur was not so easily shaken from his melancholy by compliments.

			“Are you the sun? Because I’m powerless against your charms!”

			“Seriously, now isn’t the time for pickup lines.”

			“Are you a detective? ’Cause I’d let you scour me for clues!”

			“Okay, yes, very funny.”

			“It’s your turn now. Pick me up!”

			“Fine.” Arthur stood up, his lips twitching into an unwitting smile. He stooped slightly, sweeping his arm under Sal’s knees and lifting him up, bridal-style.

			Sal wrapped his arms around Arthur’s neck and leaned in with a contented sigh. “Are you an overachiever on a group project? Because you really know how to carry me.”

			Arthur planted a kiss on Sal’s temple before setting him down next to the bike. “I’m afraid to say I might be an underachiever this time. I can’t even figure out where Ambrosia’s ritual site is. I’ve been ten steps behind this entire time. Other Arthur Miller probably has a better handle on this case than I do.”

			“So what?” Sal put his hands on his hips with all the extra sauce of a Taco Bell drive-through order.

			“So what?” Arthur reeled back. “I think it’s clear I can’t do this. Maybe I’m not cut out for solving mysteries.”

			“Darling, I’m the melodramatic one. Don’t step on my toes.”

			“I’m not being melodramatic,” Arthur said, waving his arms in a very sensible and grounded way. “I’m being serious.”

			“You stumbled a few times. It happens. I do it constantly—remember my first time in platform heels? I tripped and fell off the stage. But I was all right. And so was Dita Von Teese.”

			“I thought you fell onto one of the stage crew—”

			“I’m the one telling the story, Arthur! Just…let me have this!” Sal stomped his foot and huffed. “The point is, I didn’t give up, and neither will you.”

			“This isn’t like putting together a theater performance, Sal. I don’t get a practice run or a dress rehearsal. If I screw up, someone could die.”

			“Someone doesn’t know the curse of MacBeth!”

			“You wouldn’t understand,” Arthur groaned, running his hands down his face. Sal, ever the optimist, might never truly understand the weight on Arthur’s shoulders. “The inn, Rumble, Wilhelmina, Lola…it’s all just too much for one person to juggle.”

			“Well, of course it is!” Sal placed a hand on Arthur’s shoulder. “That’s why you’re not alone,” Sal continued in a tender voice, reaching for Arthur’s hand to move it to rest on Sal’s back. “You’ve got me.” He joined their other hands together and lifted, as if to begin waltzing. “And Nora, Quinn, Theo, Lore. Remember when we first moved here and we had no one? And now look at us. We came here looking for a home and a community, and you’ve built just that. They all know they can rely on you, but what’s the point of fighting for your people if you’re not going to lean on them when you need help, too?”

			Heat stung Arthur’s eyes. “I don’t want to make my problems everyone else’s—”

			“That’s not for you to decide, is it? Whether or not other people want to help you is up to them.” Sal leaned forward until their foreheads touched. “Your problems are my problems. I want to help. Let me.”

			Something inside Arthur broke, and tears welled in his eyes. He wiped them away. Maybe Sal was right—no. Of course he was right. If he’d found out one of his friends was struggling but they insisted they had to handle everything themselves, he’d set them straight. Yet he’d been doing that very thing, carrying the weight of it all without sharing the burdens in any real way. He’d taken it all on himself, and here they were, with a crashed bicycle, no closer to fixing anything.

			“I’ve been a bit of a fool, haven’t I?” Arthur asked.

			“Lucky for you, I love fools.” Sal kissed his cheek. “We’ve lost Rumble, but I know what direction she was going.”

			Not again. Arthur sighed. “What about Brody?”

			“Oh, we’re going to save Brody first. You’ve convinced me.”

			Arthur tilted his head, brow furrowed. “Then…we can follow Rumble later? We need to find a magically significant location. Somewhere Ambrosia would pick for her ritual. Perhaps Theo or Lore knows—”

			“We don’t have to ask them.” Sal pointed up. “There’s one obvious place to go around here, and Rumble happened to lead us halfway there already.”

			Arthur stared in the direction Sal gestured to see a banner affixed to the lamppost, inviting tourists to visit the town’s namesake. On it was a printed version of Brody’s mural of the eponymous Trident Falls.
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			As the sun crept toward the horizon on the longest day of the year, Arthur found himself, for once, hoping night would never come.

			They pedaled fast on their tandem bike, now unified in purpose. Arthur had even closed his umbrella for an increased aerodynamic advantage. The town flew by, and soon they were in the woods, nearing the start of the trail to Trident Falls.

			“A shame she couldn’t have picked somewhere more civilized,” Sal said as they brought their bike to a stop by a large sign that showed all the nearby hiking paths. “Or closer to our home.”

			“That’s rather the point, I think.” Arthur took his helmet off, then paused.

			The entrance to the trail that led to the falls was roped off. A sign hung on it that read CLOSED DUE TO WEATHER.

			“Well, then, I suppose she can’t have gone to the falls,” Sal said breezily.

			“What kind of weather could close the trail in summer?” Arthur examined the area. There were a few cars in the parking area, the owners likely on some other path.

			“I’ve heard there can be horrible fires in Oregon.”

			“Do you smell smoke?”

			Sal shook his head, then put a finger to his temple. “You think she put the sign up to keep visitors out. A clever ruse!”

			“It won’t stop us, though.”

			“Oh, trespassing! Such a delicious treat for a vampire.” Sal took Arthur’s hand and tugged him forward. “Let’s be bad.”

			“We’re here on a rescue mission.” Arthur ducked beneath the rope and sign, following Sal’s eager urging. “I think that makes us good.”

			“You know what? We can be both.” Sal turned and walked backward up the trail. They’d been on this path twice before, but that could hardly have engendered enough familiarity with the terrain to warrant such a reckless action. “So, my darling VAMP PI, what’s the attack plan?”

			“Attack plan?” Arthur hesitated. “I don’t know. We should be able to overpower her. It’s two against one, and her magic doesn’t work on us. Her magic barely works at all, if we’re right about this ritual. She’ll be practically depleted until she finishes casting it.”

			“I love fighting dirty.” Sal began to pat down his pockets. “I didn’t bring any weapons, though. Unless you count cilantro soap.”

			“Why do you have cilantro soap?” Arthur asked. The hike was a couple miles, so they might as well entertain themselves. If it had been night, they could’ve run the whole way, but the sun sapped their energy too much for that. Not to mention, if it were night, they’d be too late.

			“You never know when you’re going to need it.”

			“I meant, where did you get it?”

			“I bought some at the festival from Lore’s friend, Stephanie. She’s a delightful lady. Very enthusiastic. Probably not a murderer.” Sal’s heel snagged on a rock and he nearly fell. Arthur caught him.

			“Why don’t we walk forward, for now?” Arthur said.

			“A wise suggestion.” Sal linked his arm with Arthur’s before carrying on.

			Around them, a lovely summer evening stretched on. Mosquitoes buzzed and birds sang in the trees. They were walking at a quick pace, but it didn’t seem fast enough. Arthur longed to check his watch, but that wouldn’t slow the passage of time.

			“Whatever happens,” Arthur said in a soft voice, “we can’t let Ambrosia finish the spell. If we can stop the casting, she’ll be powerless. Or…at least not as powerful as she wants to be. I’m just not sure how difficult it will be to interrupt.”

			Sal grinned. “Luckily, being disruptive is my specialty.”

			They hurried on. The trail curved up a steep slope. As they neared the falls, the roar of the water drifted through the trees. The air turned humid, and deep red blooms of wild ginger became more frequent. This was it. They were almost there. Arthur steeled himself for the inevitable confrontation. At the very least, he knew he was in the right. Ambrosia Celestine was a murderer and a fraud. She wouldn’t take their arrival well, that was for certain.

			As if by prior agreement, their chatter fell silent, and Sal slipped his arm out of Arthur’s. Arthur ran his tongue along his fangs. Hopefully they wouldn’t have to resort to biting to defend themselves. He lowered to a crouch and Sal followed without complaint, though he gave Arthur a significant pout. They had to be light on their feet and prepared for anything, no matter what they found.

			The falls really were gorgeous. Water cascaded from the cliff, plummeting until, near the bottom, it hit a curious outcropping of rock and split into three separate falls, making the shape of a trident pointed down. It was beautiful in the way of dangerous wild things, but now wasn’t the time to appreciate the natural splendor of their surroundings.

			The trail ended in an overlook bordered by a wooden railing dotted with informational plaques about the history of the falls. The ground here was rocky and treacherously damp. In the center of the bare clearing, Ambrosia sat on a pink Celestine Coven–branded blanket. Her legs were crossed, her back straight, and her eyes closed as if she were meditating. But her lips moved ceaselessly, speaking words lost to the crash of the water.

			Across from her, lying on the damp stone without even a blanket to cushion his head, was Brody. He appeared to be unconscious, or asleep. Arthur wasn’t sure which, but it hardly mattered. Dappled light danced across them, though the area was quite shaded, refracting unnaturally like a miniature aurora borealis. It shifted and split the scene in an almost painful way that reminded Arthur of his migraine auras.

			Arthur’s plan had been an optimistic one. He’d assumed it would be Sal and Arthur against Ambrosia, since all the other witches would likely view Ambrosia’s forbidden magic with the same abhorrence Hailey had shown, but he was wrong. She wasn’t alone.

			Chet Oakley stood between them and Ambrosia, his arms crossed, muscles rippling in his sleeveless shirt. There was no way to sneak around him—not unless they wanted to risk scaling a slippery rock wall. At night, it would be easy, but that wasn’t an option.

			Arthur eased himself behind the cover of the trees. Sal followed.

			“Seems we need a new plan,” Sal said. “What if I climb onto a branch over his head, then drop down on him while screaming, and you run past him and tackle Ambrosia, then throw her over the railing into the water?”

			“Perhaps something less outlandish.” And less likely to end in someone’s death. They wanted to stop Ambrosia, not kill her. “Maybe we can reason with Chet?”

			“Reason with him? He’s in on it!” Sal whisper-shouted, hand pressed to his chest. “For all we know, he’s a huge fan of murder and stealing magic and lying to people. I bet his fitness potions don’t even work.”

			“But if we tell him Brody is just a teenager—” Arthur cut himself off. That was probably a hopeless approach to take. Chet had to know Brody’s age. And besides, from what Arthur understood, the spell would only take someone’s magic. It might not actually hurt Brody physically, which could make it easier for someone to justify. If Chet was in on it, and it seemed as though he was, a rash plan might be necessary.

			“Climbing a tree is a risky idea,” Arthur told Sal slowly. “But a distraction could work. Are you up for another rendition of that Fromage character?”

			“Absolutely not,” Sal said. “He wouldn’t be caught dead in the woods. No, I’ll need to create a new persona.”

			“We don’t have time for that!” Arthur rubbed his eyes. “Maybe if you start screaming, and I hide behind those trees there, I’ll be able to slip past him when he comes to investigate.”

			“No, that won’t work, it’s too obvious. I need to dazzle him!”

			“We just have to get close enough to Ambrosia to stop her. If one of us goes straight at Chet, the other can get past him. Two against one, remember?” Arthur said. If this went on much longer, he’d make an executive decision and rush Chet himself.

			“Your plans suck.” Chet Oakley stepped around a tree, his shadow looming over them. He paused, rocking back on his heels as a grin split his face. “Hah, suck. Get it? Because you’re vampires. The loudest ones in the world, maybe. I could hear you over the waterfall.”

			“Oh, thank you,” Sal said, with the air of someone who’d just been given an award.

			Arthur shot to his feet, pulling Sal up with him. “That wasn’t a compliment.”

			“I disagree—” Sal began, but Chet cut him off.

			“I don’t know how you found out what’s going on here, but you’re too late,” Chet sneered. “The spell’s all but done. Now, turn around and skedaddle back to town.”

			“You’re just going to let us go?” Sal asked. “You’re not worried we might tattle? You’re not going to have all the power you want if we go tell all your followers what a fraud you are.”

			“No one will believe two vampires who got banned from coven events over their beloved, powerful, beautiful leader.”

			“Hey! We’re beautiful, too!” Sal exclaimed.

			“It’s not going to come down to whether people believe us or you.” Arthur took a step forward and puffed out his chest. It felt weird, wrong. He did not believe in asserting his physical space as a form of intimidation. He believed in reason and logic and arguing with his ideals, but perhaps that wasn’t the only way. “We’re going to stop you right now.”

			“Just go. You’re embarrassing yourself.” Chet’s gaze swept over Arthur’s rather lacking physique and gave him a pitying look. “It’s almost over, anyway.”

			“But it isn’t over. Not yet. Night is still a few minutes away,” Arthur said, confident he was right. The light might be fading, especially in the woods, but a vampire could always feel the difference.

			“Yeah,” Sal agreed. “We’ve got plenty of time to distract you while one of us makes a break for it.”

			Without warning, Sal darted forward. Chet intercepted him with his right arm. With the other, he grabbed Arthur, who’d tried to run past only a moment after Sal.

			“I don’t skip arm day,” Chet said. “Or magic practice.”

			He mumbled something under his breath, and power sparked in the air. Whatever it was supposed to do, nothing happened. Arthur blinked at him.

			“Witchcraft doesn’t work on us,” he reminded Chet.

			Chet let out a howl not unlike a wolf as Sal bit the arm holding him back, drawing blood. Sal didn’t stop to drink any (it wasn’t exactly ethically sourced), rushing away before Chet could stop him. Fortunately, a bite from a vampire during the day wouldn’t risk passing on the curse. It succeeded in making Chet terribly angry, however.

			He turned and shot after Sal, leaving Arthur free. Chet was fast, which made sense, Arthur supposed. He did spend an awful lot of time at the gym, whereas Sal and Arthur were fonder of afternoon naps and cozy nights at home. Chet grabbed the back of Sal’s shirt, tearing the collar.

			“No, wait! That’s vintage!” Sal shouted, ineffectually wriggling in Chet’s grasp.

			Arthur took his chance to run past, but Chet stuck out a leg and tripped him. This wasn’t the first time today Arthur had landed face-first in a bit of nature. It was more embarrassing than painful, but it also meant he was on the ground, yards from Ambrosia.

			Sunlight was fading. There were seconds left in the day, not minutes. Arthur tried to scramble to his feet, but Chet kicked him over. Pain spliced his ribs.

			“You kick my husband?” Sal shrieked. Chet had picked him up and was holding him on one shoulder. Sal’s arms and legs flailed ineffectually in the air. “You kick him? Jail! Jail for a thousand years!”

			Maybe they should’ve brought reinforcements to the falls. Arthur couldn’t believe that a single witch was overpowering them both, without magic, no less. The sun would be gone soon, the spell would be finished, and Arthur would’ve failed Brody as thoroughly as possible. His mother was likely dead—killed by Ambrosia months ago—and his power would be gone.

			No. Arthur couldn’t let this happen. With one last burst of strength, he pushed himself up and dashed toward Ambrosia. Something heavy hit his back, flattening him again.

			Sal lay atop him.

			“Chet threw me!” Sal rolled off Arthur, his voice indignant. “What kind of person—?”

			Night closed in around them. He could feel it down to his bones as his vampiric senses awakened. They were out of time. Ahead, the magic began sparking in brilliant rainbow shades, and all the hair on his arms rose. Chet had won. Ambrosia had won.

			Silent and dangerous, a shadow burst from the trees, streaking toward Ambrosia. It launched itself at her face, a confusing blur of fur and claws.

			Ambrosia’s scream rent the air. The magic dissipated. And perfectly poised, landing directly on her feet between Arthur and Ambrosia, was Rumble the cat.
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			“She bit me!” Ambrosia shrieked, holding a hand to her neck.

			Arthur scrambled to his feet and blinked, his vision sharpening as night well and truly fell. The witch before them was not at all her usually primped and poised self. She looked sweat-drenched from sitting there all day. Her lips were chapped and her chest heaved. Arthur imagined he might be similarly unkempt if he’d sat outside all day with no bathroom breaks. She clutched at her neck and, though Arthur couldn’t see the wound, he could smell that she was bleeding.

			“That’s our daughter!” Sal shouted, nearly clocking Arthur in the jaw as he raised his fist in triumph. “A little vampire girl. Maybe she will live for another fifty years.”

			Chet stood frozen, mouth slightly agape as he stared at the black cat.

			“It’s over, Ambrosia,” Arthur said loudly.

			Sal’s feet left the ground as his powers engaged. “Citizen’s arrest!” he shouted before zipping forward and tackling Ambrosia. Served her right; after all, Chet had roughed them up in her name.

			“Ow, ow, ow,” Sal said, springing off Ambrosia and holding his elbow. “That hurt!”

			“You attacked me!” Ambrosia flipped her blond hair out of her eyes and got to her feet again.

			“Yes, but the ground is so terribly hard. I wonder if one of those personal injury lawyers I’ve seen advertised on the highway billboards will take my case?”

			“I should be the one pressing charges!”

			“You’re both fine,” Arthur grumbled, gaze drifting to Brody, who still lay motionless on the forest floor. Had Ambrosia drugged him with a potion? He could need medical intervention. Not that Ambrosia would just let them carry him away at this point. Even with her power diminished, Ambrosia and Chet still posed a threat to any sort of peaceful resolution to this mess.

			“Maybe the spell will still work,” Ambrosia muttered to herself, voice growing whiny with panic. “I spent hours casting it. It has to work.” She sounded like a toddler—or Sal—on the verge of throwing a tantrum. She took a shaky step toward Brody.

			Rumble hissed and let out a yowl, then raced to crouch between Ambrosia and Brody, poised to pounce. The cat’s hackles were raised, and it was enough to send Ambrosia reeling back.

			“Call off your little monster,” Ambrosia snapped at Sal and Arthur. “This thing must be rabid or something!”

			“She is a little monster, isn’t she?” Sal cooed.

			“We don’t control her,” Arthur said as coolly as he could manage, though inside he was fighting off panic. They really should’ve brought backup, even if it had meant trying to work with the sheriff. Cornering a killer like this was dangerous—Arthur would know, having almost been killed by Trip Young a few months ago—but he’d been in too much of a hurry to think about what would happen after he stopped the spell. If only they’d taken the time to tell someone where they were going, at least. He doubted very much that Sal’s cell phone would work out here.

			“You’re vampires!” Ambrosia said, stomping her foot. “And that thing is a creature of the night. You have to be controlling her! You made her attack me.”

			“That was before nightfall,” Arthur said slowly. Of course, he’d never been able to control Rumble. His powers hadn’t had much of an effect on her, even at night, though he didn’t relish the thought of admitting as much to Ambrosia.

			Rumble backed away slowly, then turned and hopped onto Brody’s chest. She licked his face, as if trying to wake him. It reminded him of the time she’d sat curled up on Brody when he was in a hospital bed, as if she were his little guard. She’d helped fight off Trip that night, too. Maybe she remembered Brody from that ordeal, correctly designating him an ally in this confrontation as well.

			“Rumble is her own person,” Sal said, puffing himself up. “We don’t need or want to boss her around with our powers.”

			“This is ridiculous!” Ambrosia threw up her hands, eyes beginning to water slightly. “Chet! Do something!”

			Chet, who’d been oddly silent since the spell’s failure, stared at Rumble with wide eyes as if he was in a trance. Ambrosia’s outburst had no effect. Maybe he was allergic to cats.

			“Surrender, Ambrosia. You’re outnumbered. Besides, we know what you did,” Arthur said in a commanding voice.

			“What I did? You stopped me before I could do anything!” Ambrosia let out a very un-zen scream of frustration. “I was so close to having all his power. You have no idea what it’s like. To be a witch, but just barely…it’s torture. No coven wants you, of course. All their talk of sisterhood doesn’t mean anything when you can’t cast even the simplest spells. You’re stuck reading magical theory and hoping and hoping for a way to get stronger.”

			The idea of reading theory didn’t sound so bad to Arthur, but that wasn’t really the point. “You’re right,” he said. “I have no idea what it’s like to be a witch at all. But do you really think taking another witch’s power is better?”

			“He doesn’t deserve it. I do!” Tears streamed down her face. “I’ve spent my whole adult life building this coven up from nothing. I’ve helped countless witches get their businesses started. I inspire them! I encourage them! People love me!”

			Arthur sighed, exasperated. “If they knew you were a murderer, they might feel differently.”

			“Ambrosia.” Chet finally spoke, voice flat and lacking his usual gym-bro energy. He still didn’t tear his gaze from Rumble. “Maybe we should stop talking to them. They think you killed Lola.”

			“We know you did. Come on, tell us what happened! You know you want to.” Sal shimmied, for some reason. Maybe he thought he could use his wiles to entice them into a confession.

			“Did she find out what happened to Wilhelmina?” Arthur asked. “Or did she discover you were planning to steal someone else’s magic? I can’t imagine another witch would take kindly to that.”

			Ambrosia glanced at Chet, who didn’t look back. “I had nothing to do with…whatever happened to Wil.”

			“I’m sure when the police thoroughly investigate, they’ll find ample evidence to the contrary,” Arthur said. “Lola’s last journal entry was her name, of all things. We know there’s a connection. They’ll figure it out, too.” Arthur doubted that was true, since they’d taken Lola’s journal themselves, but Ambrosia didn’t need to know that.

			“I didn’t kill her.” Ambrosia’s gaze drifted to Chet like she was thinking about pushing him off the overlook or under a bus.

			Arthur and Sal turned to Chet, who finally seemed to rejoin the conversation fully.

			“Don’t look at me! I didn’t kill Wil. I would never.” Chet pointed at Ambrosia. “She told me Wil found out about the ritual.”

			“That’s a lie!” Ambrosia shrieked. “I might’ve complained about her to you, but that’s not the same as killing her. You did that on your own. I just said I wish someone would silence her before she ran her mouth to the wrong people.” Ambrosia pushed her hands through her hair, as if trying to compose herself.

			“You told Chet to silence Wilhelmina?” Sal exclaimed. “How very covert of you!”

			Arthur narrowed his eyes as his gaze snagged on Rumble. She was still doting on Brody, purring incessantly on his chest as if he were her very own giant, hairless kitten.

			“You did silence her, didn’t you, Chet?” Arthur asked, holding up his hands as Chet opened his mouth to argue. “You didn’t kill her, I know. But you don’t have to kill someone to stop them from talking, especially if you’re a witch who specializes in alteration magic.”

			“There’s, uh…” Chet swallowed audibly. “There’s nothing quieter than a cat, right? They can’t talk or write.”

			“He obviously isn’t a cat owner himself,” Sal said, shaking his head. “If he thinks they’re quiet.”

			Arthur nodded in agreement. The number of times Rumble had knocked over a platter of scones was far from zero.

			“You didn’t kill her?” Ambrosia’s mouth slackened as she stared at her right-hand coven witch. “You turned her into a cat?”

			“I was just following your orders,” Chet insisted. “And it worked, right? I dealt with the problem.”

			“Did this happen in New Mexico?” Arthur asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“Chet, shut up!” Ambrosia snapped.

			“Hardly makes sense to keep playing innocent now,” Arthur said. “We caught you doing forbidden magic on a minor. And we don’t need you to answer questions. I’ve worked it all out.”

			“I knew you would!” Sal said, taking Arthur’s hand.

			“Wilhelmina discovered you’d stolen magic before and planned to do it again. She confronted you about it, and you convinced her you’d change your ways. Then you told Chet to kill her, only he misunderstood your euphemistic language and turned her into a cat, then released her into the wilds of New Mexico. He probably thought that would be the last of her.”

			“I did, yeah.” Chet shrugged.

			“But Wilhelmina didn’t give up. She made her way northwest, to Trident Falls. Probably arrived just in time to witness her ex-husband kill the mayor. She hitched a ride with the body, and stayed at the inn to make sure we found him in our garden.” As he spoke, the full truth of it hit him. They’d been treating a human trapped in a cat’s body like their own pet. It must’ve been so difficult for Wilhelmina, to know who’d killed Mayor Roth but be unable to say it aloud. That explained why he couldn’t communicate with her, as well. She wasn’t actually a cat, so of course his vampiric powers wouldn’t work on her. “She trusted us to solve that murder, and we did. And now—”

			Sal let out a horrified gasp. “The pet psychic wasn’t a fraud! She told me Rumble was going to live another fifty years. I thought she was trying to swindle me—”

			“She wasn’t,” Arthur said. “She realized Rumble was Wilhelmina, and wrote it down in her journal. Then she went to you, didn’t she, Ambrosia?”

			Ambrosia stepped back, hands raised in surrender. “Okay, that looks super bad, I know. She did call me. Said she’d figured out what happened to Wil but would only tell me in person—”

			“Giving you motive and opportunity to kill her.” Arthur loved this moment, when everything came together.

			“No, I was going to talk her down,” Ambrosia said. “I knew there would be no evidence of what Chet had done, months ago and states away. I was going to give her a calming potion and convince her she was wrong. Come on, why would I have asked you two to look into her murder if I was the one who’d killed her?”

			“Probably to mislead the investigation,” Arthur muttered.

			“Believe whatever you want, but I cared about Lola. I wanted you to catch her killer, and prove it wasn’t me.”

			“Well, you can try that lie with the FPI, but I doubt they’ll buy it,” Sal scoffed.

			“Oh, the FPI will never catch us.” Ambrosia turned to give Rumble a once-over. “This is really Wil, huh? Nice spellwork, Chet.”

			“Thanks,” Chet said proudly, finally sounding like himself again.

			“Ready to do some more?” she asked, rolling her shoulders back.

			Chet cracked his knuckles, then moved to stand beside Ambrosia. So much for their fight over who would take the blame for Wilhelmina’s disappearance. Now they seemed to be united, and their goal was clear. They meant to evade arrest.

			“Vampires versus witches,” Sal said, giddy. “I haven’t seen the like in decades. This will be fun.”

			Arthur didn’t share his husband’s optimism or enthusiasm. He didn’t want things to come to violence. There’d been enough death and suffering already.

			Slowly, he and Sal circled the clearing until they were between Rumble and Brody and the murderous witches. Now that Arthur and Sal had their vampiric powers, things would go quite differently for Chet. He wouldn’t be able to use pure strength to overpower them, at least.

			“Magic won’t work on them,” Chet said to Ambrosia.

			“Well, we have to do something. I’m not going to prison.”

			“Maybe I could cast a spell to turn us into big tigers or something. Tigers beat vampires, right?”

			“Why is your solution always to turn someone into a feline!” Ambrosia hissed.

			Arthur suspected they didn’t realize that, with their heightened senses, Arthur and Sal could hear every word of their whispered argument about how best to defeat them.

			“Tigers are cool,” Chet said, wilting.

			“Just make us stronger and faster. This is a forest, so we can find wooden stakes and drive them off or kill them.”

			“That’s rather cold-blooded,” Sal said to Arthur as they waited for their enemies to actually do something.

			“Should we rush them?” Arthur suggested.

			“I’ve only got one pair of handcuffs, I’m afraid.”

			Before Arthur could ask Sal why the two things he’d brought were cilantro soap and a single pair of handcuffs, Chet and Ambrosia seemed to come to a decision.

			They squared off against Arthur and Sal.

			“Cast the performance enhancement spell,” Ambrosia commanded.

			Sal began to cackle. “Should we call a doctor if it lasts more than four hours?”

			But neither Ambrosia nor Chet got the opportunity to take advantage of Sal’s temporary laughing attack.

			Two people burst into the clearing, both of them sweaty and surrounded by a cloud of happily feasting mosquitoes.

			“If you cast anything, I’ll cast gun.” McMartin had his weapon out and pointed at Ambrosia and Chet. Behind him stood Other Arthur Miller, still wearing his tourist disguise and, from the smell of it, citronella spray that wasn’t at all working to stop the insects.

			As far as one-liners went, the sheriff’s left something to be desired, but at least it distracted their adversaries. Arthur’s shoulders loosened in relief. They’d caught the murderer, and now she would be taken into custody. They’d found both Rumble and Brody’s mother—who just so happened to be the same person. He’d actually done it, as Sal always believed he could.

			“Put your hands where I can see them,” McMartin growled.

			Ambrosia raised her arms into the air. “God, I hate this town!”
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			Arthur had never seen the woods so populated. Of course, he made a point to rarely see the woods at all, so his sample size of experiences wasn’t exactly expansive. Shortly after the timely arrival of McMartin and Other Arthur Miller, a gaggle of deputies came huffing and puffing up to the overlook, looking all too regretful about the polyester nature of their uniforms.

			Three of them stood guard around the witches, but now that the height of their confrontation was over, Arthur didn’t find it particularly comforting. Yes, Ambrosia and Chet were perhaps less likely to risk spellwork in front of such a large audience, but at what cost? He knew firsthand how cops could twist evidence to point wherever they liked. Would McMartin’s disdain for paranormals work in their favor this time? Or would the sheriff simply decide Arthur and Sal were in on it, too?

			One of the deputies broke from the pack to check on Brody and Arthur’s breath caught. There was an unconscious teenager in their midst. Rumble—Wilhelmina—was still fussing over him, licking the hair away from his forehead. The deputy checked Brody’s pulse, then called to another that his heartbeat was strong, and he appeared to be asleep. Arthur sagged in relief.

			Drifting closer, still hovering, Sal wrapped an arm around Arthur’s shoulders. “A satisfying end to things. Though I suppose I’ll have to return all those cat costumes. I doubt Rumble will want to keep living with us after this. Should we give Brody all our cat litter and cat food? And she’ll need the tower, of course, and the—”

			“I suspect Wilhelmina will return to her human form. Now that we know she was bewitched, I’m sure someone, perhaps Hailey, will help her change back.” Arthur leaned his head to rest it against Sal’s.

			“Our little daughter, about to grow up.” Sal wiped a tear from his eye. “Happens so fast.”

			“Sal, she’s a fully grown adult woman.”

			“Family is forever. I’d know, being a vampire and all.” Sal patted Arthur’s arm. “You’ll understand once you’ve got a few centuries under your belt.”

			Arthur wondered if that was true. Would being alive for that long cause his personality to drift into the maudlin and absurd? He doubted it. Salvatore Conte had almost certainly been born as he was now—delightfully unserious. Time had merely given him more inspiration for his dramatic flair.

			Other Arthur Miller cleared his throat. Arthur started. He hadn’t realized the PI was so close.

			“Can we help you?” Arthur asked him.

			“I’d like to thank you for your assistance with my case.”

			“What? Did we do something to help?” Sal asked, bewildered. Then he seemed to think better of the admission. “Never mind! You can show your appreciation with glowing five-star reviews on all the sites.”

			Arthur was as confused as Sal. “We were investigating Ambrosia for murder, not fraud. I don’t see how that overlapped.”

			Other Arthur shrugged. “After that night in her tent—”

			“Yurt,” Sal corrected, though everyone ignored him.

			“—I figured she was guilty of both. When I couldn’t track her down this morning, I knew I could follow you two and you’d lead me right to her. I overheard you in the library, and outside it. Would’ve gotten here sooner if Sheriff McMartin hadn’t taken so much convincing.” Other Arthur Miller shot a scathing look the sheriff’s way, though he was busy showboating for his deputies by reenacting his arrival here.

			Arthur managed a small smile. At least they had an ally in Other Arthur if the sheriff turned on them. “He can be stubborn,” Arthur said, uttering perhaps the biggest understatement of all time.

			Other Arthur nodded in agreement. “Had to tell him he’d look like a joke if two vampires scooped a big arrest out from under him.”

			“Yes, that does sound like our sheriff,” Arthur said. “He’s been…difficult to work with in the past.” He held out his hand to Other Arthur. “I believe we owe you thanks as well, for the rescue.”

			“Anytime. Well, we’re unlikely to cross paths on a case again, but you know what I mean.” Other Arthur’s grip was firm, his handshake as stiff as the rest of his manner. “You’ve got good instincts, though you should learn how to spot a tail. Keep it up.”

			With that, Other Arthur Miller left the clearing, heading back down the trail.

			“Do you suppose we’ll ever see him again?” Sal mused wistfully, watching with the air of a parent on campus move-in day.

			“Yes, at checkout tomorrow.” Arthur shut his eyes. They had a lot of chores to do around the Dead & Breakfast, and groceries to pick up. Missing cat posters to take down, too. It would be a busy night.

			A commotion rose on the other side of the clearing, where Brody lay. Arthur’s heart jumped into his throat (metaphorically speaking). He and Sal rushed over, but the chatter around the boy was of a happy note.

			Brody sat up slowly, holding his head. “Where am I? What’s going on?”

			“You’re at Trident Falls.” Arthur knelt a few feet from him.

			“Yeah, I live there.” Brody rubbed his eyes.

			“No, the Trident Falls—in the woods.”

			Brody looked around, taking in the majestic falls behind them. Then his gaze fell on Rumble, who was making biscuits on his lap. “This cat…she was at the hospital, too. Rumble, right?”

			“She’s…” Arthur hesitated, unsure how to explain things in a manner that would make sense to someone who’d been drugged for an entire day.

			“Rumble is your mother,” Sal said brightly. “She got turned into a cute little kitty by Chet Oakley, who was meant to kill her on Ambrosia’s orders, only Ambrosia was a little too vague, and Rumble traveled all this way from New Mexico as a cat to see you again.”

			Brody blinked slowly. “What?” He turned to Arthur, perhaps hoping the more reasonable of the two would elucidate the situation.

			Unfortunately, Sal had it pretty much correct. For once, his husband’s outlandish tale was completely true. “That’s right,” Arthur said. “Wilhelmina discovered Ambrosia was stealing magic from other witches. To silence her, Chet turned her into a cat.”

			With a tentative hand, Brody reached out to pet Rumble. She purred uproariously, true to her name.

			“Is it really you, Mom?” he asked, voice cracking. Brody slightly withdrew his hand, and Rumble placed her paw atop it. It wasn’t exactly an answer, but then again, Rumble was still a cat. “I guess I can forgive you for ghosting me. Hard to write a letter without thumbs. This is so weird. My mom is a cat. Does that make me like one of those anime catboys?”

			“I don’t think so, but we’ll check,” Sal said.

			Check? Arthur mouthed, unsure how someone could possibly verify that.

			Sal just winked, as if that cleared things up.

			“I don’t know how we’re going to get home,” Brody said. “Or where home is.”

			“Never fear,” Sal said, grabbing a passing deputy and speaking to her in a dramatic voice. “Be a dear and radio or whatever it is you uniformed people do and ask Theodore Park to join us.”

			“Why Ted?” Arthur asked peevishly.

			“He’ll know all about what to do with a person who’s turned into an animal,” Sal replied.

			“I’m not sure the werewolf curse is at all similar to a witch spell,” Arthur said with a glance at Brody and Rumble. Neither of them were paying attention to their conversation.

			Arthur beckoned to Sal, wanting to give mother and son a moment to catch up in private. Brody seemed to have shaken whatever magic Ambrosia used to subdue him, and he grew more animated by the moment. Though not, fortunately, in an anime catboy manner.

			McMartin’s voice rose over the falls, drawing Arthur’s attention.

			“Aha!” McMartin shouted. “The murder weapon. Caught you red-handed. Dead to rights.” He lifted a hand and made a motion as if to whip sunglasses off his face, but he wasn’t wearing any, since it was dark out.

			Curious, Arthur inched closer. McMartin held a potion bottle. By the glow of the deputies’ flashlights, Arthur could tell there was something off about the color. He’d tested so many potions with Lore, their usual hue was seared into his mind. But this potion had a strangely opalescent cast, and was a few shades too bright. The added oleander, no doubt.

			Ambrosia stared at the potion, her hands cuffed behind her back and two deputies flanking her. “I’ve never seen that before! I didn’t pack any potions.”

			Another deputy was searching her large bag. There were a few water bottles, which Chet had probably held up for her to sip between sections of the spell, and some empty drinkable applesauce packs of the kind normally given to young children so they couldn’t fling it everywhere.

			“Yeah, yeah, tell it to your lawyer.” McMartin dropped the potion into a bag and sealed it. “Every piece of evidence points directly to you, Ambrosia Celestine. You’re under arrest for the murder of Lola Lataurelle, for using illegal magic on Wilhelmina Young, and for, like, a ton of fraud. I don’t know all the charges yet, but it’ll be a lot.”

			“We didn’t kill Lola!” Ambrosia shrieked. “I keep telling you people. Sure, I told Chet to handle Wil and he turned her into a cat, but that wasn’t my fault.”

			“Wow, thanks for that,” Chet said sarcastically.

			“And the fraud?” McMartin asked, clearly amused that Ambrosia was admitting to all this. Arthur almost reminded her about her right to remain silent, but he wasn’t feeling very charitable at the moment. She’d threatened to kill him and Sal, too.

			“Is it fraud to tell a few fibs about your potions? I give people what they want: something to aspire to. It’s not my fault if they believe anyone can be a super-hot, super-wealthy witch. It’s not a crime to inspire.”

			“It’s a crime to falsely represent mundane liquids as magical potions.” McMartin rolled his eyes. “A felony, in fact. And it’s also a felony to steal all the money from your corporation and send it to offshore bank accounts so you can make a run for it.”

			“What?” The healthy tan of Ambrosia’s skin paled to sickly gray. “I didn’t touch the accounts.” She whirled on Chet, or tried to before the deputies holding her got her under control again. “Did you steal my money?”

			“Like, barely any!” Chet said. “But everyone in the platinum level takes pocket change from the cashbox. It’s a perk.”

			“No, it isn’t! You better give that money back, or I’ll sue.”

			“You have bigger worries than a civil suit against your partner, here,” McMartin snorted. “These are all paranormal criminal charges, so the FPI is going to handle them. I’d be more worried about life in prison.”

			Arthur privately thought it was more likely the FPI would bind her powers. He’d heard of that sort of thing happening to other paranormals who broke the law. Her crimes weren’t enough to get her executed, but Ambrosia seemed the sort to care more about her image than her longevity. He eyed her carefully, but she didn’t react to McMartin’s threats. Instead, she seemed genuinely distraught about the money having been moved, whispering loudly to Chet about his betrayal while he denied it.

			“I don’t even know how to get an offshore bank account! Come on, Ambrosia. What would be the point? You have to remember my debit card PIN for me.”

			Curious. Chet did seem a little too dense for this sort of trickery. And if Ambrosia had stolen it herself, there would be a layer of smugness about her denials. Even if she were putting on a show, Arthur doubted she would be able to resist bragging about having funds safely out of the country.

			“This doesn’t make sense,” Arthur said to Sal, quietly so as not to draw police attention.

			“Criminals are often very haphazard in their approach,” Sal said wisely, clearly from experience of all the crimes he’d committed over the long years. “Trying to make sense of them is a fool’s errand.”

			Arthur wasn’t convinced. “She could be faking, but she didn’t seem at all worried about the accusations of fraud or turning Wilhelmina into a cat.” Arthur pulled out his notebook and flipped through it. McMartin had been correct when he said all the evidence pointed squarely at Ambrosia. She had the poisoned potion in her bag. She’d put Lola’s journal on her desk—maybe even out in the open, before Other Arthur Miller stacked papers atop it. She’d inserted herself into the investigation immediately.

			Not all killers were geniuses, it was true. Yet surely someone with as much to lose as Ambrosia wouldn’t keep so many incriminating things around for days after the murder. There’d been ample time for her to bury the potion in the woods or burn the journal. Any criminal with an ounce of sense would have immediately disposed of both to hide their involvement.

			“She didn’t hide it, though, did she?” Arthur mused aloud.

			“Hm?” Sal asked. “Hide what?”

			“The journal. It was on her desk. Right in the open.”

			“People with more money than brain cells never think they’ll be held accountable. Why, I once knew a woman who thought she could tax the poor into oblivion without consequence. I warned Marie there’d be trouble.”

			“Yes, yes,” Arthur said, too distracted to enjoy one of Sal’s stories. “Everything screams that Ambrosia is guilty. Especially the money being gone.”

			Making a snap decision, Arthur approached McMartin.

			“When did Ambrosia transfer the funds?” Arthur asked him.

			“Oh, you’re still here?” McMartin sneered at him, then shot a mean look at Sal. “I can get your statements tomorrow.”

			“What time did the bank transfers happen?” Arthur repeated, more forcefully this time. “It’s of vital importance.”

			“I don’t remember.” McMartin shook his head. “Why does it matter?”

			“I’m not entirely positive Ambrosia’s guilty.” Arthur saw Ambrosia’s head snap up, a hopeful gleam in her eyes. “Of everything. She’s definitely guilty of some things.”

			“Seriously?” McMartin grumbled. “You’re always trying to defend your fellow paranormals. Get out of my crime scene.” He turned away, clearly dismissing them.

			One of his deputies stepped closer, lowering her voice. “I was the one who found the transfers,” she said.

			“Oh?” Arthur waited, forcing himself to be patient. She wasn’t, strictly speaking, supposed to share details like this with an outsider, especially after McMartin told them to get lost.

			“Ambrosia authorized it this afternoon. Drained every single account, corporate and personal. She and Chet must’ve been planning to leave the country.”

			“Thank you,” Arthur said before pulling Sal away.

			“Well, then. Now that that’s settled, what do you say—should we abscond to the woods like two young lads sneaking away for a moonlit stroll?”

			“Abscond, yes, but not to the woods.” Arthur waited until they were out of earshot before stopping to discuss. “None of this is adding up.”

			“Arithmetic was never my strong suit,” Sal whined.

			“We know Ambrosia was here from dawn to dusk performing the ritual. She couldn’t have stopped to make a bank transfer. If that was the plan, why not make the transfer last night? No one would have noticed with the solstice celebrations ongoing.”

			“So, what does that mean? They have another accomplice?” Sal asked.

			“Ambrosia had motive, she has the murder weapon, she took Lola’s journal…” Arthur trailed off. “Or, someone is trying to frame her. Maybe they put Lola’s journal in her yurt. They could have planted the potion as well.”

			“I don’t know, Arthur. That all seems rather coincidental.”

			“Nothing is a coincidence when it comes to murder.”

			“So, who could it be? Ambrosia didn’t do her dirty work last time,” Sal mused. “Why would she this time?”

			“Chet again?” Arthur didn’t think it was likely. “He’s been with her all day, but I suppose she couldn’t have seen him move the money while she was in her trance.”

			“No, there’s no signal out here, so Chet couldn’t have done it either.” Sal held up his phone as proof. “Besides, he declined to murder Wilhelmina, so I can’t imagine he’d change his style for Lola. He’d have just turned her into another cat, right?”

			“There must be a third party involved.”

			“Who else could have moved the money?”

			Arthur’s eyes widened as the realization dawned on him. The coven didn’t have a treasurer. What they did have was an accountant. One who’d known Ambrosia almost all their lives. One who’d been there when everything started, who’d stayed in exactly the same place while observing Ambrosia’s meteoric rise from afar.

			Sal gasped, apparently coming to the same conclusion as he shouted, “It was Martha Washington!”

			Arthur put his head in his hands. They really needed to learn her surname if they were going to accuse her of murder.
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			Hiking at night wasn’t so bad. With their vampiric powers awakened, Sal and Arthur made good time returning to civilization, nearly rushing past Other Arthur Miller at the trailhead, who was moving at a snail’s pace by comparison. Arthur stopped, putting aside his bruised pride to bring Other Arthur up to speed on the situation. He didn’t bother asking for help—he hadn’t entirely gotten over the betrayal in Ambrosia’s tent, and he didn’t trust Other Arthur as far as he could throw him in daylight—but someone else should know about Martha.

			Before Other Arthur Miller could ask so much as a follow-up question, Arthur sped off again. He couldn’t help but suspect it would’ve gone faster if Sal had stopped floating to use his own legs. Instead, Arthur had held tight to his hand, pulling him along like a poorly inflated balloon.

			“Come on,” Arthur said, hopping on the tandem bike.

			“Don’t forget to fasten your headbelt!” Sal shoved one of the helmets at Arthur, the role reversal a true testament to their frenzied state.

			Arthur put his helmet on and took hold of the handlebars. “We’ve got to get to Martha’s house.”

			“What if she’s not there?” Sal asked.

			“I—I don’t know. I suppose she might’ve made a run for it already, but we have to try!” If Martha had already fled Trident Falls, she’d be out of their reach, and only an organization like the FPI would be able to stop her. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He wanted to ask her so many things. Like why now? She’d been managing the coven’s money since the beginning, so it was strange timing on her part. And the murder, too, was odd. He understood how she’d done it—Martha killed Lola by poisoning one of the coven’s potions, adding oleander to the mixture since she wasn’t a witch herself—but what he didn’t understand was why. Ambrosia was the one with motive, not Martha. There were still too many questions left unanswered.

			They pedaled furiously. This, too, was a lot faster at night. Soon they were going at speeds that might’ve rivaled that of a car, though Arthur felt a lot safer moving under his own power instead of that of a huge chunk of metal and flammable liquid. The streets zipped by, until at last they reached a familiar house. Lights were on inside. Arthur heaved out a relieved sigh.

			“I’ll go low, you go high,” Sal said, but Arthur stopped him with a hand.

			“Let’s try our words first.” Arthur hurried up to the front door. It was locked, but that couldn’t stop a vampire with a prior invitation. The knob snapped off in his hand, and the door swung open slowly.

			As Arthur crept forward, Sal at his heels, he took stock of their surroundings. The house looked the same as when they’d been here before. The basket of herbs from that morning still sat on the counter, slightly wilted now. There were no signs of any disturbance around them. Even Al Capone, Martha’s corgi, napped in his bed, entirely unbothered.

			Rustling sounds drifted from an open door. Cautiously, Arthur stepped closer. Martha stood beside her bed, neatly folding clothes into a large suitcase as though she had all the time in the world. From his vantage by the door, Arthur could see she wore a small smile on her face.

			None of this clarified the mystery. If Martha had killed Lola and stolen the coven’s money, wouldn’t she be in a hurry to leave? Only if she feared discovery. Perhaps she was overconfident in her deception. Or perhaps her confidence was earned.

			It was time to find out, once and for all.

			“Going somewhere?” Arthur asked.

			Jumping and letting out a little shriek, Martha whirled. She clutched her chest. “Arthur. Sal. You scared me. What are you doing here?”

			Arthur stepped into the room, followed closely by Sal. “We’re here to ask you why you drained the Celestine Coven accounts. And why you’re packing…Feeling guilty about something?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Slowly, Martha put the blouse she’d been folding into her suitcase. “I’m going out of town tomorrow. A much-needed vacation.”

			“The jig is up!” Sal exclaimed. “We know you’re on the lam!”

			It wasn’t exactly the tactic Arthur would have chosen, but he supposed Sal’s exuberance might balance his own more measured approach nicely. Good vampire, slightly overenthusiastic vampire. A dynamic as old as time.

			“It must have been difficult, being their friend all these years. You, Ambrosia, and Wilhelmina,” Arthur said as sympathetically as he could. If Ambrosia had felt so inadequate as a relatively weak-powered witch, how must Martha have felt, entirely unmagical? “I can only imagine how difficult it was to be in the shadow of two witches.”

			“You have no idea.” Martha shook her head, her countenance darkening for a sliver of a moment. “But that’s all in the past.”

			“Is it?” Sal asked. “I know how jealousy can fester.”

			“Jealousy?” Martha’s eyebrows shot up. “Believe me, I wasn’t jealous.”

			Arthur didn’t believe that for a second. If he could only get her talking, maybe he’d be able to put the rest of the pieces together. “You were their steadfast friend, there for them through it all—Wilhelmina’s divorce, Ambrosia’s new business. Power or not, you deserved some of Ambrosia’s success, didn’t you?”

			“Some?” Martha scoffed. “Ambrosia’s success was mine. I deserve it all.”

			“So, you took it?” Arthur asked. “You admit it?”

			“I didn’t have to take anything. It was mine to begin with.”

			Arthur exchanged a confused look with Sal. Was this all just a misunderstanding? “So, you loaned her money, or…?”

			“Who said anything about money?” Martha rolled back her shoulders and fixed him with her steadfast gaze. “I’m talking about power. Twenty years ago, Amanda Griegson stole my magic and turned herself into the magical magnate Ambrosia Celestine. And tonight, I get it all back.”

			Arthur stared, mouth agape. That certainly put some things into perspective.

			“So, to clarify,” Martha continued. “I wasn’t jealous of Ambrosia. She was jealous of me. She stole my magic, she stole my life. Hell, she even stole my damn Ouija board. And I took the money because it’s the least she could do, really. That bitch owes me.”

			“They were your coven, weren’t they? Back in high school. You weren’t just a gardening club,” Arthur said.

			Sal gasped. “Oh, I do so love high school drama! Have you seen Glee?”

			Arthur prayed to no god in particular that she hadn’t. He didn’t think he could take a revived obsession over Darren Criss, on whom Sal had nursed a crush for years. (He’s my Teenage Dream, Arthur!) Thankfully, Martha seemed to be on the same page about that particular tangent.

			“So, you see, it’s completely reasonable that the Celestine Coven accounts are empty. There’s nothing nefarious going on—at least on my part. Ambrosia’s the thief. I’m just collecting on a debt.”

			“I can understand that.” Arthur meant it. Ambrosia and her coven were a rotten lot. What she’d done to Martha was reprehensible, and Martha probably deserved every penny she took. But that wasn’t all she’d done. “What I don’t understand is…why kill Lola Lataurelle?”

			Martha shrugged, voice deceptively light. “What possible reason could I have for doing that?”

			“I’m not sure, but I’d like you to tell us.” Arthur crossed his arms. Martha was taking this all quite well so far, but he doubted a murder accusation would go over so smoothly. “Framing Ambrosia and taking her money…it’s the perfect way to completely ruin her life. So…revenge, maybe?”

			“Ambrosia killed Lola,” Martha said coolly. “All the evidence will prove it.”

			“You made sure of that, didn’t you?” Arthur’s mind began to whir, the pieces falling into place. “But it doesn’t make sense. Sal and I know something about Ambrosia now. She doesn’t do her own dirty work. If she wanted Lola dead, she would’ve sent Chet after her, like she did with Wilhelmina. To truly frame her, you’d have needed to take that into account.”

			“I suppose you’re right. Ambrosia never could do anything herself—she had to steal my magic.” Martha sighed, depositing a few more folded articles of clothing in her suitcase. “Oh well. There’s no fooling you two, is there?”

			Internally, Arthur celebrated. He’d done it. He’d solved the case. But something about Martha’s expression—her curled lip, her narrowed eyes—made him pause. They were in the home of a killer. They’d just unmasked her. And, now that the spell Ambrosia used on her had ended, an undisclosed amount of powerful magic had just been returned to her.

			“So, uh…” Sal began. “What you need to know is, there are these three cheerleaders—they’re kind of like a coven—Quinn, Santana, and Brittany.”

			“I’ve dealt with a lot of bullshit because of Ambrosia,” Martha said, interrupting Sal’s recap. “Guess I’ll have to dispose of you, too.”

			“What—?” Arthur began, but his words choked off when a long scarf wrapped around his neck. It coiled around his torso, pinning his arms to his sides, then slammed him against Sal, who was similarly tied up. It was over in less than a second.

			“Bourgeoisie! Bourgeoisie!” Sal screamed into Arthur’s collarbone.

			Arthur struggled, but he couldn’t manage to rip the fabric. Magic held it rigid around them. “I thought magic didn’t work on vampires,” he said as calmly as he could.

			“It doesn’t.” Martha turned her back on them, shutting a few empty drawers. “But it works on everything else.”

			It was a smart workaround. Ambrosia and Chet hadn’t had the brains for such a move. Not only was Martha very powerful, she was also clever. That would be troublesome indeed.

			Beside him, Sal tried to hover, but it unbalanced them, and Arthur fell. He landed on his back, Sal atop him, still stuck together by the magical binds of the scarf. Drawn by the commotion, Al Capone trotted into the room and began licking Arthur’s face.

			“Hey! That’s my husband you’re kissing!” Sal exclaimed, but his indignant shouts soon gave way to jealous pleading. “Me next! Me next! I give good kisses, too! I bet my face tastes better than his. I use a special moisturizer, you know—Ah! That tickles! Arthur, it tickles!”

			“Please, Martha. You don’t need to do this,” Arthur said through the layer of scarf still covering half of his mouth. His left arm could move a little. If he kept her talking, he could tear through the fabric. Maybe.

			Martha shook out her hands. “It’s good to be back. I’d forgotten how powerful I really am. You know,” she said, smiling down at Arthur, “the first time Ambrosia stole from me, Wil and I had no idea what she’d done. She told us it was a ritual to bind ourselves together for life. We were just kids. Then, I couldn’t cast anymore. We didn’t realize it was Ambrosia’s doing until much later, since Wil never lost her magic. I even went to Ambrosia for help. She’d done all this research, you know. She said it was something to do with moon phases and coming of age. She tried to pass off her new powers as some kind of adulthood glow-up.” Martha rolled her eyes. “She really has been a fraud all along.”

			“You said the first time…What about the second?” Arthur asked, doing quick math in his head. If the spell lasted ten years and Ambrosia had stolen Martha’s magic when they were only teenagers, that meant she’d done it again.

			“The second time, she drugged me.” Martha shrugged, the motion slightly self-conscious as though the memory wasn’t something she liked to think about. “That was a little easier to figure out. And then her coven took off, and I knew for sure.”

			“Why be her accountant, then?” Sal asked. He’d stopped trying to fly and was glaring up at her.

			“The long con,” Martha said. “I knew Ambrosia wouldn’t ever suspect me of turning on her. She stole my magic and then pretended to be my friend, but she’s not the only one with a good poker face. I did her taxes and sucked up to her. I acted like I couldn’t remember what had happened to me, like I’d accepted that my magic ebbed as I got older. It’s what Ambrosia wanted me to believe, so of course she bought it.”

			If he hadn’t been tied up with an enchanted scarf, Arthur would’ve felt a great deal of sympathy for Martha. Ambrosia had been an awful friend to her, and too self-centered to notice—or care about—the pain she was causing.

			“You were ready the third time, I see,” Arthur said.

			“Hardly,” Martha laughed. “But when Wil told me her suspicions, that Ambrosia was going to return and do it again, I wasn’t about to be caught unaware. I didn’t have any magic to fight her off with, so that wasn’t an option.”

			“How’d you do it, then?” Arthur had now wriggled his pinky and ring finger free of the scarf, not that it did him much good. He needed more time.

			“I used her greatest flaw against her, obviously.” Martha smirked, eyes glazed over as she accessed the memory. “Ambrosia’s never had enough. Even when we were children, she always wanted to have the most Halloween candy and the highest grades and the biggest birthday party. I just needed to give her someone with more power.”

			“Brody.” Arthur exhaled the name, barely a whisper. “You’d do that to Wilhelmina’s son? I thought she was your friend.”

			Martha’s lips twitched into a frown. “It’s not like I killed him or anything, just gave him a gentle nudge to join the coven so Ambrosia would set her sights on him instead of me.”

			“He’s fine, by the way,” Sal spat out. “My glorious husband figured out your little plan and stopped Ambrosia at the last minute!”

			“I am glad he’s safe,” Martha said. “That’s why I talked to you this morning. I’ll admit, I thought you’d catch on sooner, but you got there eventually and that’s what matters.”

			“Seriously?” Sal lifted his head, chin digging into Arthur’s chest as he spoke. “You couldn’t have just told us what was going on? Would’ve saved us a lot of time.”

			“Not without implicating myself, although I suppose that’s all moot now.” Martha finished tidying the room and dipped into the attached bathroom to retrieve her toiletry bag. “Anyway, I suppose I should thank you. No one should have to go through what I have. And now, no one else will. Brody is safe, and Ambrosia will take the fall for Lola. Her coven will crumble with no leader and no funding, and that will be the end of that.”

			“Why did you kill Lola, then? Was it just to have a crime to pin on Ambrosia?” Arthur hoped it wasn’t that. It was terrible to be killed at all, but to be murdered for the sole purpose of framing someone else…it felt so random, like Martha could’ve picked almost anyone.

			“It was your fault, actually,” Martha said with a sickening smile. “You brought Rumble to Lola.”

			“She realized the cat was Wilhelmina,” Arthur said. “Who you thought Ambrosia had killed.”

			“I did think that, yes.” Martha’s smile was sad. “I love Wil. But when she came around asking to see financial records…Well. I didn’t think she’d be savvy enough to spot my own crimes. I’d been skimming off the top from the beginning. When Wil disappeared, I thought that problem was solved. Lola threw a wrench in it, right as I was about to make my move.”

			The full picture emerged, and Arthur felt the rush of adrenaline that came with a mystery solved. “If Lola had turned Wilhelmina into a human again, she’d be able to talk and tell Ambrosia about your plan. What I don’t get is why not just leave? You could’ve emptied the accounts and made your escape without doing any of this.”

			“Not if I wanted my magic back. Even if Ambrosia picked another witch for her ritual, I’d be powerless unless I stayed here in Trident Falls through sunset on the solstice. But now that I have my power, there’s no need for me to stick around. Killing Lola bought me enough time, and it was a pretty big nail for Ambrosia’s coffin.” She smiled, her gaze going distant. “She’ll hate prison so much.”

			“Hang on,” Sal said. “How did you know what Lola discovered?”

			“I was in a meeting with Ambrosia when she got the call.” Martha let out a mean little laugh. “She was always forgetting about me. Treating me like furniture when she wasn’t making demands of my time and expertise. Ambrosia took the call on speaker, and I heard everything. Lola said she’d found Wil but was too panicked to say more over the phone. They arranged to meet. I stole a potion that Ambrosia had already activated, used some oleander to poison it, and dropped by her tent to talk about Al Capone.”

			Upon hearing his name, the little dog barked happily.

			“Spiking her tea was easy,” Martha said. “She was so shaken up. I made her some chamomile and offered to add a calming potion from Ambrosia to it.”

			Arthur continued to scratch at the scarf with his left hand, but the threads were too sturdy. If only she’d chosen something gauzy to tie them up with.

			“You shouldn’t have let her write Wilhelmina’s name in the journal,” Arthur said, to keep her talking more.

			“What? Oh, that. I didn’t. I didn’t realize she’d written it in the notebook until you two came to visit.” She sighed heavily. “When I planted the journal in Ambrosia’s yurt, I didn’t bother to check the contents. An error on my part, but it worked out in the end.”

			“Shame I didn’t put it all together sooner,” Arthur lamented.

			“Don’t beat yourself up.” Martha zipped her big suitcase closed, then walked to her closet.

			She withdrew a soft dog carrier and set it on the ground. Al Capone shied away, and Arthur hoped the dog would distract her long enough for them to get free. Martha tossed a treat into the carrier, though, and Al Capone fell for it. He hurried inside, and Martha closed it. She glanced around the room.

			“I think that’s everything I can’t replace with my very flush bank accounts. Now, where did I leave those stakes…” Martha rummaged around on a high shelf.

			“I hope you’re talking about the delicious kind of steak,” Sal said, wriggling against Arthur ineffectually.

			“I don’t think she is,” Arthur said softly. “Sal, if we can’t escape—”

			“Arthur, if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years—through all the trials and tribulations, the ups and the downs, the boring soirées and quite tasteful orgies—there’s no bind I can’t get out of,” Sal argued.

			Arthur wished he could believe Sal, but they were stuck fast. If this was the end, he couldn’t let the last thing either of them said to each other be about orgies. “Sal, I want you to know meeting you was the best moment of my life, even if it took me a while to realize.”

			“Don’t do that tearful goodbye thing.” Sal struggled harder as Martha withdrew a long piece of sharpened wood from the shelf. “It’s not over yet.”

			Arthur swallowed, blinking hard. He redoubled his efforts to tear the scarf. If only he could slip out of it somehow. Martha’s steps grew closer. He felt distant yet all too present, like he was fragmenting. The sensation was familiar—the same as when Ambrosia had caught them in her yurt. He felt insubstantial, like he might drift away on a breeze. Maybe he was having some sort of panic attack.

			“I really am sorry about this,” Martha said, standing over them, stake raised. “But I can’t let you stop me now.”

			She knelt, arms high, the tip of the wood aimed at Sal’s back. In one sharp motion, she drove the stake down.
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			Dying for the second time was a lot less painful than Arthur thought it would be. Or at least, he assumed he was dying. There was a rushing in his ears that couldn’t possibly be blood and a weightless sense of being outside himself that he associated mostly with anxiety attacks. It felt altogether like he was caught between undeath and true death like a held sneeze, stuck in uncertain anticipation.

			And then, he wasn’t stuck anymore. He was moving before he had a chance to think it through, his arm suddenly free of his restraints. He grabbed Martha’s wrist with only millimeters to spare before the stake connected with Sal’s back. She gaped at him, but recovered quickly, pulling away with strength that had to be magically enhanced. That or Martha had been drinking a lot of Chet’s fitness potions. Arthur still managed to knock the stake out of her grip. It rolled away, under the bed.

			“Well, then,” Martha said, scrambling for a long candle lighter on the dresser. “Let’s see how well you two hold up against fire.”

			“Stop!”

			Arthur, still flat on his back with Sal heavy on his chest, strained to see who had spoken. A shadow fell over them from the doorway to the bedroom and he caught sight of a stranger—a white woman with wavy brown hair and green eyes. She looked to be around forty and wore a dark red dress with long sleeves and chunky black boots, an inappropriate ensemble for the weather if ever he’d seen one.

			“Rumble!” Sal exclaimed. “I’d know my daughter anywhere!”

			Her features were indeed familiar, though Arthur recognized their similarity to Brody’s, not the cat’s. Wilhelmina was here, in the flesh (as opposed to fur).

			“You’re not going to kill anyone else,” Wilhelmina said to a stunned Martha, who had stumbled back against the foot of the bed in her surprise.

			“I disagree.” Martha shook off Wilhelmina’s sudden arrival, standing straighter and regaining her composure. It was a shame to go up against a murderer who was so good at thinking on her feet.

			The temperature dropped around them and a spear of ice coalesced in Martha’s grasp before sailing across the room toward Wilhelmina at an unsettling speed. Wilhelmina dodged, leaving the frozen instrument stuck in the wall behind her, where it began to melt immediately. Wilhelmina raised her arms, and the room filled with fog so thick Arthur could hardly see Sal, who was still tied atop him.

			“We’ve got to get out of here,” Arthur whispered.

			“How? I can’t see!” Sal whined. “And I can’t move! How on earth did you get free? This scarf is like a vise!”

			“Let’s try rolling.” The magic binding the scarf around them still wouldn’t budge, but his left arm was free, at least. He pushed off the ground, hoping to move them closer to the door. Sal joined his efforts, though unfortunately he couldn’t do much besides aggressively flop and grunt in a manner that sounded terribly inappropriate. It probably didn’t look much better, though blessedly no one could see them through the fog. Soon, they’d managed to scoot a few feet toward the door, and now Sal was beneath him.

			“Which way is out?” Sal asked through a mouthful of Arthur’s shirt.

			Lightning flashed, illuminating the room, with thunder following immediately. It boomed so loudly, it hurt Arthur’s ears. He hoped Wilhelmina was holding her own against Martha, and that no totally innocent vampires would get caught in the crossfire.

			“I think it’s this way,” Arthur said, his own words muffled in the aftermath of the thunder. He motioned in the direction he deemed best from the brief visual he’d gotten from the lightning. The fog was still quite heavy, though it seemed to be dissipating a little as they moved.

			They rolled again, Sal managing to keep his commentary to little squeaks of frustration. They landed next to the dog carrier. Al Capone yelped at them anxiously.

			“We’ve got to let him out,” Arthur said, reaching for the zipper with his free hand. “He could get hurt.”

			“You’re such a softie,” Sal said fondly.

			As soon as the carrier was open, Al Capone darted away through the fog.

			“Let’s follow him—” Arthur began, but a crash interrupted his words.

			A wall of the room blasted outward, hit by some powerful spell. The fog fled, replaced by warm summer air and moonlight. The bulb above them had gone out. Arthur gaped, looking around for either witch.

			Martha still stood beside her bed, and Wilhelmina was in the doorway to the room. There was a cut on Martha’s cheek, and Wilhelmina’s hair was singed. They were both panting.

			“How could you?” Wilhelmina asked, her voice breaking. “Lola was an innocent!”

			“It’s Ambrosia’s fault.” Martha clenched her jaw. “All of this is because she couldn’t stand being weak, and you couldn’t bear to admit her coven is a sham.”

			Arthur elected to stay silent, and even Sal seemed to come to the same conclusion. They couldn’t risk drawing Martha’s attention now, not when she was so eager to toss around deadly magic.

			“Ambrosia’s awful, but seriously, Martha? You sicced her on my son?”

			“Maybe you should’ve been here to protect him.”

			“Wow, that’s low. I was a cat.” Wilhelmina pinched the ends of her hair, extinguishing an ember. “Also, you killed someone! Ambrosia’s done plenty, but pretty sure she’s never actually committed murder.”

			“It was the only way to stop her!” Martha growled.

			“Okay, well…that’s not even remotely true. I was going to expose her. I had a plan. Why couldn’t you just be patient?”

			“Oh, why couldn’t I just…wait around for Ambrosia to steal my magic a third time? It’s not like you could actually do anything about it because, like you said, you were a cat!”

			Wilhelmina let out a loud groan of frustration. “That doesn’t give you the right to murder someone!”

			Martha actually cackled.

			“Not beating the wicked-witch allegations,” Sal muttered.

			Wilhelmina heaved a sigh. “You chose to kill Lola. You can’t undo that, but you can choose to stop now.”

			In response, Martha cast a spell that split the floor of her own house. The crack raced toward Wilhelmina, who narrowly jumped out of the way before it could swallow her.

			“Maybe we should roll for the exit,” Sal whispered, nodding toward the huge hole in the room.

			“Excellent notion,” Arthur agreed. When even Sal was being prudent, one knew it was time to leave the premises.

			They inched slowly across the floor, moving so little that they evaded Martha’s notice. It was exhausting work, but when they reached the hole that would allow them to spill out into the garden, Brody’s face appeared around the edges of splintered wood and drywall. He was crouching to avoid being spotted, Al Capone held under his arm.

			“It isn’t safe here,” Arthur hissed. “Leave!”

			“Not without you two, and not without my mom,” Brody responded, creeping closer. Errant bits of spells shot overhead, but Martha and Wilhelmina had moved to another room of the house. The sounds of shattering dishes indicated they were probably somewhere in the kitchen. A blender roared to life, then cut off with the same ferocity, the air filling with the resonance of broken glass raining down on hardwood floors.

			“It’s too dangerous.” Arthur wiggled harder, trying to break the spell that held them tight. “She could return any moment.”

			“Martha, or my mom?” Brody asked with a little grin. “Either would be bad. Mom told me to wait down the street, but no way was I missing this!”

			“How’d she turn back into a human?” Sal asked, as if this was the correct venue and time for such a thing.

			“I did it.” Brody was smug as he shifted Al Capone to his other arm. “And I bet I can figure out the counter for this…scarf spell.”

			Arthur wasn’t so confident. “Go get help. We’ll be all right.”

			Al Capone began barking. And he didn’t stop. Not even when Brody shushed him. Arthur imagined the excitement would be a lot for a little corgi. The excitement was a lot for a little vampire, too.

			“What are you doing to my dog?” Martha shouted from the other room.

			“Go!” Arthur urged, but Brody continued to murmur under his breath, trying out spells to free them. Whether Martha’s magic was too strong or Brody’s knowledge of counterspells too rudimentary, Arthur couldn’t tell, but nothing seemed to work.

			A scream rent the air. Brody looked up, face paling. “That’s Mom.”

			None of them had time to react to that revelation before Martha stalked into the room. She was dragging Wilhelmina behind her, arms and legs bound in flowering vines. The scent of blood filled the air, putting Arthur on edge even more, and he noticed a wound on the side of Wilhelmina’s head, blood slowly seeping into her hair.

			“Let the dog go,” Martha said, voice strained, “or I’ll kill your mother, then you.”

			“Jeez, lady, relax—” Brody yelped as a little icicle shot close enough to graze his skin. “Okay, okay, I’ll let the dog go. But you have to release everyone else first.”

			Martha did not seem to be in a mood for negotiating. “I’ll give you until the count of three, then everyone’s dead. One.”

			“If I let this corgi go, you’ll kill us anyway.” Brody held the dog up like a shield. It barked happily, tail wagging as if this were a grand game and not a life-or-death situation.

			Arthur pulled at the scarf, but he was getting nowhere. How had he gotten his left arm free? There were no rips in the fabric, and the magic was still going strong. He tried to remember, but everything about that moment was fuzzy. Sal had been inches away from death. Perhaps it had only been some miracle of adrenaline. He’d heard of other cases like it—people who lifted cars off of loved ones after a car crash or pulled themselves out of caves with broken limbs. But what he had done was no feat of strength. The magic in the scarf would not budge for all the physical effort in the world. It was magic, after all.

			“Two,” Martha said, voice like steel. Electricity crackled through the room.

			“Maybe we should do something,” Sal whispered.

			“I’m trying,” Arthur replied.

			Before, when he’d managed to pull his arm free, he felt nothing but panic. Everything had gone all…blurry. Or maybe he was the one who’d gone blurry. His arm had, at least. He closed his eyes and reached for that strange feeling of being nowhere and everywhere at once. Present and yet scattered.

			Panic threatened to consume his thoughts, so he let it. All the fear and embarrassment and struggle of the last few days washed over him, and he wanted to be anywhere else. He wanted to scatter to the wind like the fog Wilhelmina had summoned.

			His body vibrated apart. He was himself, but not—and he could move. He zipped out of the scarf like it was nothing, threading his consciousness around the fabric until he was free.

			“Three—” Martha’s voice choked off as Arthur sped toward her and surrounded her on all sides.

			Arthur was mist! He’d turned to mist! He’d heard some vampires could do it—it was in many of the old tales of Dracula and other famous vampires. Traditionally it was used for slipping into homes unnoticed after getting an invitation, or evading capture. He’d heard tell of vampires stuck in this form as nothing but mist and moonlight if they forgot to change back by dawn, but that was a problem for later. For now, Arthur’s strange and scattered form was all that kept Martha from casting a spell.

			Martha shrieked in frustration. “Why isn’t this working?” She spat out a few magical words, and Arthur felt a slight sensation, almost like a tickle.

			“Magic doesn’t work on vampires,” Arthur explained. He wasn’t sure anyone could hear him, actually. And if they could, it would be an alarming disembodied voice.

			“Indeed!” Sal exclaimed. Apparently, they could hear Arthur just fine. Across the room, Sal struggled out of the scarf at last, standing up. The magic holding it to him must have dissipated now that Arthur had her isolated. Sal brushed himself off, though he looked barely rumpled, and turned to face Martha. “And that’s what you missed on Glee!”

			Arthur had seen every episode of Glee (all against his will), and he was quite sure there weren’t any episodes about vampiric immunity to witchcraft, but he wasn’t about to argue. Sal deserved to gloat a little, too, in his own way.

			Wilhelmina got free of the vines, gasping for breath, and rushed to Brody to check him for wounds.

			“Mom, I’m fine!” he said, brushing her off. “We need to get you to the hospital, though. Your head…”

			With the others distracted, Martha tried to make a run for it, but Sal intercepted her, letting out a low whistle.

			“Arthur! Are you invisible?” He prodded the air around Martha, his hand passing through Arthur with no resistance so he poked Martha directly on the nose. “Well, that isn’t fair! Now I’ll never win at hide and seek!”

			“Do you still have your handcuffs?” Arthur asked. He didn’t know how long they could keep Martha from running. He was quite sure he could keep up with her in his mist form to prevent her from casting, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t get away.

			“Darling! Is now really the time?” Sal wrinkled his nose. “What am I saying? Who am I? Have I been abducted by aliens and replaced with a duplicate? Arthur!” He let out a genuine whine of distress.

			“Just…tie her up, okay?” Arthur said.

			“If you insist.” Sal’s tone took a salacious turn. “Though I think we can do better as far as thirds go. Perhaps we could ask Theo—”

			“To stop her from casting, Sal. Not for…other reasons.”

			Sal did as he was told, but continued to muse about Arthur’s new state of being. “Darling, you’re truly fantastic. This is giving me all sorts of ideas.”

			“Perhaps you can save that for later…now isn’t really the time for boudoir talk,” Arthur said.

			“I meant for my drag performance! You could be the smoke effects, then turn into a scantily clad—wait! Do you think you’ll have your clothes on when you recorporealize?”

			“I’m not certain that’s a word.” Arthur cleared his throat, which was impressive considering he didn’t currently have one. This power would be interesting to explore. “I’ll be sure to turn back to my usual form in private, just in case.”

			“And deny everyone the show?” Sal tutted.

			“Whoa, Mr. Miller, this is so cool.” Brody, still holding Al Capone, stepped closer to them.

			“Be careful,” Wilhelmina said. “Martha is dangerous.”

			“Stop talking about me like I’m not here!” Martha shrieked. She tried to jerk out of Sal’s grasp, but without her magical augmentation, she was no match for a vampire at night.

			“Can someone call an authority?” Arthur suggested. “I don’t want to be her straitjacket forever.”

			“Not to worry, my mist-ical love.” Sal snapped the handcuffs around Martha’s wrists, pinning her arms behind her back.

			“That won’t be enough to stop her,” Wilhelmina warned. “As long as she can speak the words of a spell, we can’t risk her being free.”

			“Rumble, my sweet baby girl, don’t fret. Daddy has it covered.”

			“Don’t call yourself Daddy,” both Arthur and Wilhelmina said in unison.

			Sal put his hand back in his pocket and produced the bar of cilantro soap, showing it off like he was a magician about to perform a trick. He shoved the soap unceremoniously in Martha’s mouth, then tied it there with the same scarf she’d used to restrain them, before taking a bow.

			“That…should work,” Wilhelmina said. She sounded impressed—probably due to the head wound.

			Sal dramatically dusted off his hands, and Arthur slowly moved away from Martha. She didn’t fight, or try more magic. Her shoulders slumped in defeat as red and blue police lights flashed on the street outside, and Arthur’s essence flooded with relief.

			With a jolt, Arthur returned to his physical form. He was dressed, thankfully. Sal hit him with a bear hug that nearly toppled them both onto the carpet again. Arthur smiled and kissed Sal’s forehead.

			“I mist you so much,” Sal said with a wink.

			“That’s the pun you’re going to go with?” Arthur asked. “Low-hanging fruit.”

			“If you say so, Mister Miller.”

			Arthur groaned, and Sal stole another kiss in triumph.
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Chapter 26
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			It was another beautiful day at the Dead & Breakfast: the air smelled of fresh scones, the Queen Anne’s lace was in full bloom, and the rooms were booked with new faces. Arthur’s notebook had brief descriptions of them all, just in case, of course. A week had passed since he and Sal had squared off against a murderous witch, but there was no telling when the next mystery would materialize. Arthur privately hoped it would be a good long while before he had to put his detective skills to the test again…but not too long. He didn’t want to get rusty.

			“Oh, how I long for company!” Salvatore wailed, face pressed against the window to stare out at the very full parking lot. “When will this torment end? I ache! I bleed! I shall perish from loneliness!”

			“I’m right here, Sal,” Arthur muttered. He wasn’t unsympathetic to his husband’s anguish, it was only that Sal had been going on about his melancholy all morning while Arthur was left to do all the work to prepare for brunch himself. It wasn’t out of the ordinary for Sal to find some excuse or another to avoid labor, but after he caught Sal shedding real tears over Rumble’s food and water bowls, Arthur began to wonder if there wasn’t something a little more substantive to this meltdown.

			“How shall I endure?” Sal flopped into a chair, laying his head on the table. “I am a delicate bird with an empty nest!”

			Arthur turned off the faucet and left the dishes half-done to join his husband. “Lots of parents feel this way when their child leaves home.” He placed a hand on Sal’s shoulder and squeezed. “But Rumble isn’t Rumble anymore. She’s a fully grown person with a life—and a son. We can’t expect her to live with us forever.”

			“Why not?” Sal whined. “We could clear out rooms for them upstairs. They could be permanent residents!”

			“We need those rooms for guests, Sal. That’s how this business works—we won’t get paid if we don’t have rooms for rent.”

			“Drat! Money is nothing but a curse!”

			Arthur made a mental note to remind Sal of this the next time he spent an entire month’s profit on clothing, but that wasn’t the point he was trying to make right now. “Besides, Wilhelmina and Brody have some catching up to do. They don’t need us lurking around while they sort out their relationship.”

			“Are you sure? I can be a very good mediator for conflict.”

			“I’m quite sure.” Arthur kissed the top of Sal’s head. “Cheer up, my love. Our guests will be here any minute.”

			As if to punctuate his point, the bell above the front door chimed in unison with the timer. Arthur hurried to remove the scones from the oven as Sal practically skipped to the door to answer.

			“Hello, Nora, Quinn. You’re both looking ravishing this morning!” Sal exclaimed, mood quite turned by the arrival of their friends. “Local social media is still abuzz about what a huge success the Solstice Festival was, even if the headliner never showed for the big finale.”

			Arthur plated the scones and grabbed a jug of iced raspberry tea—the finishing touches for their celebratory brunch.

			“Oh, Theo! You didn’t have to bring anything. No, no, we’ll take the espresso beans. Don’t be silly. I’m never one to refuse a gift.” Sal continued to greet their guests, his running commentary much louder than whatever they had to say in return. “Lore, that hat is fantastic. Please, send me the link. I must get one for Arthur. He will look so dashing while he gardens. And Stephanie! So delighted you could join us! Come in, come in.”

			Stepping back, Arthur examined the table. He’d set nine places, and cooked enough food for a dozen. All the silverware was straight, coffee mugs and water glasses lined up perfectly, napkins folded and waiting. Large platters of pancakes, sausage, and quiche lined the middle of the table. It would be a crowded affair—they’d had to add an extra leaf to make room for everyone—but Arthur didn’t mind. The more the merrier.

			Sal’s greetings tapered off as everyone flooded into the room. There was another round of hellos as Arthur accepted handshakes and shoulder slaps and congratulations. As happy as he was to see his friends, his heart sank a little. Two other people had been invited to this event, but they’d not yet arrived. Perhaps they didn’t want to be here after all. He glanced at Sal to see if his husband had noticed, but Sal was busy trying on Lore’s hat—an enormous wide-brimmed straw affair that would, indeed, be good for keeping the sun off Arthur while he was gardening.

			Everyone began filling their plates, and the talk moved to the food. Arthur preened a little at their compliments, happy they were enjoying themselves. Despite Arthur’s careful curation of the dining table, no one sat, opting to take their food and conversation to the living room. Arthur had anticipated this, of course, and put a Sam Cooke album on the record player. Much to his dismay, Salvatore had swapped it out for the Rocky Horror Picture Show soundtrack. It wasn’t exactly what he’d had in mind—easy listening was best for events where conversation was the central activity—but it hardly mattered. The dulcet tones of Tim Curry’s “Sweet Transvestite” were drowned out by the television, which Sal had turned on to catch a rerun of Love Is Dead.

			“Oh! I haven’t caught up!” Nora said between bites of waffle, eagerly turning to watch.

			Quinn settled on the settee beside her and leaned forward. “Oh my god, you’ll never believe what Brittany says to the Count in this episode.”

			“I didn’t know you were a fan!” Salvatore joined them, eyeing Quinn suspiciously.

			“Guilty pleasure.” Quinn took a long swig of coffee.

			“Never feel guilty about pleasure, darling,” Sal said. “Takes the fun out of it.”

			“I’ve never watched. Is it good?” Stephanie asked, sitting down next to them.

			“Is it good?!” Sal clutched his metaphorical pearls.

			Arthur opened his mouth to head his husband off what was sure to be a glorious rant, but Lore beat him to it.

			“I’m so glad I could connect you guys! Stephanie’s soaps are going to be so great in the D&B.”

			“Fortuitous, indeed.” Arthur nodded in agreement. They’d already begun stocking them in the bathrooms with more on order.

			“Yeah, now that Arthur doesn’t suspect you of murder anymore, we can go into business together!” Sal clapped his hands in delight.

			“Wait, what?” Lore’s face fell. “You actually suspected Stephanie?”

			“Not really.” Arthur smiled sheepishly. “Just had to cover our bases with the investigation. You know how it is.”

			“No, I definitely don’t! I told you Stephanie was cool.” Lore crossed her arms.

			“And we totally agree!” Sal repositioned himself to sit between Lore and Stephanie, reaching for both of their hands. “The coolest!”

			Arthur glanced at his watch, then the door. He couldn’t help but feel a little anxious about their number. He and Sal had spoken at length about Arthur’s previous concerns about failure over the past week and he was doing his best not to let little things like this affect his sense of self-worth. He tried to look on the bright side. At least this meant fewer dishes to wash up after. He tried to cling to the silver lining while remaining a genial host to the guests who’d come.

			Just then, the bell chimed again. Arthur straightened and excused himself. Wilhelmina and Brody stood in the lobby, both of them looking a little unsure.

			“Welcome! Welcome!” Arthur chanted with a little too much gusto. “Everyone’s in the living room, but you can grab a plate first. Dining room is this way—” He paused and laughed self-consciously. “Of course, you already know that, since this was your home, too, not so long ago.”

			Wilhelmina smiled, a hint of mischief in her eyes that was all too familiar, though Arthur was used to seeing the expression on the face of a green-eyed black cat.

			“Sorry we’re late,” Wilhelmina said. She indicated a large bag with the Paw & Order logo on it. “We made a detour on the way.”

			“That’s quite all right. There’s still plenty of food!” Arthur wasn’t sure why they’d need to stop at the pet store before coming to brunch. Brody had enthusiastically adopted Al Capone, the corgi, but he wasn’t in attendance. Perhaps Wilhelmina wasn’t used to human food again yet? He glanced at the bags and then back at Wilhelmina. “We could, uh…open a can of pâté if you prefer?”

			“Oh god, no!” Wilhelmina made a face, sticking out her tongue in what looked oddly like a mlem. She held the bags out to Arthur. “These are for Grumble.”

			Arthur reached for the bags, then paused, misgivings rising in his mind.

			“How did you know about our new goldfish?” he asked, confused. By the time Grumble had joined their little family, Rumble had already been missing.

			Wilhelmina blushed and glanced away. “I, uh, might have been keeping an eye on your investigation.”

			“You were watching us?” Arthur recalled all the moments since Lola’s death that he’d felt eyes on him. “I thought it was Other Arthur Miller doing the spying.”

			“He was, some. I saw him, too. Easy to sneak around when you’re a little black cat.”

			“Ugh, Mom, that’s so creepy,” Brody said.

			“You’re lucky I was spying. I saved you from Ambrosia’s awful spell.” Wilhelmina gathered herself and held the bags out to Arthur once more. “And there’s the added bonus of knowing the perfect gift to give you and Sal. I figured I’d get you some goldfish accessories, since I’m no longer your cat. Sal will need something else to heap his love onto.”

			“Thank you, Wilhelmina,” Arthur said, genuinely touched. “That was so thoughtful of you.”

			“Please, call me Wil. All my friends do.”

			Arthur turned to lead them into the dining room so they couldn’t see his misty eyes. Sal wasn’t the only one who missed the presence of Rumble in the house. Their guests filled their plates, then joined the others in the living room, where they were met with enthusiastic greetings, most of all from Sal, who accepted the bags from the pet store eagerly, his breakfast forgotten.

			“I can’t believe that goldfish is still alive,” said Theo. “The ones they give out at fairs don’t normally survive long.”

			“They don’t have long lifespans,” Lore agreed. “Of course, neither do humans.”

			“Ah, well,” Sal said, with an edge to his voice. “I happen to be an excellent pet owner. More scones? Bacon, anyone?”

			Arthur decided to let the subject drop for now. He had his suspicions, but it wasn’t worth getting into it with company. Instead, he shared the news that Hailey North was starting her own coven, one that would focus on community building rather than profits. When last they spoke, Hailey had still been processing her grief and horror at who Ambrosia Celestine had really been, but Arthur knew she’d move past it. He also knew Hailey would make an excellent coven leader.

			During a lull in the conversation, he turned to Wil and asked, “How are you settling in now that you’re, uh, back?” He realized halfway through the question that it might be impolite to ask about her return to human form, but he couldn’t very well ask her about returning to Trident Falls, since she’d done that months ago.

			Luckily, Wil didn’t seem to mind, and took the question as it was intended. “It’s an adjustment, for sure, but I’m managing. We have an appointment to get Brody’s custody sorted out, so that will be settled soon, thanks to Mr. Park.” She flashed a smile at Theo.

			“Happy to help,” Theo said, ducking his head. “Brody’s a model employee, and it’s the least I can do to ensure he can stay on at the Big Bad Brew. You should be very proud of him.”

			“Oh, I am!” Wil pinched Brody’s cheek. “I’m just so glad we’re together again.”

			As Wil and Theo smiled at each other just a beat too long, Sal made eye contact with Arthur over their heads and pressed his fingers together in the air like they were two dolls kissing.

			“Mom keeps forgetting she’s not a cat,” Brody said loudly, interrupting the charged moment. “I caught her dozing in a sunny spot the other day, and I swear she’s beefing with Al Capone. Plus, sometimes she makes this weird sound like she’s got a hairball stuck in her throat.”

			“I do not!” Wil scrunched her face in mock outrage, before nuzzling her son’s head in a most catlike manner.

			“Ugh! Stop!” Brody pushed her off, but Arthur caught him smiling nonetheless. He got up to join Nora and Quinn, who were deep in a discussion about Love Is Dead. “You guys seriously watch that? It seems so boring.”

			Sal gasped, scandalized. “How could my own grandson say something so horrible!”

			“He’s not your grandson,” Arthur reminded Sal, though he wasn’t sure why he bothered.

			“Of course he is. Rumble is my very own daughter, the fruit of my loins.”

			Brody pulled a face, which Arthur thought was an appropriate response.

			“What will you do for a mascot now?” Wil asked, amused. “I don’t think you can put a costume on Grumble.”

			“I am still working on that technology, it’s true,” Sal said wistfully. “I think Arthur and I will have to take a trip to the shelter soon.”

			“Whatever the case, we shall check with all the witches we know to ensure any new pets aren’t humans trapped in small furry bodies,” Arthur added.

			“Maybe this time you’ll get a dog,” Theo chimed in.

			Arthur found himself agreeing. He’d always liked dogs, though now that Theo had suggested it, he’d have to put up a bit of a fight. He had a reputation to maintain, after all.
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