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Chapter One


“She’s singing. Why is she singing?” 
“Because she’s glorious, and everything she does is magic.”
“But…why?”
I gave Elm’s shoulder a little push. “It’s a musical episode! I told you this would be the best Buffy episode ever. Turn it up. We need to really feel the vibrations.”
They grabbed the remote but gave me a skeptical look. “I’m not convinced a musical episode of Buffy makes sense. She should be kicking butt! Slaying vampires!”
I pointed to the TV. “She is! Just while singing a magnificent song about how she feels dead inside but wants to feel alive.”
“Hmm.”
I threw a piece of blood chocolate at them. “Eat your chocolate, and be quiet.”
Elm and I had been working through the whole Buffy catalog each Monday. I brought wine, Elm provided chocolate and their cushy couch with fuzzy blankets.
While our conversation died down, the show kicked it up a notch. Just as Buffy’s friends belted out their theories about why everyone in town couldn’t resist singing, a loud knock sounded on Elm’s door.
“Weird. No one ever just shows up here.” They paused the show and rose from the couch, stretching their long limbs. We were both in comfy clothes—me in a holey T-shirt and old sweatpants, Elm in knit pants so soft that I wanted to climb inside them and make a nest, never to see daylight again. For some unknown reason, Elm rejected that idea.
The door squeaked as Elm pulled it open.
A velvety voice, confident and dignified, floated through the living room. “Hello there. I’m your new neighbor. Or rather, your temporary neighbor renting the Air Bed & Blood. My apologies, but I’m working on something challenging, and I’m finding your TV’s sound to be a bit distracting.”
I leaned forward to put a face to the elegant voice. Elm owned a fangcy townhouse a few streets off Vein Street, our town’s main thoroughfare. The lower floor held a shiny white kitchen, a long glass table covered in nerdy Dungeons & Dragons bits and bobbles, and a sleek living room with a tiled fireplace, a huge TV, and the comfiest sectional I’d ever dropped my butt onto. From where my butt sat in heaven, I could just see out the door.
A striking vampire with deep-red hair, shining green eyes, cheekbones sharper than my fangs, and full lips stood with her hands behind her back. Her legs taller than my whole body, she could have had a long-legged contest with Elm. 
My friend leaned on the door frame. “I’m so sorry! We’ll turn it down.” They reached a hand out. “I’m Elm.”
She extended hers as well, bright-red nails catching my eye. “Calista.”
“Are you staying for a while?”
“Yes. We’ll be neighbors for quite some time.” 
Elm winked at her. “Well, let me know if you need to borrow some eggs.”
She laughed. Vampires didn’t eat eggs, but maybe she’d borrow a cup of coconut sugar. “I sure will. Have a good rest of your night.”
“She seems nice,” I told Elm as they sank into heaven beside me.
“Yeah, much better than the last vamp who rented the Air Bed & Blood. He blasted intense death metal until 3:00 a.m. Unlike Calista, I’m not brave enough to knock on a stranger’s door.”
I patted Elm’s arm. “Call me next time. I’ll tell them to shove it.”
Laughing, they unpaused the episode and turned down the volume.
A few minutes later, I leaned forward. “This is my favorite song of the episode! Spike sings about his love for Buffy, telling her she’s rejecting him because she’s scared. He does such a good job of—”
BANG! BANG! BANG!
The wall behind us vibrated.
I grabbed the remote. “I guess it’s still too loud. We better turn it down before she tells us to shove it.”
Elm snatched the remote from me. “Let’s just turn it off.”
My eyes big, I pouted. 
“Josie, we already watched, like, four episodes. We can finish it later.” Their eyes slid to the wall. “Maybe at your house.”
“Ugh. Fine. But you have to bring the wine.”
“Deal. We can invite Calder,” they said with a little smile. “He can sing about his love for—”
I smacked them with a fuzzy gray pillow. “Stooooop. You know I can’t go there with Calder.”
For years, affection had grown between me and our friend Calder. We'd met when he’d moved to town to run a research lab at Arteria Falls College—the same lab where my roommate Lynnae worked. Sparks had flown immediately, but Calder had sensed my hesitation and had given me the space I needed. I’d known the moment our eyes met that he wasn’t just any other guy, not someone I could just casually date until it fizzled out. And I was terrified. Of what it would mean for me, of what it would mean for him to be attached to someone with a never-ending swirl of health problems.  
Elm rolled their eyes. “Are you still on that? I mean, you guys almost kissed on Valentine’s Day.”
“Yes, I’m still on that. Not only do I not want him to spend his energy taking care of me and my broken, pained body, I can’t put him in danger again. If Valentine’s Day taught me anything, it was that.”
A few months back, a man had attacked and wounded vampires around town, leaving little hearts and trinkets that had signaled the next victim. My cousin and I had been potential targets, so I’d had to investigate. 
The case had culminated on Valentine’s Day. After a vital phone call had interrupted an intense moment with Calder, a moment where I had almost given in to my feelings, Calder and I had rushed out to stop the attacker, who almost killed us.
Given that danger had wormed its way into my life on a seemingly permanent basis now that I was putting my private investigator badge to work, I had to protect Calder by keeping him the fangs away from me. 
Especially since part of that danger came from some pretty shady people involved with my grandfather’s disappearance. When my Grandpa Roan had disappeared several years ago, I’d thrown myself into finding him, but lost myself in the process. My family and friends had talked me down, convinced me to stop searching.
But then, on two otherwise pleasant afternoons in October, I’d received cryptic notes telling me that my grandpa had come across some kind of information, and whoever left the notes expected me to find it…or else. One of the notes even included a nice pair of excised fangs for me. Just what I’d always wanted.
I’d launched back into the investigation, but I hadn’t figured out what happened to him or what he knew by the time Valentine’s Day rolled around. 
But then I’d come across two things: a flamingo-obsessed vamp named Judith and repeated check-ins at the town gates by a vamp named Belinda.
Judith had left the notes for me using a Wi-Fi jammer to block my doorbell camera. After I’d cornered her, she’d spilled the tea, telling me how she’d been hired and paid anonymously to leave the notes, with no knowledge of the contents. Judith had picked up the notes and her payment from under a bench. She’d been supposed to leave one more, but her conscience had gotten in the way. That could have been a dead end, but the unknown person or persons behind the notes had called me after and led me to believe the fangs held important information.
They hadn’t seemed to know I’d discovered Belinda. Well, her name anyway. She’d been in Arteria Falls when my grandfather vanished and when the notes were left. Had she taped the notes to the bench for Judith? Had she been involved in my grandfather’s disappearance?
Those questions had kept me up at night, tossing around in my bed, occasionally knocking Matilda, my Scottish Terrier, to the floor. I’d kept the investigation a secret from everyone except Lynnae—the only person who I knew would understand. I certainly wasn’t about to tell Elm that I couldn’t be with Calder because some anonymous dingbats were threatening me.
Returning me to reality, Elm let out a “humph” before grabbing my shoulder. “Josie, don’t you think Calder has a right to decide? And you are not broken.”
A wave of emotion tried to push up from my chest, but I squelched it and stood up. “Like you said, it’s getting late. My mom wanted to hang out with Matilda today, so I’ve got to pick her up. I better go. You keep the rest of the wine this time.”
Elm didn’t push me further. They just gave me a tight hug and handed me my forearm crutch.
As I walked to my blood-red van, my right ankle aching and my left knee screaming, I let that wave of emotion bubble up a bit, a single tear caressing my cheek.




Chapter Two


“Oh my stars, it’s so hot. Why is it so hot?” 
Lacey, a college student who worked for me part-time, fanned her teal T-shirt. “Where is the vent? Oh, right here. That’s the stuff.” Her face melted into bliss as she stood under the air conditioning vent.
“You were out there less than a minute!” I declared. All she’d done was take the trash out.
“It was enough to scorch my soul!”
I rolled my eyes. Lacey was from Fangington Hills in Oregon, a town that rarely saw ninety-degree temperatures, so she got a little dramatic in the summer.
Colorado brought mountains, snow, and skiing to most people’s minds, not soul-scorching temperatures, but the thermometers shot into the nineties in the summer. With our altitude, the sun beat a heavy drum down on us, making the heat worse.
With classes out, Lacey could have gone home, but she had an apartment, friends, and a cat here, so she’d stayed in town. Thank the Goddess. She was a great employee, and I didn’t know what I would do without her.
She ran to the sink in the storeroom, returning with a wet paper towel. Upon placing it on her forehead, she stared up at the vent.
“When you’re finished trying to become a popsicle, do you want to see if Buttercup responds to catnip?”
Lacey looked down, and the paper towel fell off her face. “Heck yes. I’m so bored.”
“Same,” I said.
It was Slow with a capital S at Matilda’s VamPets, the pet boutique I owned. The words “Tuesday” and “slow” often found themselves in the same sentence, but today was the kind of slow that had you checking your watch every two seconds expecting two hours to have gone by.
We needed entertainment.
“Can you put Matilda in my office?”
My little Scottie was snoring away under the sales counter, which did not help the time pass. Her snores were making me sleepy, making the time pass even slower.
Lacey picked her up and took her through the storeroom to my office, where she wouldn’t be able to pounce on Buttercup.
As usual when I was on the sales floor, I was in my wheelchair, which I’d named Zippy. My condition, Hypermobile Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome, caused painful, sometimes unstable joints and muscle spasms pretty much everywhere muscles existed. Walking around my pet boutique was too painful, too frustrating, so I used Zippy. At home or at friends’ houses, I alternated between my canes, forearm crutch, and wheelchair, but in public, Zippy and I were typically joined at the hip. Literally. Some days it felt like my hips had fused to the chair.
I wheeled to an aisle full of cat treats and searched the white-wood shelves until I found the catnip. With the package between my legs, I rolled over to the white, weathered-wood table at the front of the boutique, upon which a two-tiered cat kennel sat. A little sign declared the inhabitant to be Buttercup, a two-year-old orange tabby.
I’d started working with the local animal shelter to house adoptable cats at the pet boutique. Our first cat was now living their best life with Lacey and her roommates. In the months since, we’d adopted out several cats. I hoped Buttercup would find a forever home soon.
“Okay, baby girl, let’s see if you like catnip.” I opened the flap on the kennel. Several of our cats had needed coaxing to leave the kennel, but Buttercup slid right into my arms.
Settling her on my lap, I rolled toward the sales counter at the back, which had a bit of open space in front of it. 
My shop was filled with five-foot-high shelves, a long dog-treat bar shaped like a bone, and walls full of merchandise hanging on paw-shaped hooks. The aisles had plenty of space between them, but I didn’t want to risk Buttercup knocking products over in the midst of a drug-fueled haze. 
Not all cats responded to catnip, so it was possible she’d just sit there and stare at us in confusion, leaving us just as bored as before. 
Lacey returned and slid Buttercup off my lap. I opened the catnip and spread some over the floor.
As soon as the first bit hit the painted concrete, Buttercup started to squirm. Lacey released her, and the cat flew through the air, landing in the middle of the catnip.
“Fangs! She scratched me.” Lacey held her forearm. I was about to go get her a bandage when Buttercup started jumping up and down in the plant matter on the floor, all four legs hitting the ground at the same time. Her eyes widened, filled with fervor.
Suddenly, she dropped on her back and squirmed around, spreading the catnip. Seemingly satisfied that she was coated in it, she began chomping down, more eager than when I saw a piece of unattended chocolate.
Deciding to snap some photos, I pulled my phone from the back pocket of my ankle-length skinny jeans. I zoomed in, trying to capture Buttercup’s crazed eyes. Despite the bright lights above us, the flash went off, startling me a bit.
And Buttercup too.
She looked up, mesmerized. I started to laugh, but it died in my throat as Buttercup’s eyes darkened. Before I knew what had happened, an orange blur collided with me, sending my phone sailing. 
Lacey gasped and yelled, “Buttercup! Nooooooo!”
I grabbed on to Buttercup, trying to keep her from pulling my hair out. Lacey zoomed over and snagged the cat. I rolled backward, thankful to be out of the scratching zone. With soothing words, Lacey set Buttercup down to finish her nip.
“Note to self,” I said, “no flashing lights around catnip-crazed cats.”
I had a solid scratch on my bicep, and I was fairly certain my long sheet of blond hair was more tangled than Dracula’s love life.
After retrieving my phone, I found a few bandages and some antibacterial cream. Just as Lacey and I rubbed in the cream, my phone let out the chirp I’d assigned to Lynnae. “Let’s see what the bestie has to say today. Maybe something else to entertain us.”
“Consider me entertained enough for now. I’ll put Buttercup away.”
I pressed the button on the side of my phone, lighting up the screen. I caught only a quick glimpse of the text before my screen scrambled. The words “gorgeous woman” and “Calder” flashed into my mind. I started pressing the side button rapidly, trying to get the screen to unscramble.
“Josie, are you okay?” Lacey asked in a tone that told me I now looked like a catnip-crazed cat as well.
“Yep!” I said my voice way too high. “Just need to get this stupid phone to work! Why won’t you work, you bloodsucking piece of—”
“Calm your fangs! Turn it off and back on again.”
Not hearing her, I was now banging on the screen, lost to the panic of a gorgeous woman and Calder being in the same text. No way was Lynnae texting just to say, “A gorgeous woman passed Calder in the hall. The end.” No, this was something I needed to see. Needed to know about. I needed to KNOW!
Lacey snatched my phone. “You’re going to break the screen! Let me restart it. Don’t your texts go through to your computer too?”
“You’re a genius!” I called out, already rolling to my office. I parked my chair outside the door and slid into my office chair. Matilda took one look at my frenzied eyes and ran into the storeroom.
My nerves were on fire as my computer loaded and I opened up my messages. Seven texts from Lynnae. Not one. Seven.

Jos. There’s a gorgeous
woman in the lab who
keeps touching Calder.
So weird.


Dude. She just twirled
one of his curls around
her finger. 


Oh my fangs. She just
accidentally dropped
something so she
could bend over in
front of him.


She just said something
about his mom. Like she
knows his mom.


I tried to find out who
she is, but she grabbed
his arm and pulled him
away from me.


They just went into his
office. They’re both
laughing so loud.


He closed the door!

Bile rose through my chest. Who. In. The. Bloody. Fangs. Was. This. Woman?
And why was she touching Calder? Playing with his hair?
I took a deep breath and leaned against my desk. Did I really expect him to wait forever?
My rational side said no, but a childish part of me said yes.
Lots of women had flirted with Calder in front of me, but he’d never reciprocated. I hadn’t considered what it would feel like for him to be with someone else.
Another deep breath. I didn’t know for sure if they were together, but I could find out later that night. Calder and several other friends were coming over. Lynnae and I had an expansive flagstone back patio with a bunch of chairs around a fire pit. It was too hot for a fire, but it made a fine ottoman too. We planned to put our feet up, drink some wine, and play a game to see who knew whom best.
No reason to panic. I’d find a way to ask Calder without sounding like a possessive lunatic. Or maybe he’d tell Lynnae all about it once the woman left.
A new text popped up.

Sorry, Jos, but I need to
cancel for tonight. I hope
you guys have fun with
the game.

That one was from Calder.
As I was unplugging my keyboard to bash it against the wall, yet another text appeared, this time from Lynnae.

He left with her! Told
me he was taking the
rest of the day off.

So Calder was spending the day with Miss Likes-to-Touch-Hair. I set the keyboard down and looked at the ceiling, defeat crawling its way through my body.
I’m sure it didn’t mean anything. Maybe she was his cousin. It was possible, right?




Chapter Three


Lynnae hadn’t known diddly-squat when she got home Tuesday night. I’d cornered her—literally. As soon as the front door had closed, I’d rolled up, pushing her into the corner behind the door. 
She hadn’t even known the woman’s name. Apparently, this brazen chick had walked into the lab, sidled up to Calder to surprise him, touched several parts of him, and pulled him to his office “to catch up.”
If they’d been catching up, maybe she really was just a cousin in town.
Lynnae had informed me that no one touches their cousin like that.
I’d spent all night brooding, barely paying attention to the game or my friends but paying lots of attention to my wine glass.
Three times, I’d almost texted Calder. My phone had been ripped from my fingers after the third attempt.
Sleep had evaded me, but that had given me time to come up with a clever plan. Josie’s Clever Coconut Plan, I was calling it.
I pushed open the door to Lynnae and Calder’s lab the next morning, rolling in and jauntily calling out, “I brought Isa’s new coconut donuts!”
That was it. That was the whole plan. Calder would take one bite and spill his veins.
It did not go well.
“Oh my, those smell amazing,” purred a voice like silk, full of poise and class. 
The bag of donuts almost fell from my lap, but the tall redhead in front of me caught it. “Let me help you with that, sweetie,” she said like I was five years old.
Lynnae rushed to my side. “Josie! Can I talk to you for a minute?” I could see the white all the way around her eyes as she cocked her head toward the hall.
The woman—whom I’d recognized instantly—ignored Lynnae and crouched down. “Do you mind if I have one of these? I missed breakfast today, and I’m famished.”
Did she think I couldn’t hear her if she talked to me while standing up?
The dumbfounded look on my face apparently communicated yes to her donut question, as she took one.
Lynnae walked behind me to grab the wheelchair handles. “I just need to talk—”
“Is this your friend? How nice that she visits you at work,” the redhead said, her matching red lipstick somehow not smudged after chomping down on the donut.
“Yes, she’s my best friend and roommate. Josie, this is—”
“Calista,” I announced. Identical looks of confusion crossed the women’s faces. “You live next to my friend Elm. I saw you the other night after you knocked on the door.” And declared she would be staying for “quite some time.”
“Oh, Elm! I’m thrilled to have such a nice neighbor.”
I gritted my teeth, trying to keep my frustration contained. “Elm is wonderful.”
“Josie!” We all turned to find Calder coming from the direction of his office. He breathed in. “What smells amazing? Did you bring something from Isa’s Eats?”
We all knew the smell of Isa’s confections. Isa, a human whose family had roots in the vampire world, had opened the only bakery in Arteria Falls a few years back. She offered a plethora of goodies for humans and a selection of specialty treats for vampires, ones that didn’t trigger our allergies. Our bodies need blood, but we can eat a small group of foods including chocolate, coconut, dates, prunes, coffee, citrus, teas, wine, pickles, olives, and seaweed. Anything else tied us to our toilet seats for a couple days.
Thank the stars coconut was made into both flour and sugar, allowing us to enjoy baked goods.
And thank the stars we were good friends with Isa, giving us access to all the pastries we could want. What would us vamps do without humans?
Our towns wouldn’t be nearly as successful. Vampires had settled all over the world, but each little hidden town didn’t have enough vamps to run it on their own. From water treatment to washing machine repair, we needed it all. So, generations ago, we’d brought select humans in to help. And we still brought well-vetted humans in as needed.
“Yes, your employee’s friend brought donuts! Isn’t that sweet?” the annoying redhead answered for me.
Before I could snatch the bag of donuts from her and beat her with it, Lynnae corrected her. “We’re all friends. The three of us.”
“How fun,” she said with no shortage of condescension. 
“And are you an old friend of Calder’s?” I asked, pointing between them.
Calder’s face flushed. “Umm, well actually, you see—”
“We’re exes. Dated for a couple years when Caldie lived in Fangstaff.”
Lynnae and I exchanged a look that clearly communicated our disdain for the name Caldie.
From his face, Calder agreed.
Once I got over the name, the rest of her words sank in. They dated. For years. More than one. Multiple years.
She walked over to Calder and slid her arm around his, their matching white lab coats blinding my soul. “Cal and Cal! Everyone thought our names were so funny.” She flipped her hair as she giggled.
Calder gave a little laugh, but he was looking at the ground, his face still red.
Calista was looking at me expectantly, as if I’d have some response to how cute their names were together, so I cleared my throat and said, “How fun. So you live in Fangstaff?”
“Yes, I’m here for the summer and the fall on sabbatical. It’s so hot here right now. Fangstaff is in northern Arizona,” as if I didn’t know where the few vampire towns were located, “so it’s quite nice there right now, but I’m glad to have a change of pace, even if it’s just a new college campus. I’m an electrochemistry professor,” she said with the air of someone announcing they were the new head of the Vampire Council.
“Sounds so interesting,” I said, unable to resist throwing a bit of shade at her.
I looked at Calder, trying to catch his eye, hoping I could get him alone for a minute, but his gaze fluttered around the room, falling everywhere except on me.
“Enjoy the donuts, guys. The store is opening soon, so I’ve gotta go.”
“Oh, do you work in retail? How charming.” I guess she could throw shade too. “Have a great day.”
Choosing not to respond, I spun Zippy around and left, letting the door slam behind me.




Chapter Four


As I expounded on the benefits of an automatic water bowl and attempted to squeeze a Great Dane into a protective sun shirt, I tried to ignore the massive rock that had settled in my stomach. 
I was a strong, independent vampire who did not need a partner. I was content with my singlehood. I ran a business, solved crimes! My life was full.
And yet, I kept seeing Calista hook her long arm around Calder’s. 
Lynnae had texted a thousand times about how she’d tried to tell me about Calista in the hallway, how sorry she was that I’d been put on the spot.
It wasn’t her fault. I blamed the donuts—of which I got none, by the way.
The boutique was busier than the day before, but the day seemed to fang on and on and on. I just wanted to go home, wrap myself up like a burrito in my thickest blanket, and have Lynnae feed me chocolate.
By the last hour of the day, Dawk, my cousin and store manager, was over it.
“Josie! Snap out of it.” 
With my arms splayed on the sales counter, I said, “No, thanks. I’m good to brood all day long.”
He pointed under the counter. “You’ve got Matilda all depressed.”
I took a peek at where my little dog sat. He was right. She looked like I’d taken her favorite toy away and forgotten to feed her dinner. “Oh, Matilda. I’m so sorry.” I signaled to her to jump on my lap. Once she was seated, I hugged her tight. 
“Look, I know this is hard, Jos. You haven’t had to compete with anyone for Calder’s attention before. What are you going to do about it?”
“Huh?”
“Are you going to go home and eat chocolate,” he knew me so well, “or are you going to stake a claim on Calder?” He smiled a bit at the vampire pun he’d managed to slip in. Stake a claim. Vampires were so cheesy.
I pulled Matilda closer. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Well, then we need to find something to cheer you up. Let’s go hang out with Buttercup.”
After settling Matilda in my office, we headed toward Buttercup. It was 5:00 p.m., and the sun was still shining. It would be for another four hours. The picture windows at the front of the shop revealed vampires and humans in shorts and flip-flops ambling along Vein Street as if nothing was wrong with the world.
Parents with their children. Teenagers trying to impress each other. And a man and a woman who looked so much like Calder and Calista that my arteries buckled. I was so upset that I was seeing things.
Wait, no. I wasn’t seeing things. That was Calder and Calista, headed into The Bloody Grape, our town’s blood and wine bar.
Was it a friendly catch-up? Maybe he was just showing her around town. He was such a good guy that he wouldn’t refuse his ex a tour.
Or maybe they were on a date, and before I knew it, they’d be married with two and a half children and a french bulldog.
Without thinking, I turned to my cousin, who was pulling Buttercup out. “You know what? I know exactly what I need. A quick nip into The Bloody Grape!”
I must have been a bit too enthusiastic, as he raised an eyebrow at me. “Umm, okay?” He looked out the window, but luckily, my targets had gone inside.
This was just like a case. I’d spy on them and get the scoop. They’d never know I was there. 
“Yep, I’ll be back to grab Matilda before you leave in,” I looked at my watch, “fifty minutes. See you!”
Without waiting for a response, I triggered the handicap access switch next to the door and rolled outside.
Very few cars were coming down the street, so I was across the road and in front of The Bloody Grape a minute later. 
Like any good spy, I wanted to peek through the window first. I positioned Zippy at the edge of the wide brick sidewalk, far enough that I wouldn’t be noticed from inside.
Unfortunately, a muscled man with curly black hair and bronze skin walking outside the bar didn’t notice me either. Distracted by his phone, he walked right into my wheelchair and fell into my lap. It wasn’t every day an attractive man just fell into your lap.
What? I wasn’t too torn up to notice how good-looking he was.
“Gah!” Panicked brown eyes looked up at me as the man attempted to extricate himself from my lap without using his hands, clearly trying to avoid any accusations of groping. “I’m so sorry!”
“Don’t worry about it.” I waved him off. “It was an accident.”
His still-distressed eyes darted to The Bloody Grape, perhaps seeing if he’d embarrassed himself in front of the whole bar.
Luckily, for me too, no one was looking.
“Have a good day, ma’am.” He strode away, attention back on his phone.
Ma’am? Did I look like a ma’am? I wasn’t even thirty.
With a huff, I returned my focus to Calder and Calista.
The exes sat at a table in the far corner, facing the bar, their backs to the window. If I slipped in quietly, I could take a table behind the dirty-dish station, where I’d be hidden by a divider but close enough to hear them. The worst table in the bar had become the most useful.
The Bloody Grape had recently installed an access button too, so I didn’t have to struggle with the door, which sometimes drew attention. I entered the bar undetected. 
I turned my chair, keeping an eye on my marks, but not a close enough eye in front of me, so I almost rolled into a waitress with a tray of drinks.
My heart clenched, but I pulled to the right and avoided her. Whew, crisis averted.
“Josie!” the waitress called out. 
Fangs. It wasn’t a waitress. It was Bayla, my loud friend who owned The Bloody Grape. I hadn’t factored her into my plan. An amateur mistake.
Maybe they hadn’t heard her. 
Nope, Calder’s shoulders had stiffened.
Maybe if I could roll backward fast enough, I could get out of there before they saw me.
But alas, a gal in a hot-pink wheelchair isn’t exactly inconspicuous. 
Calista waved me over.
Bayla put her free hand on my arm. “Josie…who is that woman with Calder?” 
“Calista. His ex.”
She flipped her dark-brown ponytail in indignation. “Ugh. Calista’s a very handsy ex. Do you want me to spit in her drink?”
I laughed, the first one all day. “No, but I’ll let you know if that changes. She’s summoning me now.”
Calista stopped waving her hand around when I aimed my chair at their table. Calder looked mortified.
At least I wasn’t the only uncomfortable one.




Chapter Five


“Oh my Goddess!” Calista grabbed onto Calder’s arm, her perfectly painted nails digging into his straining biceps. Everything about him was strained. His face, his eyes. I swear even his adorable brown waves had tightened. “Isn’t her shirt adorable, Caldie?” 
I looked down at my black tank with a pink lightning bolt in the center. It was fun, but it was the same shirt I’d had on that morning.
“You’re just the cutest thing,” Calista continued. If any of my friends had said that, I’d feel all warm and fuzzy on the inside. But the way she said it made me feel about two inches tall. “I love your shoes too. So adorbs.” Yes, my plain black sneakers were the most “adorbs” thing ever.
“Umm, thanks. I was just popping in to grab a bottle of wine for tonight. It was nice to see you guys.”
Halfway through turning my chair around, a hand gripped my arm.
“Jolie, you can stay if you want!” Did she just call me Jolie? “I absolutely love Lynnae. It would be great to get to know her roommate. Calder and I can pick our conversation back up later. We were just reminiscing about old times.” She turned to him. “Remember the trip to Aspen? And the hot tub.”
Calder’s face grew hotter than a hot tub. He didn’t even correct my name.
Calista knew exactly what she was doing. She’d obviously noticed Calder’s reaction to me this morning, and my reaction to her. Being a fangcy professor, I’m sure she’d been perceptive enough to figure out how Calder and I felt about each other. Now, she’d tried to demean me, remind me of her connection to Calder, and make him as uncomfortable as possible.
What had Calder seen in her?
I pulled my arm away from her. With steel in my voice, I said, “My name is Josie, with an s. And thanks for your offer, but I wouldn’t want to get in the way of your reminiscing.”
Zippy and I rolled toward Bayla, who was clearly eavesdropping while she bussed a table. I mean, it didn’t take five minutes to clear two blood goblets and a wine glass.
Bayla pulled her top lip back in disgust. “What the actual fangs was that? I’m spitting in her next drink.”
I led her to the bar. “She’s claiming Calder. Using insults veiled as compliments to show me I’m not a threat to her. Did you hear her get my name wrong?”
She shook her head. “I didn’t catch that.”
“Jolie. Close enough to be an innocent mistake, but I’m sure it wasn’t.”
Bayla poked my arm. “What are you going to do?”
I took a deep breath. “Besides slap that false smile off her face?”
My friend’s laugh quickly died, her face falling. “Calder’s coming over here.”
“Fangs. Can you get me a few bottles of Lynnae’s fav while I talk to him?”
“You got it.” She hustled to the back, leaving me about two seconds to compose myself before Calder slid next to me, leaning on the bar.
“Jos. I wanted to…” He blew out a breath, his gaze darting around the bar. “I wanted to explain. About Calista.”
He looked so confused. I wanted to reach up and massage away the little line that had formed between his brows.
With a soft sigh, I said, “It’s okay, Cal. Don’t worry about it.”
He shook his head. “Look, I didn’t know she was coming to town. She just surprised me at the lab yesterday. We…have a lot of history. I couldn’t just tell her to fang off.” 
Nodding, I said, “I know. You wouldn’t do that. She seems glad to be here.”
“I think something back in Fangstaff upset her, so she’s happy to have time away.”
“And happy to see you,” I said, my stomach clenching as I waited for his response.
He ran a hand down his face. “Yeah. We’re just friends, though. Just hanging out as friends.”
“Mm-hmm. Calista certainly touches her friends a lot.”
Calder scoffed. “Are you jealous, Josie?”
I gritted my teeth, which was apparently all the answer he needed. He narrowed his eyes at me. “Why? Tell me why you’re jealous.”
I reeled back. “What?”
“I want to hear it.”
My breathing quickened. I couldn’t say it out loud. Just confess my feelings for him in the middle of The Bloody Grape. “I just…I’m just worried that she isn’t good for you. She seems a bit vain.”
Ice hardened his eyes. “You don’t even know her. She’s new here, not comfortable yet. Calista gets nervous. Don’t be so judgmental.”
I held my hands up. “Okay, sorry. You’re right. I don’t know her, but she’s been pretty condescending to me and—”
“Josie. Stop. Can we just be real for a minute? We had a moment on Valentine’s Day. A real moment. And ever since, you’ve been running from me. I thought we’d finally gotten somewhere and then…nothing.” 
The hurt in his voice slashed through my heart. “I’m sorry, Cal. I’m so sorry.” Tears pooled in my eyes. “I just…I don’t know.”
“See? You can’t even talk to me about it. So why shouldn’t I hang out with Calista? Why shouldn’t I…move on?”
I bit my lip so hard that I tasted blood. More than anything, I wanted to grab his hand and tell him not to move on. That I was ready for him. Ready to build a life together. 
If my only concern had been how my health would affect him, I know in that moment, I would have caved. Professed all my feelings.
But I couldn’t put Calder in danger. 
I didn’t yet know who was threatening me over my grandfather or what they wanted, but I knew one thing. They were dangerous. I couldn’t risk Calder getting hurt. 
I also couldn’t ask him to wait for me. 
Wiping a tear and feeling my heart crumble into a thousand pieces, I told him, “Maybe you should.”
A pained breath escaped him. “Maybe you should too.”
He walked away, taking the pieces of my heart with him.
Bayla appeared next to me with a tissue less than a second later.
With shaky hands, I blotted my eyes, getting mascara all over the tissue.
Sensing that I didn’t want to talk about it, Bayla just said, “Here.” She handed me the blood-blend bottles. “On the house.”
I slipped them into my backpack, which hung on the wheelchair handles. “Thanks, Bayla.”
After a quick hug, I headed for the exit, where a man in dark jeans and a blue T-shirt held the door for me.
“Jos-ieeee!” he singsonged, his voice perky. Blinking away the rest of my tears, my vision grew clear enough for me to recognize the man in front of me.  
“Oh, hey, Dean.” I rolled outside, and he let the door close. “Were you going inside?”
“Yeah, but I’d rather talk to you.” He gave me his shiniest smile.
Dean, a police officer, had been patronizing my shop for quite a while, loving to spoil his little Maltese. After I started investigating my grandfather again, I needed allies on the police force, so I set out to befriend him. He was the vampire equivalent of a golden retriever, so while I had ulterior motives, I wasn’t pretending to like him. He was lighthearted, kind, and fun to be around.
But he may have liked being around me a little too much.
Back on Valentine’s Day, I’d called him for help with the case I was working, but he’d been plastered. The alcohol loosened his tongue, and he’d revealed feelings for me. Calder, who’d been sitting next to me and listening in, thanks to speakerphone, had hung up on Dean.
Luckily, Dean didn’t seem to remember any of that. We’d gone right back to our normal friendship…until a couple weeks ago when he started hinting at wanting more.
“Are you okay, Josie?” he asked.
I waved off his concern. “Just allergies.”
“Ah, I get bad allergies too. Where are you headed off to?”
I pointed across the street. “Back to the shop. I need to grab Matilda from Dawk and get her home.”
He nodded. “Maybe we could have a doggy playdate soon.” He took a breath, clearly building to something. I cringed internally. “Or maybe we could hang out. Just the two of us. Go somewhere nice.”
Frick. This was just what I needed today. I forced myself to reject Calder, and now I had to reject Dean too.
I peered into the bar to find Calder twisted around in his chair, watching us. His words echoed in my mind. Maybe you should too.
Maybe this really was what I needed. 
Without another thought, I smiled and said, “Yes. Let’s do that. Let’s go on a date.”
Dean’s shoulders relaxed, and his face lit up. “Tomorrow night?”
I agreed, and we made plans to try the new human-vampire restaurant in town.
Releasing my brakes, I waved at him and turned toward the street. I rolled hard and fast back to the store, trying to tame my emotions.
What in the fangs had I just done?




Chapter Six


Pound pound pound 
I wished someone was banging on my front door, but alas, it was my brain beating against my skull.
Pound pound pound pound pound
I shoved my face between the back of the velvety emerald-green couch and a shaggy purple pillow. Matilda promptly stuck her nose under the pillow to get at my face.
“Mats, noooo. Please. You’re letting the light in. Gaaaargh! Stop licking my face.”
It had been one hour since I’d accepted Dean’s date. One hour in which I’d grabbed Matilda, driven home, and mentally kicked my own butt for everything that happened at the blood-wine bar. I couldn’t have just stayed in my shop?
Nope, my inability to let things be had driven me too far. Now Calder was moving on and I was not moving on by going on a spite-fueled date with Dean.
I was a horrible person. I couldn’t let myself have the person I wanted, afraid they’d get hurt, but I could date someone else? I was putting Dean in the same position. I tried telling myself that Dean was a cop, and he could take care of himself. But I still felt guilty as all fangs.
I gently pushed Matilda away and repositioned the pillow. Light was bad. Why did it stay light so late in the summer? Just to torture me?
More like I was torturing myself. Over the years, the worse my physical condition had become, the more my mental state affected my pain.
Stress, trauma, negative emotions all sent me into a pain spiral. My pain had slowly escalated since Lynnae had texted me the day before, but after that encounter with Calder? Everything hurt. 
The front door burst open, and Matilda flew off the couch.
“Heeeellllooooo, Matilda!” Lynnae gushed.
“Gaaaaargh!” I called out as loud as I could.
“Fangs, Jos, sorry. I didn’t see you there.”
Lynnae slowly closed the door and tiptoed to her room. A few minutes later, she came back, her slippers shuffling across the wood floors.
I heard her slide against the fabric of our puffy purple armchair. “Do you need anything? Water? Tylenol? A hatchet and a ride over to Calista’s?” she whispered. 
Despite the pain, I giggled. I had the best roomie ever.
“Maybe later on that last one. I’d take some Tylenol, though.”
A minute later, she pressed two tablets into my hand. “You have to sit up, though, Jos. No more choking on pills because you’re hiding from the light.”
“Fiiiine, Mom. Seriously, though, thank you.”
She went around the room closing all the blinds and curtains. I’d been so desperate when I got home, that I hadn’t even done that. I’d just gone straight to burying my face in the couch.
“Oh, sweet baby Goddess, that’s so much better.” I sat up to take the pills.
With a chuckle, Lynnae sat again. “Does this pain spiral have anything to do with Calder and the statuesque redhead who’s been haunting my lab the last two days?”
Resting my head on the back of the couch, I didn’t deny it. Didn’t pretend I was fine. Not with Lynnae. “Mm-hmm. It’s like a knife has inserted itself in my heart, and it’s slowly twisting.”
My roomie sighed. “Look, I know it seems bad, but maybe he’s just showing her around.”
Matilda jumped onto my lap and leaned her head against my chest. Animals just knew when we needed them. “Nope. Maybe he was just showing her around, but not anymore. Now he’s ‘moving on.’”
“What in the name of Dracula are you talking about?”
While staring at the ceiling, I filled her in on the embarrassing, heart-wrenching, and ridiculous events of the afternoon.
When I finished, I finally looked at her to find a monumental cringe on her face. 
“I know, I know. I ruined everything.”
“I’m not going to coconut-sugarcoat it…yes, you did.”
Blowing out a breath, I dropped my head into my hands. “I have to let him go, Lynnae. I can’t risk him getting hurt. Whoever is threatening me about my grandpa is dangerous.” 
“But don’t you think Calder deserves—”
“To decide for himself? I’ve heard that before. Can we talk about something else?”
She gave me a toothy smile. “Like what you’re going to wear on your date with Dean?”
I grabbed a pillow, preparing to throw it, but decided it wasn’t worth the pain. “You’re lucky I’m too messed up to hit you with this.”
“Like I couldn’t block it. Anyway, since you brought up Roan, anything new on Belinda Hollow?”
“Nope, she’s still a ghost.” 
“So you haven’t heard back from the super hacker you found?”
I let out a miserable sigh. “I did hear back. Late Monday night. With all the Calder stuff though, I forgot about it.”
A connection of a connection had gotten me in with a guy who could hack the town log database. I hadn’t come across this guy in my previous search for my grandpa, so I’d been excited to make his digital acquaintance, though not so excited about his hefty fee. 
“I gave him all that money to tell me that, one, my grandfather never popped up on a town log after his disappearance,” which the police had already told me, but I’d figured it wouldn’t hurt to confirm, “and two, Belinda Hollow has only ever checked in to Arteria Falls.” And since vampire towns don’t make you check out—the powers that be want to verify who comes in, but they don’t care when people leave—we had no idea how long she’d stayed each time.
“What the veins?” Lynnae asked. “Does that mean she’s from here?”
“I don’t think so. This guy told me she’d checked in a couple times before my grandpa’s disappearance, the day of, and when the notes were left on our porch. That’s it.” I sucked in a deep breath. “So, either she lives in the human world and had never come to the vampire world before those dates, or it’s a fake.”
“Is it even possible to fake a vamp-world ID?”
“Before Monday, I would have said no. Our ID chips are the most secure. You could steal someone else’s chip. If you look enough like them, you could slide into their identity. But creating a new one? Fangs. You’d have to have some serious inside contacts.”
“Josie,” Lynnae said, her face serious. “What if Belinda Hollow is Roan?”
Laughter bubbled from my chest. “Yeah, right.”
“No, seriously. What if he, like, used inside contacts to make this ID and used a disguise for the picture?”
“Like a wig and some cat-eye glasses?” I taunted. Lynnae looked ready to throw a pillow at me now, so I held my hands up. “Okay, okay. The Tylenol has kicked in enough for me to entertain this idea. If that’s the case, why would he have checked into town a couple times before the disappearance?”
“Testing the ID?” Lynnae suggested.
“Hmph. I don’t buy it. He wouldn’t use it unless he absolutely had to. Too risky.”
Lynnae grumbled, “Fine, it was just an idea. I do have some good news for you.”
I sat up straight, a massive zing shooting through my temples. “Ouch!” I rubbed my temples. “Tell me!”
“Lucy will be here Tuesday night.”
Hope bloomed in my chest. “Heck yes! I’m going to buy her the best blood-wine blend The Bloody Grape has to offer.”
Lynnae had met Lucy many years ago at a conference. They’d bumped into each other, had dropped their identical purses, had accidentally switched, and…you know the rest from about five hundred rom-coms. Ridiculous antics had ensued to switch back, then they’d decided to get dinner, and now they were great friends.
Lucy lived in Bledchester, NY, but she was originally from a vampire town in the UK. She’d visit Lynnae once a year, and Lynnae would visit her. This year’s visit had been moved up several months due to a nice little fang I’d received on my doorstep. 
We have our own vampire dentists, usually one to two per town. They train in the human world first, then go to a specialty vampire program. Lucy had taken her training even further, becoming a dental forensics expert. We didn’t have many of those in the vamp world, so she was a special drop of blood in the vampire pool.
Lynnae specializes in vampire anatomy but doesn’t know much about teeth. She’d looked at the fangs, tried to run some tests, and finally admitted she had no idea what she was doing. So after I’d filled her in on my realization that the fang was a clue, she’d begged Lucy to visit Arteria Falls early. She hadn’t risked telling her why over the phone or in any sort of written communication, so Lucy had no idea why she was coming, just that Lynnae really needed her. Even so, Lucy was so busy that it had taken her a few months to arrange the trip.
“You might have to buy her a few bottles, but I know she’ll be happy to help. We just have to figure out how much to tell her.”
I stretched out on the couch, my head on my favorite golden-yellow pillow. Matilda copied me, stretching out on my legs, her back feet sticking out behind her. “I trust Lucy to be discreet, but I don’t want to put her in any danger. My thought is to tell her as little as possible.”
“Agreed.” Lynnae fluffed her hair. “I say we give her the fangs, ask her to tell us everything she possibly can about them, and apologize profusely for the imposition and lack of information.”
“Sounds like a plan to me.”
“Are you feeling any better?”
I held up my thumb and index finger, leaving an inch between them. “A smidge.”
“You know what helps migraines? Chocolate.”
“Yeeeeees. Lots of chocolate. Dare I say all the chocolate?”
Lynnae chuckled. “I’ll bring all the chocolate in the house over.”
“You’re the best.” I grabbed her hand as she walked by. “Seriously, you’re the best.”
She squeezed my hand. “Only the best for my bestie.”
“Ditto. Which is why you’ll find a few bottles of your favorite blood-wine blend on the counter.”
“Chocolate and wine? Best night ever.”




Chapter Seven


“Wow.” Dean and I said at the same time. We looked around, and I took in the shining walnut floors, the long bar in the same dark wood, and the wait staff in crisp white shirts with black vests and bow ties. I found Dean eying the arched ceiling with exposed beams and stained-glass skylights.  
“It’s a good thing I wore a tie,” Dean said.
I looked over at his light-purple button-down and floral tie. “You look great.”
“So do you,” he said, his gaze going from my curled hair to my tight red sheath dress and black flats. I didn’t do heels. Heels plus hypermobile ankles plus chronic pain equaled days of recovery. More if I fell flat on my fangs.
I guess if I’d brought Zippy, I could have slipped some heels on, but I’d brought my crutch instead. I’d had the day off and spent most of it brooding on the couch, so I felt up to walking. I’d also been concerned that there wouldn’t be adequate space for a wheelchair to move between the tables in the restaurant or that the bathroom wouldn’t be accessible. Given how fangcy Chez Auclair was, I didn’t want to deal with those issues. I was too exhausted for it.
It was a good thing too, as the space between tables was tight. A slightly snobby but overall pleasant human led us to a table at the back of the restaurant and handed us menus. I took the seat against the wall, giving me a view of the entire restaurant. Roan had taught me to always have the exit in view.
Holy Dracula’s cape, I thought as I peered at my menu. This place was expensive. I peered over the top of my menu to find Dean’s eyes a little wide, but he recovered quickly. He seemed like the kind of guy to pick up the whole bill, but I planned to offer to split it. It only seemed fair.
The menu listed appetizers, main courses, and dessert. Each section was subdivided into three more sections: Human only, Vampire only, and All Patrons. 
My eyes automatically moved to the dessert section first, because DUH, of course they did. Vamp desserts included a flourless chocolate cake and a lemon tart. I took out my phone to snap a picture of the dessert section and texted it to Isa. She’d want to take a look at her competition.
Dean raised an eyebrow. “Are you memorializing the menu so you can remember this dinner forever and ever?”
I laughed. Dean was so easy to be around. Despite my mixed feelings about having accepted his invitation, everything had been smooth and enjoyable thus far. He’d been on time, our conversation in the car was natural, and now he was making me laugh.
“I just sent a pic to my friend Isa, you know, from Isa’s Eats?”
“I love that place!” Dean exclaimed. “Those new donuts are amazing. I never expected to be such a cop stereotype, but I just can’t get enough of them.”
“Ha! Isa will love that. She might just be experimenting with more flavors too.”
His face lit up. “I volunteer to taste test.”
Laughing again, I told him, “I’ll be sure to let her know.” I tapped my menu. “Do you think we should order an appetizer? The olive tapenade with coconut-flour flatbread sounds interesting.”
“I agree. Let’s do it. I think I’m going to try the blood-infused seaweed salad with a goblet of lime O-.”
“Hmm. That sounds good, except I’m going to get B+.”
The waiter came by a minute later, and we placed our order, adding a couple of glasses of Cabernet, which he returned with promptly.
Once we settled in with our wine, things finally started to get a bit awkward. 
Dean cleared his throat. “So have you always wanted to run a pet boutique?”
“No. I expected to have a lengthy PI career, but then my grandfather…”
His cheeks flushed. “Right, sorry. Umm…”
I decided to save him. “What about you? Did you always want to be a cop?”
“Kinda. I never knew my dad. He was a cop here in Arteria Falls a long time ago. Died when I was a baby, after getting in the middle of a domestic dispute.”
“Goddess, I’m so sorry, Dean.” It was my turn for pink cheeks.
“It’s okay. I’ve had my whole life to come to terms with it. To answer your question, my father inspired me to become a cop.”
I was tempted to reach across the table and squeeze his arm, but I was afraid he’d interpret any contact the wrong way. “So you grew up here?” A few years separated us, so I might not have known him in school.
“No, my mom moved us to Veinice. She needed a fresh start. I came back after college.”
I twirled my wine glass. “Gotcha. Do you like it here?”
“I do. It took some time to adjust, but now I love the mountains, even the snow. And the company,” he said, his top lip quirked, his eyes searching mine.
Fangs. What did I say to that? I decided to play dumb. “Oh, that’s good. I’m glad you’ve found some people you like here. Are you friends with any of the other offi—” The words died in my throat as a couple sat down at the table to our left.
You guessed it. Calder and Calista.
I downed the rest of my wine.
“Josie? Are you okay? You were asking me something.”
I could barely hear Dean over the pounding in my ears. A quick glance to my left told me that I’d been spotted as well. Both Cals were staring at me.
“Wine. I need more wine.”
“Erm. Okay.” Dean turned to signal for the waiter.
Tapping my red nails on the table, I looked everywhere except at Calder and Calista and tried not to lose my cool. Needing a distraction, I started clocking everyone at the bar, just like Grandpa Roan taught me. Two young brunettes toasting, an elderly woman on her phone, a familiar-looking man in a baseball cap drinking water with lime.
A lilting voice pulled my attention back and forced me to look left. “Jooosiee! How nice to see you again.” Calista looked at Dean. “And with such a strapping companion as well.” 
I pinched my lips. Strapping companion? Who talked like that?
Dean looked at me, waiting for me to introduce him. I took a deep breath. “This is Dean. Dean, meet Calista and Calder.”
The polite vamp that he was, Dean shook hands with them both. I noticed Calder squeezing a little tighter than needed. Calista noticed too.
The waiter came over with more wine, giving me a second to compose myself. I took several deep breaths.
“You look nice tonight, Calista.” She’d donned a low-cut, silky, blue dress that popped against her red hair and green eyes.
She put a hand on her chest. “Thank you! I was thinking the same about you. That dress looks exquisite on you. It really hugs your curves. Doesn’t she look amazing, Caldie?”
Caldie squeezed his knife so hard that I thought he’d bend it with his vamp strength. “Yes.” He looked me up and down, making full eye contact when he reached my face. “She looks great.” His tone was not as complimentary as his words, nor were his eyes. Betrayal. Hurt. Anger. It all burned right through to my heart. His feelings shined through, unfiltered.
To all of us.
Calista may have had an inkling that Calder liked me before, but now she knew for sure. And the look she gave me could have frozen hell over.
Dean looked confused more than anything. He gave me a “who in the fangs is this guy” look.
Calder picked up his menu, hiding his face from Calista and Dean, but he sat on the same side of the table as me, so I could still see him. See him breathing in with his eyes closed, see his fingers clenching under the table. 
I tried to hold them back, but I felt a few tears forming. Fangs. I did not want Calista or Dean to see me cry. I dug my fingernails into my palms until the pain made me forget my tears.
Refocusing on my date, I said, “Anyway, Dean, do you have a lot of friends on the force?”
Goddess bless him, he fell right back into conversation with me. “A few, but we don’t hang out too often. Most of my friends are from a hiking club I joined a few years back.”
“How great! It’s so nice to have friends with the same interests as—”
“I love hiking,” Calista cut in, grabbing Dean’s arm. “I’m from Fangstaff, and the hiking is incredible.” 
Dean looked surprised to find her hand on his arm, but his love for hiking trumped his surprise. “Fangstaff is amazing! I haven’t been in a while, but I want to go again. Maybe next summer.”
“Well, you’ll have to look me up.”
“Erm, okay.” Dean side-eyed me.
What was she doing?
She moved her hand to Calder’s, which was now resting on the table. “Calder can help set it up. Right, Cal? I mean, seeing as you might visit me next summer too.”
He looked at her hand, then looked at me, before landing on Dean. “Yep,” he said, voice tight.
“I’d invite you to come hiking too, Josie, but…” Calista lifted her hand to gesture to my crutch. 
“Mmm hmm. No hiking for me. I don’t even like Fangstaff.”
Well, that wasn’t true. It was quite a charming town. Why had I said that?
“Interesting. I like it. Mountains on all sides, so many outdoor activities, a charming little town center,” Calista said.
I crossed my arms. “Sure, but it’s got nothing on Arteria Falls. Vein Street has a lot more shops, and our bus system is superior, not to mention—”
“Well, I guess if you like to take the bus, then—”
“Lots of people rely on the bus. Not everyone can afford a car.”
“Oh, that’s right, you work at some little shop. My apologies. It makes sense that you can’t afford a vehicle.”
I slammed my hand on the table, rattling the cutlery and glasses. “I own my shop, and I have a van, but that doesn’t matter. Owning a vehicle doesn’t make you superior to—”
She leaned forward, her words like venom. “I never said it did, simply that—”
“I know what you meant, you elitist bat.”
Calista stood. “Elitist?” she barked, outraged. “At least I’m not some fake little wench who goes around accusing people I don’t even know of being—”
“No, you just show up unannounced and worm your way in where you aren’t wanted!” I practically yelled.
She took a step back. “Calder, we’re leaving.”
He stood up, face full of disappointment. With a shake of his head that caused one of his gorgeous waves to fall out of place, he followed her toward the door.
Bloodsucker. His disappointment was worse than anger. 
My heart pounded so hard I thought it would burst from my chest. I leaned back and put my hands over my face. 
“Josie?” Dean asked, his tone gentle. 
I lowered my hands.
“Do you want me to take you home?”
Guilt pumped alongside my heart. After all that, Dean still acted with kindness. This guy deserved better than a spite date with a gal who was clearly in love with someone else.
“Yes, please.”
He went to find the waiter, who seemed to be avoiding the area after the scene I’d caused. Needing something to do, I pulled out my phone to text Lynnae.
Me: Calista is the worst. I hate her.




Lynnae: Oh? Did you end up on a date
with Calista instead of Dean?



Me: More like both of them.
And Calder.
I’m coming home soon.




Lynnae: I’ll get the chocolate ready.




Chapter Eight


BANG BANG BANG 
“Whaaashaaappen?”
BANG BANG BANG
I rubbed my eyes, trying to render my vision from dreams to reality. Matilda sat at the door, one paw lifted to the wood.
BANG BANG BANG
“I’m up! Just come in.”
“The door’s locked,” Lynnae called.
Fangs. I must have accidentally hit the little lock button. Moaning, groaning, grumbling, and all the other “ings” one does when roused from sleep too soon, I threw the quilt back, slipped on my flip-flops, grabbed my crutch, and tapped over to the door.
As soon as I threw it open, it became apparent something was very wrong. “I’m guessing you don’t need me to unclog the sink again?” I asked.
My roomie’s hair scarf, which she used to protect her curls at night, sat askew, and she clenched her phone so hard I thought the purple case might shatter. “I wish. Josie, Calder just called me. Calista was found in her lab on campus this morning.”
For a second, everything went quiet, my ears hollowing out. “I take it by ‘found’ you mean…”
“Dead.”
“Fangs. Was it a medical…” I trailed off as Lynnae shook her head. “I’m guessing it wasn’t an accident either.”
“No. It wasn’t an accident. Josie, Calder said she was hit in the back of the head.”
I ran my hands over my face. “Oh my Goddess. That’s terrible. Is Calder okay?”
“He’s freaking out.”
Of course he was freaking out. His ex-girlfriend, who he’d just gone on a date with, was murdered. I started shuffling to the kitchen. “I’ll make coffee. Tell me everything you know.”
She didn’t know much. An enthusiastic grad student who was set to start working with Calista this morning showed up just after 6:00 a.m. to set up the lab. When they unlocked the door, they found Calista sprawled on the floor with a puddle of blood around her.
Arteria Falls, like most vampire towns, is too small for its own medical examiner’s office, so Calder filled that role, with the help of Lynnae and his other researcher, Zach.
That meant that when the police had confirmed Calista had died, they’d called Calder right away.
“Where is he now?” I asked, filling two travel mugs to the brim with dark roast.
“At the scene. He didn’t know it was her until he got to campus. It sounds like he puked in a lab trash can. Detective Whatshisface is trying to send Calder away because of his history with Calista.”
“Ugh, Detective Craig?”
Lynnae nodded.
I secured the lids and checked that the coffee pot was off. “Okay, let’s throw some clothes on and go. I need to make sure Detective Crappy isn’t doing anything stupid. Seeing as Calder and Calista went out last night, I could see him trying to pin this on Calder.”
It didn’t matter what had happened last night, what state things were in with Calder, I would always come when he needed me.
Less than ten minutes later, I gave Matilda a pat on the head, and Lynnae and I headed out, Zippy in tow. 
Lynnae and I barely talked on the way to the lab. The whole area was full of police cars, so we parked in a nearby parking garage.
The chemistry department was a few buildings away from Lynnae’s lab, but she still knew her way around. She pushed me to a back entrance with only one officer guarding it. Thank the stars Dean was off today.
The officer didn’t want to let us through, even after Lynnae explained that she was the backup medical examiner, so she’d had to text Calder. A minute later, he opened the door, telling the officer we were with him.
I could tell it was taking every ounce of determination and professional experience to hold himself together as he led us through the halls. He didn’t say anything, and he had a stoic look on his face, but his hands were shaking.
Calder’s hands never shook.
Before we could reach the crowd of officers, he ushered us into an unused office. As soon as the door clicked close, he collapsed into a desk chair that was half-collapsing itself, his head in his hands.
I was out of Zippy in less than a second, on my knees in front of him, the pain not even registering. “Calder. I’m so so so sorry this happened. I’m so sorry you saw her.”
Lynnae came behind him and set her hand on his shoulder.
I couldn’t see his face, but I could feel his anguish. Hesitantly, I set a hand on his jean-covered thigh. “Whatever you need, whatever I can do, I’m here.”
A tear made its way through his hands and paused on his chin. I brushed it away with my thumb, feeling the tiniest bit of stubble. One of his hands grabbed mine, and for a second, I thought he would throw my hand away, yell at me for what happened last night. For what I’d said to Calista, who was now gone.
But he just squeezed. 
I could see a bit of his face now. His red face, raw with tears. I reached up and put my hand behind his neck before lowering my forehead to his. 
For a few minutes, he just cried, getting louder and louder. My heart contracted at the sound. I wanted to take this away from him, but I couldn’t, so I just pulled my head back and placed a kiss on his oh-so-soft waves.
Lynnae and I would have stayed like that forever if Calder needed, but a short man in a wrinkled suit burst into the room. “I heard some backup medical examiner came in here!” the man barked.
I stood up and leaned on the desk, blocking Calder from view. “Hello, Detective Craig.”
“Oh no. Nope, nope, nope. Miss Wixx, you need to get out of here.”
I pointed to my friends behind me. “I’m with them.”
He snorted. “Dr. Venae needs to get out of here too. He’s a suspect after all.”
“What.” I said with as much venom as possible. I’d been expecting it, but I wasn’t going to let the sorry excuse for a detective get away with it.
“Your friend Calder here told us himself that he was with her last night. Old lover, returns to town, old issues come back up, things get heated…oldest story in the book.”
Crossing my arms, I gritted my teeth. “You have no evidence of that whatsoever.”
“Not yet,” he declared. He looked at Lynnae with his lip curled. “And you are? You look familiar.”
She raised an eyebrow. “I’m the backup medical examiner.”
“You two seem pretty chummy.” Lynnae and me, or Lynnae and Calder? Which one would bother Detective Crabby more?
“Calder’s my coworker, and he’s in distress, so I’m here for him.”
“Yeah, well, we need a medical examiner who isn’t,” he gestured between the three of us, “involved in this.”
“Are you serious?” I said. “Lynnae didn’t even meet Calista until a couple of days ago.”
“Can it, Wixx.” He looked back to my roomie. “Is there anyone else who can help?”
She sighed. “I’ll call Zach. He only met Calista for a second.”
“Perfect. Call him and then get out. And take these two with you.”
With that, the kind and respectful detective slammed the door.
I spun to Lynnae. “Oww! Too fast.” I rubbed my knee. “What do we do?”
“I call Zach, then we get Calder home.”
“Sounds like a plan. Except…I need to see the scene before we go.”
“Have you lost your fangs? There are cops everywhere.”
I leaned over Zippy to pull a folding cane out of the pouch on the back. “Yes, but I need to get as much info as possible. Lynnae, they think Calder might have done this.”
“Ugh. You’re right.” 
I leaned down and put my hand on Calder’s cheek. He looked up at me with glazed eyes. “I don’t want to leave you, but I need to gather information so I can find the killer. We can’t let them get away with killing Calista, and we can’t let the police blame you.” I caught another tear on my thumb. “Is it okay if I go? I’ll come right back.”
He nodded. “Yes.” His voice was strained, croaky. “Josie…Goddess, you have to find who did this.”
“You know I will.”




Chapter Nine


I stepped into the hallway, finally becoming aware of the extra pain in my knees from kneeling on the floor, made worse by the cheap carpet in the office. “Great, now I have rug burn too.”  Why had I worn shorts to a crime scene? 
The empty office we’d taken shelter in sat six doors down from the lab where seemingly all the police officers in Arteria Falls had gathered, or at least that’s what it sounded like. Only a few were in the hall, but I could hear a ruckus from inside the lab. Since I couldn’t see the detective, I slowly walked toward the hubbub.
I passed a small room where an officer watched over a tall blond gal who hugged her backpack for dear life. She must be the poor grad student who found Calista. Lucky for me, the officer faced into the room.
My folding cane was blessedly quiet, so none of the other crime-scene techs or officers noticed me coming either. As I got closer, I heard two of them and a lanky redheaded man in a yellow button-down talking.
One of the officers turned out to be a campus security officer, not a police officer. He held an iPad out to a short brunette officer. “See right here—Dr. Colson buzzed into the building at 11:03 pm.”
Was that Calista’s last name?
The officer pointed at the screen. “This is her right here?” she asked. The security guard nodded. “And no one else came in after her?”
“Not until this morning.”
The brunette turned to push her way into the lab, taking another officer with her, presumably to update everyone on what she’d just learned.
“Thanks, Steve,” the lanky man said. “I just can’t believe this happened. Why in the fangs was Dr. Colson here so late? And if no one else scanned into the building after her, did she bring her killer in with her?”
That was a good question.
“I guess so, Dr. Ellerbrock.” Another chemistry professor? Probably the department head or someone else important. I couldn’t imagine the police would let just any professor into the building. 
“Let’s go to my office.”
Dr. Ellerbrock led Steve down another hall.
That left only one more officer, who was doing something on his phone, in the hall with me.  
I edged closer, trying to sort through all the voices coming from the room. The brunette tried to get Detective Craig’s attention, but he told her to hold on and kept talking to someone else.
“Really?” I heard him say, sounding like Christmas had come early. “Well, this changes everything. If they had an altercation last night, that’s worth looking into.”
Altercation? Had Calista gotten into a fight with someone last night?
“Did you take Miss Wixx home from the restaurant?”
My stomach fell through the ugly linoleum floor. Flying fangs. I was the someone she’d had an altercation with last night.
“Yes, sir. Dropped her off around 8:30.”
Dean. I guess they really did call in all the officers in town. Of course Dean had to spill his veins about my fight with Calista, or he’d risk getting in trouble. Given the number of witnesses, if Dean hadn’t told the detective, someone else would have.
The detective was going to have a field day with this. I could just picture him running around town laughing maniacally and yelling, “Josie did it! Josie did it!”
He’d do everything possible to keep me out of the investigation. I took a deep breath and took a huge step forward to look into the lab.
My biggest fan’s back was to me, so I figured I had a few seconds. My eyes darted over the lab looking for anything to help.
But there was nothing. The lab was spotless—other than the body, which I tried not to look too closely at. I’d thought maybe Calista had had an experiment she just couldn’t wait to run, so I’d expected to see beakers and equipment everywhere. Why else would she come to the lab so late?
Before I could ponder further, Dean noticed me, and the detective noticed him noticing me.
“Wixx! Dean here just told me a nice story. It seems clear you have it bad for Calder. Did the two of you decide Calista was in the way of your love and kill her together?”
“Go fang yourself, Craig.”
“You first. After you leave this building. Now.”
I rolled my eyes. “Alright, don’t get your boxers in a ball. Though, now that I think about it, you strike me as more of a tighty-whities guy.”
Dean snorted but managed to turn it into a cough.
“Get. Out.”
I figured you should only push a cop who’d just accused you of murder so far, so I turned with a squeak and limped away, my legs almost as unhappy as Detective Craig.




Chapter Ten


I drove the three of us to Calder’s house, as he wasn’t fit to drive. Not wanting to mess with Zippy when we got there, I just grabbed a cane. The walk from the driveway was short. 
Calder lived in an adorable, single-story brick house that was deeper than it was wide. I hadn’t been there in months. Not since the two of us almost kissed on Valentine’s Day.
His hands shook so much that he couldn’t unlock the door, so Lynnae had to unlock it for him. I led him right to the couch and settled him under the softest blanket on the planet. His A/C was blasting, so his living room was frickin’ freezing.
He just leaned back on the cushions, his eyes vacant.
“Cal,” I said, squeezing in next to him on the couch. “I’m so sorry.”
No response. I didn’t know what else to do, so I curled up next to him, resting my head on his shoulder. A minute later, just as I heard the tea kettle whistle, he picked up the blanket and settled it over my legs too.
Lynnae came over carrying a tray with three mugs and a teapot. She poured us each a cup of chamomile before settling in an armchair across from the couch.
We sat in silence for almost an hour, the only sound a dove cooing nearby, before Calder whispered, “Why?”
My roomie and I looked at each other, not having a clue what to say. Lynnae cleared her throat. “We don’t know, Cal. Not yet, anyway. You know Josie will do her best to find out why this happened, though.”
He shook his head. “No. Why was she there? In the middle of the night?”
I reached over to wrap a hand around his bicep, giving him a gentle squeeze. “She didn’t tell you she was planning to go to the lab after dinner?”
“No. When I dropped her off, she said she was going to bed.”
Interesting. Had she lied, or changed her mind after he left?
“I’ve been thinking…”
“Thinking what?” Lynnae prompted.
He fidgeted a bit, the blanket slipping down a few inches. “That it might be my fault she went to the lab.”
“Why would that be your fault?”
Calder leaned forward, looking down at his knees. “After we left the restaurant, things were tense between us. During the incident at the table, she’d realized that Josie wasn’t…wasn’t just a normal friend of mine.”
Lynnae and I locked eyes. Holy Dracula’s cape. Calder’s feelings for me were obvious, but he’d never actually said them out loud. Were we about to hear them for the first time in the aftermath of a murder?
“I told her how I feel about Josie. Romantically. Confessed everything.” Yep. A confession of his feelings after years of tension between us…because of a murder. But that was my fault. I could have heard those words a long time ago if I’d allowed it.
Calder didn’t look embarrassed or seem to register what he’d just said, which was for the best. We had more important things to focus on.
“Calista seethed as I told her. Yelled at me for a couple minutes. Asked why I didn’t tell her right away. I yelled back, telling her she surprised me out of the blue. Just showed up in Arteria Falls and assumed I’d come running into her arms. She cried as I drove her home, told me she was going to bed, and slammed the car door.
“But she didn’t go to bed. She must have been so upset from our fight that she went to the lab. Tried to focus on work to feel better. I’ve done that myself countless times.”
He dropped his head into his hands. 
I rubbed his back. “Calder, this isn’t your fault. We don’t know why she went to the lab so late, but I am sure that this was not a random act of violence. You can’t just walk into the building after hours. Someone broke in without leaving any obvious signs, or Calista let them in. She knew her attacker.” 
“The lab would have been locked too,” Lynnae added. That was a good point. I’m guessing if someone had buzzed into the lab, the security guard would have mentioned it.
“Yeah. I know. But maybe if she hadn’t been there, this wouldn’t have happened.”
Lynnae set her mug down. “Or maybe they would have killed her at home, or any other location. There’s no point speculating.”
“We should wait until we know more from Zach,” I said.
Lynnae snorted. “If we can get him to tell us. He’ll just blab on about our conflict of interest.”
“But you don’t really have one, Lynnae.”
She sighed. “If Calder is a suspect, then yes, I do. He’s my friend.”
“Right, that makes sense. I probably can’t get Dean to tell me anything after last night either. He was nice about the whole thing, but I doubt he’ll be willing to risk the wrath of Detective Crappy for me anymore.”
“There’s no need,” Calder said. “I saw enough.”
Her voice gentle, Lynnae asked, “What did you see, Cal?”
After a deep breath, he sat up straight. “The wound on the back of her head took a lot of force to create. They likely waited until she couldn’t see them so they could get as much force behind the blow as possible without her trying to escape. She’d been dead for about four hours, by my estimate, putting her time of death around 3:00 a.m.”
“Hmm. I overheard campus security telling the police and some guy—Dr. Ellerbrock, I think?—that Calista scanned her key card into the building just after 11:00 p.m. So she’d been there for four hours before she died.”
“What was she doing for four hours?” Lynnae wondered.
“Research?” Calder suggested. “I’d assume running an experiment of some kind.”
I took out my phone to make notes. “She must have finished it before her attacker made their move. The lab looked absolutely spotless when I got a peek earlier.”
“Was it normal for her to work in the middle of the night like that, Cal?”
“Not that I know of. I hadn’t talked to her in years, so things could have changed, but when we dated, she never went to the lab so late.”
So this was out of character for Calista. “Who else did she know in town?” I asked.
“No one. Well, she had an estranged aunt who lives here, but they hadn’t talked in years. She told me about it at The Bloody Grape.”
My spine straightened, and my nose twitched. A suspect! “Why didn’t they talk? Do you know her name? Had you ever met her?”
Lynnae gave me a look that clearly told me to slow down.
“Sorry. Let’s start with why they didn’t talk.”
Calder leaned back on the couch again. “I don’t know the details. Just that it had something to do with an inheritance they’d argued about.”
Interesting. Money made for a good motive. “Did her aunt know she was here?”
“I don’t know. I imagine they would have run into each other at some point, especially if Calista decided to move here.”
“Move here?” Lynnae asked. “I thought she was just on sabbatical.”
“She was, but Dr. Ellerbrock—he’s the department chair—offered her a permanent position. She hadn’t decided whether to take it yet.”
No wonder she’d tried to rekindle her relationship with Calder. She hadn’t been looking for a fling during her sabbatical, she’d been considering moving to Arteria Falls.
“Good to know. Back to the aunt, had you met her?”
“No. Her first name is Rebecca, but I don’t know her last name. It might be Colson, like Calista.”
“No biggie. I’ll find her.”
She was my only lead after all.
He rubbed his eyes. “I really appreciate you both being here—really, I do—but I think I need some time alone.”
“Of course.” Lynnae stood up to gather the tea items, leaving only Calder’s untouched mug on the coffee table.
I reached over to cup his face. “If you need anything at all, anything, let me know.” I moved to plant another kiss on the top of his head, and he leaned into me with a little sigh.
“Thanks, Jos.”




Chapter Eleven


“What was that last part again?” 
It was a good thing my fangs weren’t out, because I was grinding my teeth hard enough to crush a stalactite. “You heard me.”
“Nope. Temporary loss of hearing.”
I breathed in for four counts, held it for seven, and breathed out for eight, trying to stop myself from kicking Detective Craig in the shin. Or maybe higher up, between his legs. “I said that I called Calista an ‘elitist bat.’”
“Oh, gotcha. Let me just write that down.” He made a big show of scrawling the words in huge letters in his tiny notebook. “What happened next?”
“I said something about how she showed up unannounced and wormed her way in where she wasn’t wanted.”
“And what did you mean by that?”
I squeezed the handrims of my wheelchair. “I meant she came to town without telling Calder first.”
He flashed his teeth at me, smiling wide. “Not that. The last part.”
“Just that she…she was trying to get back in with Calder. Or it seemed like it at least.”
“And Dr. Venae didn’t want to get back with her?”
“I don’t know,” I said, my voice as low as possible.
That grin again. “Why did you say that if you didn’t know what his feelings were?”
I looked in his eyes, something in me snapping at how much he was enjoying this line of questioning. “Because I didn’t want her worming her way in. That’s what I meant, and you know it! Are we done here?” I practically yelled the last part, causing several customers in my shop to look at me with their mouths open.
My favorite detective had walked into my boutique during our late-afternoon rush the day after Calista was found and demanded to speak with me. I’d tried to lead him into the storeroom, but he insisted on speaking with me in public. Even my pronouncement that it was much cooler in the back didn’t help, despite the fact he was sweating through his puke-green shirt.
Dawk and Lacey had been running around, trying to help the Saturday rush of customers on the sales floor and man the register at the same time. I needed to help them, and I needed this conversation to be over.
“Now, Miss Wixx, is that any way to speak to an officer of the law?”
“Nope, just you,” I seethed.
He narrowed his eyes. “We aren’t done yet. Why didn’t you want Calista to worm her way back in with Dr. Venae?”
This bloodsucker wanted me to say it. He wouldn’t leave until I did. “Because I have feelings for him, okay?”
His face lit up like he’d just been offered free blood bags for life. “Because you have feelings for Calder Venae!” he called out for everyone to hear.
All the blood in Arteria Falls rushed to my face. 
The closest customer turned to the detective in disgust, clearly over his theatrics.
“You are disturbing my customers. What other questions do you have?”
“Where were you the night of the murder?”
“At home. Asleep. Alone.”
“Got it—no alibi.” He made a note in his messy handwriting. “Now this,” he gestured to my chair, “disability that you have, would it prevent you from hitting someone with a lot of force?”
I shrugged. “I don’t think so. Want to find out?”
“Did you just threaten me?”
“Oh, no. I would never. Who said anything about testing it on you?”
A little bit of steam leaked from his ears, so I huffed out a breath and told him, “No, it would not prevent me from hitting someone with a lot of force. Being a vampire, I’m still strong enough for that. It would hurt a lot, though.”
“So you seemingly hated the victim, have feelings for her romantic prospect, and had the ability to strike her. Interesting.”
I snorted. “You’re missing a few details. How the heck would I have gotten into the building unnoticed? Or the lab? And how about my own security system, which was armed? It’s top-of-the-line. Check the records—it was on all night. I couldn’t have snuck out without the system catching me.”
With a snap of his notebook, he said, “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll figure all that out. Maybe Calder helped you. You both had motive, after all.”
I started to argue, but he cut me off. “That will be all.”
With a turn so fast my wheel let out a high-pitched squeak, I rolled into the storeroom to gather myself. 
After a few more rounds of 4-7-8 breathing, I felt my body relax. Detective Craig was a bully. I wouldn’t let him pin this on me or—more importantly—Calder.
The evening before, I’d been wrecked from the emotional intensity of Calista’s death. My body had throbbed in pain, and I could barely keep my eyes open after work, so I hadn’t accomplished much. I’d managed to call forth Roxie’s Rumor Mill to help me locate Calista’s aunt. Roxie was my grandmother’s best friend and the leader of Arteria Falls’ gossip ring. I had faith she and her contacts would find Rebecca.
That’d been all I’d had energy for before collapsing into bed with Matilda curled up by my feet.
My little dog came out of my office just then, sensing my need for her.
I patted my skinny jeans. “Jump on up here, girl.”
Matilda hopped onto my lap and promptly began licking my chin. Laughing, I scratched her ears. “Aww, thanks, girl. You always know how to make me feel better. Now, what should our next move be? I don’t know where Rebecca is yet, so what do I do?”
She just tilted her head at me.
Just as I undid my brakes so I could go back out front, my phone buzzed.
Elm’s name popped up. I hadn’t spoken to them about the murder yet, but Lynnae had updated them the day before. They were a bit shocked and creeped out by their neighbor being murdered, even if Calista was only there temporarily through Air Bed & Blood. I opened their text.

Elm: Remember how thin
my walls are?


Me: How could I forget?



A little pang shot through my chest. It’d only been four days since Calista knocked on Elm’s door during Buffy.

Elm: Well, the cops are deep into
their search of Calista’s. The
detective just showed up.
I can hear some of their
conversation through the walls.


“Holy fangs on a fly, Matilda! We’ve got to get to Elm’s.”
I looked at my watch. Fangs. We still had over two hours until closing time.

Me: I can come over, but not yet.
It’s really busy at the store.
Can you take notes?



Elm: Duh.
Already taking them.


Me: Make the detective sound
as dumb as possible
in your notes.



Elm: Duh.
Already doing that.


I really had the best friends ever.




Chapter Twelve


“Okay, Dawk told me to get out at 5:20 because I was ‘negatively affecting the work environment’ with my ‘agitated energy.’ So I’m here.” 
Thank the stars that Dawk had made me leave early. The shop had calmed around 5:00 p.m., so we’d been just cleaning and stocking the shelves, my leg bouncing around so much that I almost knocked over a bin of tennis balls.
“Did you park in the back?” Elm asked.
“Sure did.”
“Alright, I’ll come meet you, and we can go in my back gate together.”
Detective Crabby seeing me was the last thing I wanted, so Elm had texted me to ask if I wanted to come in through their back gate. I couldn’t take Zippy across the grass in the backyard, so it was a long walk for me, but totally worth it. Luckily, the police couldn’t see me over the high wooden fence, so I made it into Elm’s townhouse undetected.
“Where’s Matilda?”
“I didn’t know how long I would be here, so Dawk’s going to take her home for me. What have you heard so far?” I asked, leaning my crutch against the couch.
“Not much.” They flashed their few lines of notes at me. “I’ve got the back window open too, but I haven’t picked up anything important, unless you consider Calista’s taste for Merlot to be important. They found seven empty bottles, but she’d only been staying next door since Monday.”
“Hmm. That doesn’t necessarily mean anything. She could have just been adjusting to her new environment, or maybe Calder helped her drink those.” I took a compression sleeve out of my bag and slipped it onto my right elbow to help with an ache building in the area.
Elm side-eyed me. “I didn’t hear him over there, Jos, if it makes you feel better.”
I squeezed their shoulder. “Thanks, Elm, but I’m okay. More important things than my love life right now.”
They bobbed their head. “So, anyway, the wine and Calista’s fondness for science-fiction romance books are the only things I’ve heard.”
I gave them a thumbs-up. “Let’s listen again.”
We took turns over the next hour listening through the wall and through the open window. I must have dozed off for a minute, because my whole body jerked, almost causing me to slam my head into the wall. It’s a good thing I woke up when I did, as I heard a woman tell the detective that she’d found a baggie of capsules filled with white powder taped inside the lining of Calista’s suitcase.
Drugs? Wine, sure, but drugs? Calista didn’t strike me as an addict or even a recreational drug user. But I didn’t really know her.
The detective told her to send the capsules off to the town pharmacist for identification.
Ten minutes later, Elm threw a lime at me to get my attention. I hobbled over to join them at the window. Detective Crappy and another officer stood on the back porch. We couldn’t see them, but we could hear them.
“Where did you find it?”
“In the second bedroom, underneath the mattress.”
The detective tutted. “Maybe a previous guest left it there. That’s not the room Calista is staying in.”
“I thought about that, sir. Before I came out here, I compared the handwriting in this book to all the research notes the team in the living room is cataloging. It matches.”
“Okay. That wasn’t the worst idea, but I want to check myself later.”
I guess that was the best praise you could expect to receive from the detective.
“Yes, sir. The book seems to be a ledger of some sort.” 
We heard the pages turning. 
“She made payments every week,” the officer continued. “Pretty large amounts, but the amounts have decreased significantly over time.”
“Humph. Maybe she was running out of money. Does it say who she owed?”
“No, sir. You see this column? This is the amount she still owed, so whoever she was paying had a lot on the line with her.”
“There wasn’t anything in her file about any bank loans or any settlements she owed, so this is clearly under the table. Given the little pills we just found in her suitcase, I’m guessing she owed a drug dealer or a loan shark.”
I’d been thinking the same thing. Not only did Calista have drugs, but she may have been in debt over them. 
“What about the injury the medical examiner found?” the officer asked.
My ears perked up. Injury?
“When did the payments start? He said the wrist break looked about six months old.”
More pages turning.
“That matches.”
So Calista’s wrist had been broken, she started paying someone around the same time, and she had unknown pills in her possession. But did she have any drugs in her system? I was so tempted to stick my head out the window and ask, but the detective would likely make a banner that says, “Josie loves Calder,” and hang it outside the police station in revenge for my eavesdropping.
The pair went back in the house, so I went back to the wall, turning the dining chair I’d been sitting on so the opposite ear would be against Elm’s light-gray paint. My neck did not like the angle required to listen, so I kept switching ears to help spread out the effort.
It didn’t take much longer for the police to finish searching the house, but they did have to sort through the copious amounts of research papers Calista had spread throughout the living room and dining room. We stopped listening at the window and both sat at the wall.
I was so bored and my neck was so angry that even the chocolate Elm gave me didn’t help lift my spirits. By nine, my body called for my bed. I looked at my wall buddy.
“I don’t think we’re going to hear anything else tonight, so I’m going to take off. Thank you so much, Elm.”
“Josie, someone murdered my neighbor. I would have been glued to this wall whether you and Calder were suspects or not.”
I gave them a little bow. “Touché.”
“I’ll walk you out.”
I said I was okay on my own, but Elm reminded me that we had a murderer on the loose. Touché again.
The yard was dark, so I took extra care not to trip, but I should have been worried about falling on the sidewalk, because as soon as I pushed the back gate open, a man slammed into me, almost taking me down.
A man I recognized.




Chapter Thirteen


The man who'd run into me outside The Bloody Grape, who’d nervously peered inside after falling into my lap. 
The familiar man I saw at the bar in Chez Auclair too. On Thursday, I’d been so distracted that I hadn’t realized he was the man who almost took out me and Zippy.
And now he was stalking around behind Calista’s Air Bed & Blood with plant matter in his dark curls.
“We’ve gotta stop running into each other like this,” I said with a wink, hoping to get the man to chill out. When we’d pulled apart, his eyes had widened in alarm as he took in my face.
“Umm, yeah, sorry again.” 
He turned toward the parking lot, so I reached out to lightly touch his arm. “Wait! Do you live in this complex?”
The man looked at my hand, so pale against his bronze skin, before rapidly pulling his arm back. He didn’t answer my question, just hurried to the parking lot.
I tapped towards the lot myself as fast as I could, which still felt slower than an ice cube melts in a snowstorm.
“Josie! Who is that guy?” Elm said, walking beside me.
“I have no idea.”
“Then why are we following him?” 
“Because I saw him outside The Bloody Grape while Calista and Calder sat inside, he was at the bar at Chez Auclair the other night, and now he’s here. No way is that all a coincidence.”
Elm cursed under their breath. “So what now?”
“Now I get in the van and tail him.”
The man pulled out of the parking lot in a black sedan.
“I think you mean we tail him.”
I unlocked the van with my key fob. “I dunno. This could be dangerous.” 
Thank goodness I didn’t have to waste time loading Zippy. I opened my door, tossed my bag and crutch inside, and climbed into the driver’s seat.
To find Elm already in the passenger seat.
“Bah! How did you do that so fast?” I started the van. “Are you sure you want to come?”
“Like I’m about to let you follow this guy alone? I’m sure.”
I peeled out of the parking lot and turned toward Vein Street, following the sedan.
“There! He just turned right on Vein,” Elm said as they adjusted the seat to fit their long legs.
Flipping on my turn signal, I slowed down at the stop sign, crossing my fingers for a clear street.
Unfortunately, a group of young vamps practically fell into the van as they passed in front of us. They’d clearly enjoyed all of Vein Street’s Saturday-night offerings and now moved slowly. Even with the windows rolled up, we could hear their conversation, of which the word “bro” made up ninety percent.
One of them tripped and caught themselves on the hood. I rolled down the window. “Hey, bros! Can you try to focus on crossing the street? Please, bros?”
A lanky bro sneered at me, but the rest didn’t even hear me.
No other cars or people got in our way, but we still didn’t turn fast enough to see where the sedan went. 
“We lost him!” I banged a hand on the steering wheel, immediately regretting it. “Ouch!”
“Calm down, Jos. Drive towards the Holifang Inn.”
I took Elm’s suggestion.
“His car looked like a rental,” Elm explained. “It’s possible he has an Air Bed & Blood or something, but we should at least check the hotel first.”
“This is why I keep you around, Elm.” I should have thought of it on my own, but I was exhausted.
Sure enough, when we pulled up to the Holifang Inn, our town’s only hotel, the man was climbing the outdoor stairwell to the third floor. All the room entrances were on the outside of the building, thank the stars.
I parked behind a big truck, hoping he wouldn’t see us even though we could still see him. He pulled a key card out of his pocket and unlocked the door to a room in the far corner, seemingly unaware of his audience.
“Let’s find the elevator,” I said, opening up the sliding door to pull Zippy out of the van. 
“I know where it is from my grandma’s visits,” Elm said.  
They pushed me to the elevator and then over to the mystery man’s room. I banged on the door as hard as I could without dislocating my wrist.
The door flew open.
“Oh look, we ran into each other again,” I said.
“What do you want?” he asked, voice tighter than my compression sleeve.
“Just to chat. I’m Josie.” I held my hand out. “And this is Elm.”
The man looked between us, assessing our threat level. After a few tense seconds, he let out a loud breath and shook my hand, followed by Elm’s. “I’m Dr. Grayson Wyrick.”
Doctor, huh? Since he was following Calista around, I’d guess he was an academic, but I played dumb. “Are you here to help out at the hospital?”
“Not that kind of doctor. I’m a chemistry professor.”
Just like Calista.
“Are you just passing through town for the summer?”
“I’m sorry, but why are you here?” he asked, gesturing to his hotel room.
I put a hand to my chest, exaggerating the movement. “Oh, wow. Where are my manners? I forgot to tell you who I am.” I reached under my leg to where I’d stowed a little black pleather case. I flipped it open. “I’m a licensed private investigator. This is my badge.”
Grayson ran a hand over his curls, bits of plant matter falling to the rough carpet. “Okay, so you’re a PI. Why are you here, though?”
I didn’t hold back. “Because I noticed you spying on Calista twice before she died, and tonight I caught you snooping around her Air Bed & Blood.”
He laughed, the sound hollow. “I guess that looks pretty bad.”
“Yep,” I said, popping the p.
“Alright, I’ll tell you everything, but can we do it inside?” He ran his eyes across the walkway before stepping back to allow us entry.
Before rolling me in, Elm leaned through the door to look around the room. It must have looked safe, because they pushed me over the threshold.




Chapter Fourteen


The room looked like every other hotel room on the planet. Two queen beds (I swear, you always get two when you want one, or one when you want two), an oak dresser supporting a TV, and a little table with two chairs. 
Grayson and Elm took the chairs, and I rolled up between them, which was hard work on the carpet. Wheelchairs and carpets are not friends. Thank the Goddess my house had wood floors. 
I reached into my backpack to pull out my little black flip notebook that looked exactly like Detective Crappy’s. There’s something about using a small notebook that intimidates people into talking, like the smaller the notebook, the more trouble they must be in. Note to self: try to find one-inch-by-one-inch notebook.
“So, Grayson, how did you know Calista?”
His leg was bouncing faster than a bat flaps its wings. “We were colleagues.”
“In what capacity?”
You might be thinking, Josie, they were obviously both chemistry professors, but it’s best to let people tell you things themselves. You never know what else they might say.
“Calista and I both taught—well, I still teach—chemistry in Fangstaff. Different kinds of chemistry, though. And we both did research too, of course. Calista always got all the research grants she applied to.” He said that last line with admiration, not jealousy.
“The department must have loved that,” Elm said.
“Oh, yes. She was their perfect professor.” He leaned forward, one arm propping his head up above the table. “Until recently, that is.”
My heart rate picked up. Were we about to discover why Calista might have wanted to leave Fangstaff?
“What happened recently?” I asked, trying to keep my tone even.
“It all started about six months ago, around the time she mysteriously broke her wrist. She became unreliable, erratic. Missed classes, missed meetings. The department reprimanded her several times. She blamed it on a sick aunt here in Arteria Falls and then took a last-minute sabbatical for the fall semester.”
“Are sabbaticals usually planned out further in advance?” Elm asked.
Grayson nodded. “Yes. She sprung this on everyone.”
Calista had lied about her aunt, who she didn’t even talk to, and left Fangstaff last minute.
I wasn’t about to tell him what I knew about Calista’s aunt, though. “Okay, her aunt was sick. Maybe they were really close and it upset Calista, causing her to drop the ball at work. Maybe her aunt needed her to come out here to take care of her.”
He lifted his head. “Maybe, but I don’t buy it.”
“I’ll bite. Why didn’t you buy it?”
“I think she was on drugs.”
I made my eyes wide, trying to look as shocked as possible, as if we hadn’t heard the cops find a bag of pills in her suitcase. Elm copied me.
“Drugs? I met Calista a few times. She didn’t seem like the type.”
Grayson sighed. “I know she didn’t. Calista always carried herself so well, always seemed so put together. But she was an extremely competitive researcher. If she thought another professor out there might upstage her, she couldn’t handle it.”
“So drugs could have been a coping tool for her?”
He shook his head. “No, if she used drugs, it was to give her more energy.”
“Some kind of stimulant,” Elm suggested.
“Exactly.”
Elm rubbed their chin. “Why come to Arteria Falls? It seems like switching labs would only disrupt her research.”
Grayson shrugged. “I’m not sure. Maybe to get away from all the scrutiny in Fangstaff. Or maybe to try to clean up her act.”
“Makes sense,” I said. “But why are you here? Do you usually stalk your colleagues while they’re on sabbatical?”
He curled his lip at me. “No. Calista and I were friends. She shut me out when all this started, wouldn’t talk to me. She wouldn’t let me in her house. I tried showing up during one of her late-night lab sessions, thinking I could catch her in the act and convince her to get help. She just yelled at me until I left.”
Late-night lab sessions? Interesting. Grayson’s tone implied those were normal for her, but Calder had said otherwise. How much had Calista changed since she dated Calder?
“I came here to try to help her. I couldn’t just give up on her because she left town. She didn’t have a lot of friends or family. It was me, or it was no one. I know it looks weird that I followed her around town, but I wanted to see what she was up to before approaching her.”
“Did you notice anything strange since she’d been here?”
He sighed. “She seemed a lot more like her usual self, to be honest. Maybe she really did come here to get clean. It definitely wasn’t for her aunt, though. She didn’t go visit anyone in town, other than some guy.” 
I bristled at his tone. Calder wasn’t just “some guy.” 
I made a show of writing a long note to give myself a second to shake off my instincts to defend Calder.
“Grayson, have you told the police any of this?”
He bit his lip, looking a bit ashamed. “I’m afraid they’ll suspect me. How creepy does it look that I followed her here?”
Very creepy, Grayson. Very.
“Are you going to tell them?” he asked.
“Oh, no. I’ve been told to stay out of their investigation, so I’m not telling them anything, unless I find out you’ve been lying to me,” I said with as much authority as I could muster.
His hands flew up. “I’m not lying.”
I nodded. “We’ll let you get back to your night.”
Before we left, I slipped Grayson a business card, telling him to call me if he thought of anything else.
As soon as the van doors slammed, Elm looked at me. “Did you believe all that?”
“Fangs, no.”
“Agreed. Something about all that wasn’t right.”
I pulled my phone out and opened Instagram. 
After I’d first met Calista on Wednesday, I’d taken a deep dive into her Instagram. There’d been no sign of Grayson—or anyone else. She’d posted endless pictures of herself on glamorous vacations, selfies around Fangstaff and out in nature, looking like a fangin’ model in each one, not even a hair out of place.
So now I searched for Grayson, Elm leaning over the console to watch. “How do you think he spells his last name?” I asked when nothing came up.
“Certainly not W-I-R-E-R-I-C-K. He didn’t say wire.”
I pinched them. “Well, excuse me for not getting it right.”
Elm laughed. “Try W-I-R-I-C-K.”
“No results. Let me try W-Y-R-I-C-K.” I let out a tiny squeal. “There he is!”
We scrolled through his very frequent posts, which mostly consisted of him hiking and things he saw hiking. Did this guy hike every day?
But when we got to two months ago, another face started to appear. A selfie with Calista, a mountain vista in the background. The two of them at a bar, hands clasped. The caption on that one read, “Out with the GF.”
“She was his girlfriend!” Elm moved back to their side of the console. “Not five minutes ago he told us he wasn’t lying. Did he think you wouldn’t check his social media?”
I was still staring at the photo. Grayson held her hand with a goofy grin on his face, but Calista wasn’t smiling. Not even close.
I resumed scrolling. “She shows up in his feed for maybe five months, but disappears two months ago.”
“What are you thinking, Jos?”
A whole scenario played out in my mind. “Calista dumps Grayson two months ago and shows up in Arteria Falls with no notice, immediately clinging to Calder. Both times I saw Calista out on the town, I also saw Grayson.”
“So she dumps him, he gets weird about it, maybe stalks her, so she flees to Arteria Falls and Calder, thinking Grayson will see her with Calder and give up?”
I shrugged. “Maybe. And maybe he decided not to give up. Maybe he killed her. It’s all speculation, but I’m not ruling it out.” 
Elm ran both hands through their short hair. “Did we just sit in a murderer’s hotel room?”




Chapter Fifteen


“I’m bored.” 
“Hello to you too, Disha.”
“Too bored for hellos. What are you doing?”
I moved the phone to my right hand, freeing up my less painful arm. “Sliding empty hangers around my closet, waiting for clean clothes to appear on them.” 
I was down to my last few items of summer clothing. Laundry is the devil’s most domestic form of torture. A never-ending necessity designed to torment us mentally, and for those of us with chronic pain, physically. With the hope of saving my shoulders, back, and neck, I’d considered many times just never folding or hanging anything again. Too bad wrinkles drove me bonkers. 
Disha laughed. “We’ve all been there. Grab the first shirt you see, and let’s go do something.”
I followed her order and grabbed the closest shirt to me. “Ugh, why do I still have this tank top? I don’t do yellow. It clashes with my hair.”
“Or does it enhance your hair?”
“I guess we’ll find out.” I slipped the shirt over my head and closed the closet. I’d managed to find a clean pair of denim shorts earlier, so I was all set. “I can’t go do something, though. I’m off today, but I’m on a case.”
“A case! Let me come. It’ll be fun.”
I shook my head, even though she couldn’t see me. “I can’t call anything about this case ‘fun.’ How have you not heard what’s going on?”
It wasn’t like Disha to be out of the loop. She thrived on knowledge of all kinds, whether it be new veterinary research or what each of our friends had for dinner the previous night. 
“I’ve been swamped at work with emergency clients. Four emergencies came in on Friday, so instead of closing early like I usually do, I had to stay super late. Then I had to open up yesterday to monitor a couple of those pets and do several procedures I had to bump from Friday morning. You know I can’t say no to an animal in need. I’ve been practically living at the clinic.” She let out a breathy sigh. “That’s the downside to having only one vet in town.”
Disha was a human recruited to work in Arteria Falls when the veterinarian position opened up. We can’t possibly fill all the essential jobs in town without bringing in some select humans to help us. Disha had approached her new life in the vampire world with great enthusiasm, but sometimes the stress of being the only vet in town got to her. 
“Wow, that’s a lot. I can’t believe you’re even awake right now.” Except I could believe it, because Disha always bounced right back. “Let me fill you in about Calista.”
“Calista? Calder’s annoying ex? Lynnae mentioned her a few days ago.”
I threw open my bedroom door and walked to the kitchen, aided by my crutch, Matilda on my heels.
“Yep. That’s her. Or was her, I should say.”
While I made coffee and drained a blood bag, I explained Calista’s death, the detective’s misguided suspicions of me and Calder, and everything I’d learned so far.
“Holy frickin’ fangs, Josie. You must be exhausted, emotionally and physically.”
I took a deep breath. “Yes, but I’m currently doing my best to ignore all my emotions and pain as much as possible.”
“It’s gonna bite you in the butt like a thousand fangs soon, Jos.” Disha loved using and inventing vampire sayings. “Ugh, poor Calder,” she added.
“I tried calling and texting him several times yesterday, but he didn’t answer. I’m going to go check on him after I talk to Calista’s aunt.”
Roxie had come through with a text at 5:00 a.m. containing Rebecca’s address and confirmation that her last name was the same as Calista’s—Colson. Thank the Goddess I always kept my phone on the do not disturb setting until 7:30 a.m. Getting woken up at 5:00 would have been brutal.
“Great. Come pick me up.”
I argued with her while I slipped on a pair of white sneakers, but she wasn’t to be dissuaded.
She slid into my passenger seat ten minutes later. “Oof. You were right. That shade of yellow makes you look like a banana.”
“Ah, yes, one of my life goals. ‘Look like a banana.’”
“Maybe I’ll steal that shirt. It would look better on me.”
She was right. Yellow against her smooth black hair and tawny skin would be beautiful. “You can have it after I get around to washing it in eight months.”
Aunt Rebecca lived a short drive from Disha’s house, so it wasn’t long before we rang the doorbell next to her purple door. The porch in front of the massive brick house had a few stairs, so I’d left Zippy in the car and was leaning on a pink cane. A warm breeze sent a collection of wind chimes dancing. I’d always loved wind chimes. My mom had had several on our back porch when I was little, and they were all I could hear while I napped.
The door opened and a short vampire with gray curls bursting from a bun smiled at us. “Can I help you?” she asked, her voice as melodic as the chimes.
“Are you Rebecca Colson?
“Yes, dear.”
I stuck my free hand out. “My name is Josie Wixx. I met Calista recently. I’m a friend of her ex-boyfriend, Calder.”
The smile faded, but the kindness in her eyes remained as she shook my hand.
“Me too.” Disha said, reaching out to shake hands as well. “I’m Disha Singh.”
“We’d like to talk to you about Calista. I know this must be a difficult time for you, but if you can spare us a few minutes, we’d appreciate it.”
“Why?”
I’d prepared my answer to this inevitable question on the drive over. “Calder is devastated. I’m a private investigator, and he asked me to look into her death.”
Rebecca assessed me, searching my face with piercing green eyes. Calista’s eyes. I must have passed the test, because she said, “Come on in, ladies.”
A waft of patchouli hit me as I stepped through the door. The wood-paneled foyer held the most massive purple geode I’d ever seen. We’re talking bigger than a Rottweiler.
Rebecca caught me staring at it.
“Oh, do you like my geode? It fills my house with such wonderful energy.”
I nodded. Sunlight filtering through a stained-glass window above the front door hit the geode in a spray of color. “It’s glorious.” I didn’t know about the energy part, but it really was beautiful. 
“Did you know that geodes start as a void? All that beauty starts as nothing. Voids in lava flows, roots, tree branches slowly fill with minerals over time until they become spectacular expressions of nature’s beauty.”
“Wow. That’s amazing,” Disha said.
Rebecca led us to the left into a colorful living room covered in tapestries, loud artwork, and enough crystals to open an Etsy shop. The room was expansive, with picture windows overlooking a blooming garden in the side yard. Ethereal music pumped through a Bluetooth speaker, setting the stage for what looked like an interrupted meditation session.
“Don’t mind my meditation pouf and bolsters,” Rebecca said as she directed us to a purple couch in the same shade as her front door. 
“Did we interrupt you?” Disha asked.
Calista’s aunt smiled. “You caught me just in time. I’ve been meditating a lot the last couple of days, trying to…organize my emotions.”
“Organize them?” I asked.
She nodded, a few loose curls bobbing along. “I’m finding them to be quite complicated. I’ll be right back. The teakettle is calling my name.”
As soon as Rebecca left the room, Disha whispered, “It smells like a Whole Foods in here.”
“I wouldn’t know. Never been.”
“Right. Vampire.”
Disha spent the next five minutes describing Whole Foods in great detail. I tuned her out, instead looking around the room. Calista’s red hair was like a beacon, pulling my eyes to photos scattered around the room. A graduation. A fancy event. Another graduation. An award ceremony. Yet another graduation. Calista was everywhere.
Rebecca returned with a teal teapot and three mugs. After pouring, she perched on a low orange accent chair and swept her arm toward me.
My signal to begin. 
Calder had confirmed Calista and Rebecca’s estrangement, but I decided to play dumb. “Were you close with Calista?”
She tried to tuck a curl back into her bun, but it burst free again. “Not for years. Many years.”
“Did you still communicate or…”
“No. Calista ended our relationship after the death of my mother—her grandmother—from cancer about eight years ago.”
“I’m so sorry,” Disha said. “You lost them both at the same time.”
“It was quite difficult. My mother and I raised Calista together after her mother, who was my much younger sister, passed away. Calista was like a daughter to me.” Rebecca’s voice broke on the word “daughter.”
Disha jumped up to grab a tissue from a side table, passing it to Rebecca just as the first tears rolled down her cheeks. 
“Thank you.”
“Why did Calista end your relationship?” I asked, my voice gentle.
“Because she was a spoiled brat.”




Chapter Sixteen


Rebecca wiped her cheeks. “After the will was read, we had an intense fight. Calista threw a candle at me. She’d been under the impression she would receive half of my mother’s estate. She was used to getting what she wanted, and she thought it was owed to her. Instead, she received only a few items of jewelry. The rest went to me.” 
“I see. But why was she mad at you, instead of her grandmother?”
“Because I wouldn’t give her half the money. I explained that I’d made her my heir, but that wasn’t enough for her.”
“Why not just give her half?” Disha blurted out.
Rebecca leaned back, as if struck by my friend’s words. “It would be quite unusual for an inheritance to skip a generation, for one, but mostly because I didn’t know if I would need it.” She gestured around the room, to the crown molding and massive windows, through which I could see a man tending to the garden. “Calista assumed my ownership of this house meant I was ‘loaded,’ as she put it, but I’m not as well-off as I look. Not anymore. When my mother and I both moved to Arteria Falls while Calista was off to college, I had more than enough funds to purchase and maintain this house, but over the years, my situation changed. Even after selling my mother’s house down the street, I didn’t know if I’d have enough money to sustain me over the years.”
“Makes sense,” I said. “So you didn’t give Calista any money, and she cut you out of her life?”
Rebecca picked up her tea, signaling us to do the same.
I took a small sip to test the temperature…and almost vomited all over Rebecca’s tribal-print rug. Disha started coughing violently, tea dribbling down her chin.
“It has quite the flavor, doesn’t it? It’s my own blend of a tree bark from South America and black licorice. It’s wonderful for the digestive system.” 
It would have to make it into the digestive system for that, which would require it to be ingestible. I set my cup down.
Calista’s aunt continued, “Did you know that there’s evidence of herbal tea use by the Sumerians in Mesopotamia five thousand years ago?”
I expressed how impressive that tidbit was while thinking that those teas probably didn’t taste like a donkey’s butt.
“Back to your question, I didn’t give her any money at that time, but I did give her some about six months ago.”
Six months ago? That time kept popping up. What had happened?
“Was the amount substantial?”
Rebecca raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow at me. “Is that relevant to Calista’s death?”
I nodded. “Based on my investigation so far, I think it might be.”
“Then why haven’t the police been by to ask me that yet?”
Disha snorted. “Because they suck.”
Rebecca smiled. “I never have trusted the police.” She stood and lifted the lid of an antique trunk that served as a coffee table. With a leather book in her hand, she squeezed between Disha and me on the couch. “I don’t trust the bank either, so I keep a very detailed ledger.”
A ledger. Just like the police found in Calista’s Air Bed & Blood. Had Rebecca passed the practice on to Calista?
“Did you know that they’ve found evidence of accounting in Mesopotamia too?”
“Tea and accounting? Or should we say accounteaing?” Disha said, waiting for our reactions to her joke.
I just shook my head, but Rebecca patted her on the hand. She flipped through the ledger pages, back to the beginning of the year. “See? Right here.”
Rebecca tapped her pale-pink fingernail on an entry for $5,000 to Calista Colson. In the space for “purpose” it said “unknown.”
“You didn’t know why she needed the money?” I asked.
She sighed. “No. She called me out of the blue, begging me to help her. She wouldn’t tell me anything, but she sounded desperate, scared.” Rebecca’s face flushed. “I told her she had some nerve asking me for money after all the horrible things she’d said eight years ago. About the things she continued to say to our relatives. But she sounded so upset that I sent her the money anyway.”
“She talked about you to your family?”
Rebecca closed the ledger with a snap. “Oh, yes. She’s turned many of them against me with nasty lies about what happened between us and how I turned her grandmother against her.” She rubbed a hand over her brow. “Barely anyone will talk to me anymore.”
Could that be enough motive for murder? Rebecca, alone in the world, everyone turned against her by her niece, then that niece shows up in town. Maybe Rebecca saw her, and years of anger spiked.
But that didn’t feel right.
“Was Calista supposed to pay the money back?” 
“Oh, no. I asked her to repay me by stopping the trash talk.”
“Well, did she stop?” Disha asked, sounding a bit outraged on Rebecca’s behalf.
Rebecca snorted. “No.” 
“Did you know Calista had come to town?” I asked.
“Nope. Not until I saw her death in yesterday’s paper.”
I cringed. What a horrible way to find out about a loved one’s death. “I have to ask, Rebecca, where you were Thursday night?”
“You think I’m lying? That I knew she was here, and I was angry enough to kill her?”
I held my hands up. “I don’t think anything. I just have to ask. Do my due diligence.”
With a deep breath, she said, “I understand. I was here with Fredrick.” She pointed out the window to the man in the garden. “He can confirm it. We were…busy all night.” Ewww. “You can talk to him on your way out.”
Taking that as a dismissal, I started to grab my bag.
“Wait,” Rebecca said. “I called the police yesterday, trying to get more information on Calista’s death, but they blew me off. I called the college, but I wasn’t listed as her emergency contact, so they wouldn’t tell me anything. Do you think she…” her voice broke. “Do you think she suffered? I need to know.”
Disha and I reached out at the same time, each grasping one of Rebecca’s hands. “No. From what I understand, she was hit with enough force that her death was quick. Almost instantaneous.”
Rebecca nodded and extracted her hands. “Let’s finish our tea.”
Disha picked up her cup like it was a plague-carrying rat before downing the whole thing in one gulp. “So, what else are they known for in Mesopotamia?”
“Oh, dear, so many things! The first written law, a complex alphabet, multiplication tables, banks…” 
Rebecca continued on as I pretended to drink my tea, eventually dumping it in a bamboo plant on the side table while she enthusiastically described Mesopotamian musical instruments to Disha.




Chapter Seventeen


“So the scorned aunt didn’t do it.” I tapped my fingers against the steering wheel, the van not yet turned on. “Or so it seems.” On the way out, we’d spoken with Fredrick while he pruned a rose bush. He confirmed that he and Rebecca stayed  busy all night. Part of me felt grossed out, but another part was just impressed. “I guess she could have hired someone, or Fredrick could be lying, but I don’t think so. If she really hated Calista after eight years of her niece spreading lies, she wouldn’t have given her any money six months ago.”
“That’s all well and good, Jos, but I need to get something to drink NOW. My mouth tastes LIKE A TRASHCAN.”
I laughed. “You should have poured it into a plant like I did.”
“That’s such bad manners! Please take me somewhere with a strongly flavored beverage that doesn’t taste like a landfill.”
I did as she asked and took us to the nearest gas station. Disha ran inside and bought six beverages.
“Okay, Gatorade, will you be the one to clear me of this curse?” She took a sip. “Nope! Not strong enough.”
She went through four more beverages before landing on an energy drink.
I cringed. “Those are so bad for you.”
“Yeah, well, right now I don’t care. This overly processed liquid life force has the strength to counteract the stain on my taste buds left by that natural crap.”
“You do you, boo. Now, should we go check on Calder?”
A thumbs-up was her only reply as she chugged her drink.
Minutes later, we stood on our second porch of the day, knocking on the door. Knocking turned to banging. Banging turned to yelling. No answer.
“Maybe he’s not here, Jos.”
“His car is here.”
“He could be out on a walk or something.”  
I ground my teeth. It was possible, but the knot in my stomach told me Calder hadn’t left the house. He was inside, I knew it.
“I’m going to try around back.”
Still using my pink cane, I hobbled around the side of the house to the gate, the sun beating down on my shoulders. I banged on every window I passed. The contraption securing the back gate triumphed over my weak fingers, so Disha had to open the gate.
When we got to the covered patio, a pang rippled through my chest as I remembered all the times I’d sat there with Calder, his eyes shining while our friends laughed, talked, played games. While we stole glances at each other. Now grief had a grip on him, and I didn’t know what to do.
I tried the sliding door, but it was locked. I banged on the door, not caring that jolts of pain shot through my hand each time it connected with the glass.
“Josie!” Disha pulled my arm back. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”
“I don’t care.”
“Well, I care!”
I turned to her. “Disha! Calder is in there alone, hurting.” Tears filled my eyes. “His ex was murdered.” I tasted salt as the tears descended. “I gave him space, but I can’t anymore.”
Pulling my arm from her grip, I lifted it to start banging again, but the curtain concealing the door twitched.
Relief filled me for a second until Calder pulled the curtain back, revealing his blank expression, the dark circles under his eyes, the pale pallor of his skin. He looked empty, broken.
With a flick of his finger, he unlocked the door and retreated back into his house. Disha slid open the door, and we stepped inside.
Somber air filled the space. The dark-green walls of the kitchen seemed oppressive.
Calder pulled out a chair at the table, pointed at it, and then leaned against the counter.
I took the chair, Disha sitting next to me at the rustic table.
Wiping the tears from my cheeks, I said, “Cal, I’m worried about you. I know you need to process what happened, I know you’re struggling. But please let me in. Let me help you.”
His left hand tugged on a lock of his hair, spinning it in circles. When he spoke, his voice cracked, like he hadn’t spoken since Lynnae and I left on Friday. “I’m not the one who needs help. Calista needed help.”
“You couldn’t have known. It’s not your fault. This wasn’t random. Someone got into the building undetected, or she let them in. Whoever did this would have done it whether it was that night, or the next night, or the next.”
“That’s speculation. Maybe they wouldn’t have. If I wouldn’t have fought with her, if she hadn’t been at the lab that night, any infinite number of things could have happened to change the outcome.”
Always the scientist. Disha called him out. “You can think of it that way if you want, Calder, but it’s not an experiment. Changing one variable, like your fight, doesn’t necessarily mean anything. You feel guilty that you weren’t there when she died, so you’re telling yourself that you could have stopped it.”
He just shook his head.
“She’s right, Cal. You can’t torture yourself with what-ifs.”
After a deep breath, he said, “Part of me knows that. But the rest just keeps going over everything, trying to think of how I could have saved her.”
I stood up, leaving my cane at the table, and crossed to him. His white T-shirt was rumpled, one leg of his black sweatpants pushed up to his knee, the other pulled down. He only had on one sock. I reached up with both hands, pushing a loose wave off his face before settling my hands on his cheeks, on the tiny bit of stubble that’d grown there. 
Grazing my thumbs over that stubble, I told him, “This. Is. Not. Your. Fault.” His head dipped. “If you had thought, even for a second, that she was in danger, you would have done everything you could to help. That’s who you are.” He set his forehead on mine and closed his eyes.
We stayed like that for a bit, until Disha’s chair scraped against the floor. “Sorry! Umm, do you guys want to be alone?”
I looked to Calder. “No,” he said. “Let’s go sit in the living room.” He stepped around me to grab my cane, then held it out to my left hand before grabbing my right. His fingers were so soft, so warm. I squeezed as tight as I could.
He led us to the living room, pulling me onto the couch next to him.
Disha opened a blind. “Is that okay?”
“Yeah. I should probably get some light.”
She sat on the other side of him and poked him in the ribs. “You’ve been acting like a TV vampire. Hiding from the light.”
He didn’t laugh, but gave her a weak smile. It was better than nothing.
“Have you had any blood? Been drinking water?” I asked.
He nodded.
Disha leaned into him and sniffed. “That’s good, but you haven’t showered. You smell like this tea we just had at Rebecca’s.”
“Rebecca’s?” He sat up straight. “Calista’s aunt?”
“I’ll tell you all about it, but can you let up on my fingers a bit?”
“Oh, fangs!” His hand flew out of mine. “I didn’t even realize.”
I grabbed his hand again, clasping it in both of mine. “It’s okay. I’m fine. Before I tell you about Rebecca, I need to fill you in on what I learned yesterday at Elm’s. And do you know a guy named Grayson from Fangstaff?”
Calder didn’t know Grayson. Disha pulled up his profile at the college in Fangstaff, which confirmed he’d started teaching there two years ago. Over the next hour, we got Calder up to speed on everything.
“I just don’t believe it.” He leaned forward, resting his arms on his legs, taking my hand with him. “Calista hated drugs. She always looked down on people who took them. She knows better. I mean, she’s an electrochemist.”
“Lots of people feel that way until they don’t. If Grayson is right, and telling the truth, she might have thought of them as just a tool to get her research done. Like coffee, or an energy drink.”
Speaking of energy drinks, Disha’s had hit her hard. Her leg bounced, her fingers tapped on her leg, her eyes darted around the room. The longer we sat, the more agitated she became. I could tell she wanted to do something, wanted to burn off the energy, but she didn’t want to leave Calder.
He sighed. “Maybe. Did Grayson say she took stimulants?”
“That’s what he thought. He said she was competitive, so maybe she tried to give herself an advantage.”
Calder ran a hand over his stubble. “A bit competitive, sure, but when we dated, she wasn’t competitive enough to consider taking drugs.”
I shrugged. “Maybe things changed, or maybe Grayson lied.”
Disha chimed in, “Yeah, we know he lied about them being together. He could have killed her because she broke up with him and then lied about everything else too.”
“You’re absolutely right,” I agreed. “He’s a suspect, but something else was definitely going on with Calista.”
“We need to know what happened six months ago,” Disha said.
I bobbed my head. “Yes. Everything comes down to that time. The broken wrist, her erratic behavior, the payments in the ledger, the money from Rebecca. I find it hard to believe all that had to do with taking stimulants.”
“Something else was going on.” Calder stood. “We need to get into her office. There might be something there.”
“The police must have searched it,” Disha said.
“Yeah, but I might see something they missed,” Calder said. “Something that looks trivial. They don’t know her. I’d say we should get into her townhouse, but that seems much riskier.”
He was right about that. Anyone could see us break in. There were too many eyes in a complex like that. The office was the better choice.
I bit my lip. I wasn’t above breaking into offices. I’d done it before, but with three people? “We might be a bit conspicuous. Maybe I should go alone.”
“No way. It’s too dangerous,” Calder said, his tone allowing for no argument.
Disha smirked at me. “You do have a bad track record at the college. I mean, people have tried to murder you there twice already.”
“I mean, we are a college town, so it makes sense that a lot of things revolve around the college, even murders, so I don’t think the location is really indicative of—”
“Nope,” Calder and Disha said.
“Jinx!” Disha yelled with even more enthusiasm than normal. “You owe me a coke, or maybe an energy drink. Those things really work.” 
“Ugh. I’ll let you guys come as long as Disha doesn’t drink any more energy drinks.”
“Deal, but we aren’t going until Calder washes out his armpits.”
He lifted his arm and wafted his scent toward her. “You know you like it!”
I laughed, glad to see this moment of levity from Calder.
Disha leaned away. “Fangs, no. Go shower, or I’ll pour tree-bark tea in all your blood blends.”




Chapter Eighteen


Thirty minutes later, Calder had showered, shaved, and put on fresh clothes. I leaned into him as we walked to the van, taking in his upgraded scent of pine needles and coconut, the latter of which must have been his shampoo.  
Disha hopped in the back of the van, letting Calder stretch his long legs in the front, but she leaned forward the entire drive.
“Did you guys see that cat? Oh, no, that was a tree branch.”
“Can you turn up the air conditioner? I’m practically melting back here.”
“Ooooooh, look! That girl has pink streamers on her bike. Jos, let’s get you some streamers for your wheel—oh my stars, the candle shop is having a sale!”
Thank the Goddess the college wasn’t far from Calder’s or I would have lost it on her.
“Disha,” I said when we parked in the same garage as two days ago. “No more energy drinks. Ever.”
“But I’m having so much fun!”
I rolled my eyes as I reached into the center console to pull out a thin back brace. “This is a murder investigation. It’s not supposed to be fun.” My back had decided to be a little brat, protesting all the activity, so I hiked up my shirt and wrapped the brace around my waist. I hated bulky back braces, so I’d dug around the internet until I found one that didn’t resemble a torture device.
“Oh, right. Sorry, Calder.”
“Don’t apologize. Your commentary is helping pull me out of my funk.”
“Well, in that case…”
I swallowed my protest as she started describing every single thing we passed on the blissfully shaded path to the chemistry building. If it helped Calder, I could handle it.
Calista’s office sat around the corner from the crime scene, but we paused near the back entrance after Calder buzzed us inside. Disha, being the least known to the police out of the three of us, walked the halls to check for any officers or terrible detectives. 
She gave us the all-clear, so I dug my lock-picking kit from my backpack as Calder pushed me to her office. You might be thinking, a lock-picking kit? Just sitting in your backpack? I am nothing if not my grandfather’s granddaughter, and he taught me that you never knew when you would need to get in or out of a locked room. 
I guess Grandpa Roan’s paranoia proved to be prudent, considering he vanished without a trace. Given that someone with knowledge of his disappearance now had their sights set on me, fangs yes, I carried a lock-picking kit. And a few other things too.
Calista’s office didn’t have her name on a little plaque. It could have been a supply closet, a meeting room, anything. Crime-scene tape covered the office door or we never would have known which office belonged to her.
The tape didn’t deter Disha. She chopped her hand straight down, pulling all the tape off. “Did you see that? The tape just fell right off.”
I chuckled as I got to work on the lock. It didn’t take long at all to pop it open. 
The office looked smaller than I remembered professors’ offices to be, but maybe it had to do with Calista’s visiting status. I’m sure they’d have upgraded her if she’d stuck around permanently.
Calista had only occupied the office for a few days, so it was pretty bare. Nothing hung on the walls. The bookshelves sat empty. Only the desk showed signs of use.
Papers, papers everywhere. Just like her townhouse, according to what I heard through Elm’s wall.
“Did she use forests worth of paper when you dated?” Disha asked.
Calder looked a bit confused. “No. She kept everything neatly organized in digital files. What is all this?”
He started sorting through it all. “Handwritten calculations, formulas, and notes. Research articles from chemistry journals. The research articles make sense, but why take notes by hand? Do calculations by hand?”
“To avoid a digital record,” I hypothesized.
Disha picked up a stack of calculations. “Calder, you said Calista was an electrochemist?”
“Yeah.”
“Look at this.”
They started getting all science-y, so I transferred from Zippy to Calista’s desk chair and started digging through the drawers. She’d filled the top drawer with makeup and other beauty supplies. The middle drawer was empty, so I bent down to the bottom drawer.
“Fangs!” 
My friends stopped to look at me.
“It’s nothing, just my back.” I waved my hand. “Proceed with your science talk.”
At least my pain had been worth it; a little purple journal rested on the bottom of the metal drawer.
I sat up and started to flip through it, but Disha caught my attention. “Cal, check out this one. This is the most recent formula. We’re definitely onto something. This is some kind of drug.”
“Drug?” I asked. “Do electrochemists work with drugs?”
“Sometimes.” Calder said, his voice tight. “Her research didn’t involve pharmaceuticals, but electrochemistry is used to create chemical bonds using electricity instead of the harsh ingredients and processes used to create pharmaceuticals, which generate a lot of toxic waste.”
“Shove that in your pocket, Disha, and any others you think we might need.”
“There are too many.”
I tilted my head towards my chair. “Then shove them in my bag on the back.”
Both of my partners in crime started pulling papers while I returned my attention to the journal, but I only had time to process columns full of dates and times before the office door banged open.
“WHAT is the meaning of this? Dr. Venae?”
Fangs. Dr. Ellerbrock.




Chapter Nineteen


“All of you, come with me or I’ll call the police.” 
“Of course,” I said. “Let me just get back in my chair.”
I made a big show of pulling my chair closer, but really, I was trying to get enough of it behind the desk to slip the journal into my bag undetected.
Once in the chair, I smiled up at the head of the chemistry department. “All set.”
Disha pushed me, allowing Calder to walk side by side with the much taller Dr. Ellerbrock. Calder generally garnered a lot of respect across campus, so I hoped that would help us convince the irate man who’d caught us to give us a break.
“Now this is what I’m talking about,” I whispered when we entered Dr. Ellerbrock’s much bigger office. Long walls full of bookshelves led to a huge U-shaped desk with a window overlooking…a brick wall a few feet away. Not all windows can be winners.
A couple of worn-in armchairs sat in a corner where two bookshelves met. I yearned to plop in one to give my back a rest, but alas, we had to face the redhead at his desk.
Disha stopped me between the two chairs for guests positioned in front of the desk, my friends taking a seat on either side of me.
“What are you three doing here?” Dr. Ellerbrock probed.
“What are you doing here?” Disha asked. “I mean, it’s Sunday.”
Goddess save me, she was not helping. Her normally flimsy verbal filter seemed to have completely vanished. I needed to go to every energy-drink vendor around town and tell them never to sell her one again.
Dr. Ellerbrock furrowed his brow. “Who are you?” 
“Dr. Disha Singh,” she said, voice full of pride.
“Are you a professor here?”
“I’m the town veterinarian.”
“Humph. And you?” He turned to me.
“Josie Wixx, private investigator.”
He leaned back in his creaky desk chair. “So, one of our most esteemed research directors, a veterinarian, and a PI walk into a locked office. It sounds like a bad joke.”
“Dr. Ellerbrock, if I may, our actions were in good faith. As I’m sure you’ve heard, Calder and Calista had known each other for years. He hired me to find her killer. I know we shouldn’t have gone into her office—”
“Her unlocked office,” Disha said. We all looked at her. “Just correcting your assumption from before that it was locked, sir.”
He snorted, clearly not buying it.
“Right,” I continued, “her unlocked office, but we had good reason. We suspect Calista had a drug problem that may have contributed to her death.”
“Drugs? Interesting.” 
“Had you just met her when she arrived last week?” I asked.
He shook his head. “No, we’ve known each other for years. We met at a conference and stayed in touch.”
“Did you reach out to her about coming here this summer?”
“She called me two weeks ago saying she really needed to get out of Fangstaff for a while. I knew about her obsessed ex-boyfriend, so I assumed that was why.” 
“She told you about him?”
Dr. Ellerbrock put his hands behind his head. “Yeah, she said he wouldn’t leave her alone. Kept trying to convince her to get back together. She’d caught him following her around several times.”
So Grayson really was a crazy ex-boyfriend. Had he approached her here, only to be rejected again? Had that been the final straw for him?
Calder leaned forward. “You didn’t sound that surprised about the possibility of Calista taking drugs.”
“She didn’t seem like the type, but you can never really know someone, right?”
Calder dug his fingers into his palms, that last statement hitting home. “You didn’t notice any odd behaviors?”
Dr. Ellerbrock sighed and put both hands on his desk. “Look, Calista was my friend. I don’t want anything bad getting out about her. Can I count on your discretion?”
We all bobbed our heads.
“I’d suspected for some time that something other than her ex was going on. We’d chat on the phone regularly. The last few months, she’d sometimes sound a bit…unstable.”
“Did you bring it up with her?” I asked.
His face fell. “No. I wish I would have. I told myself her ex’s behavior must have been the cause, but really, I knew something else caused it. You never want to think someone you’re close with can become an addict, but…” he trailed off.
“What about after she arrived in Arteria Falls?”
“She seemed much better. Her face and voice were always bright. The old Calista had returned. That’s exactly what I’d hoped for when I agreed to host her here and when I offered her a permanent position.”
“But was it because she got away from her ex or because she stopped taking drugs?” Disha asked, her leg bouncing.
Dr. Ellerbrock shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe she was only taking drugs because of the stress of her ex stalking her.”
That could certainly drive someone to drugs, but what about her money problems? Her wrist injury?
Disha, who’d been tapping her leg faster and faster, looked ready to launch out of her chair. “Or maybe they were both on drugs! What if her ex took drugs the night of her murder and—”
“Let’s not speculate too much!” I put my hand on her shoulder and squeezed, hoping to stop her before she revealed that Grayson had come to Arteria Falls. We didn’t need to give away too much information. 
“Did Calista ever mention her financial situation to you?”
He looked taken aback. “No…did she have money problems?”
“We aren’t sure yet,” I lied. “Do you recall a wrist injury from about six months ago?”
“Calista was hurt? She didn’t mention anything. I hadn’t seen her since before then, so I wouldn’t have known unless she brought it up.”
I put my hypermobility to good use and bent my wrist at a wonky angle. “Yes, her wrist broke. We aren’t sure what happened yet.” I dropped my hand back down. “The night she died, Calista came to the lab late at night. Had you known her to work at such an odd hour? Either here, or back in Fangstaff?” 
“No, but I’m an early bird. I come in early, leave early, so I wouldn’t have noticed anything the few days she worked here. But she never mentioned working at night in Fangstaff. It was probably just a fluke.”
Calder hung his head, guilt radiating from him. It could have been a fluke, an emotional decision after their fight, but I wasn’t making any assumptions about why she’d come to the lab so late. 
“One last question, Dr. Ellerbrock. Had you noticed anyone lurking around the building in the days before the murder?”
“This is a college campus.” He gestured out the window, the effect dulled by the brick wall. “People are around all day. No one caught my suspicion, but I wasn’t looking either.”
I dug my phone out and navigated to Grayson’s Instagram account. “This is Calista’s ex. Seen him around?”
He shook his head. “Maybe?” He pushed his fingers across the screen, zooming in. “Yes, I think so.” He closed his eyes. “Ah, I remember now. I saw him leaning against one of the light poles outside. I probably wouldn’t have noticed, but he threw an empty bakery bag on the ground. I abhor litterers.”
“So do I, sir,” I said. “We’ll let you get back to your work.”
I’d just unlocked my brakes when he said, “Look, don’t come back here. I can’t be seen helping you. I have to follow protocol, work with the police and campus security. I answered your questions because I want her killer caught, but you didn’t hear any of this from me.” He looked at Calder. “And you’ve got your own hide to look after, Dr. Venae.”
Calder’s eyes clouded with anger. “I don’t give two fangs about my hide, and neither should you if you were her—”
I cut him off. “Thank you, Dr. Ellerbrock, for your help. We’ll keep your name out of this.” Turning to Calder, I said firmly, “Let’s go.”




Chapter Twenty


I’d been wiped after we left campus. Talking to Aunt Rebecca, pulling Calder out of his black hole of grief, and everything in the chemistry department had added up to way too much for me.  
We’d all gone back to my house, where we found Lynnae making blood blends. Disha had enthusiastically assisted her while Calder and I had snuggled up on the couch watching YouTube videos about what happens to lost luggage. Not exactly my first choice for weekend entertainment, but I’d watch anything to keep Calder out of that black hole.
I’d kept the journal a secret. I’d pulled out all the formulas my friends had stuffed in my bag, but left the journal in the bottom of my bag, stuffed under seventy receipts, three used tissues, and eight lip balms. Lynnae had reviewed the formulas, agreeing they were for some kind of drug. The journal had weighed on my mind all night, but I kept mum. What if something in it had sent Calder spiraling? I’d wanted to look at it without him.
By the time nine rolled around, I’d been zonked, but my friends were still over. So I’d gone to bed, leaving the journal for this morning. 
Matilda’s VamPets was blissfully empty, as usual for 10:00 on a Monday morning, so after unlocking the front door, I’d brought the little purple book to the sales counter. I didn’t even have to worry about Dawk or Lacey asking questions about the stolen evidence in my hands. Monday mornings didn’t necessitate more than one employee in the store.
The police must have already cataloged everything in her office, including this book. They’d left it in the drawer, so clearly they didn’t think it held anything important.
I reached down to scratch Matilda’s head as she dozed on her bed under the counter. “We’ll be the judge of that, huh, girl? Let’s crack this thing open.”
Dates. Times. An ascending sequence of numbers. Some type of readings or measurements.
Columns spanned both sides of the journal pages, but they had no headers to tell me what they meant.
I ran my finger down the rows, hoping to understand the data.
The log went on for several pages, the dates going back six months. And I had no idea what the measurements meant. 
But no way was the six-month period a coincidence. Calista breaks her wrist, starts paying someone off, and kicks off some kind of log.
Had the police dismissed this as an unimportant research log? But why on earth would Calista keep handwritten data? What if something happened to it and she lost all her work?
I grabbed a pen and tapped it on the counter. Calista had handwritten formulas that my genius friends thought were for drugs. She had a coded log in her office. Drugs in her Air Bed & Blood. Erratic behavior. Worked in the middle of the night.
She hadn’t wanted any digital records of what she was doing or for anyone to walk in on her while she worked. 
Had the esteemed chemistry professor been creating a drug?
Before I could process that fun little tidbit, the shop door dinged.
An upbeat voice floated through the store “Joooosieeeee.”
I slammed the book shut as Isa and Lynnae walked into the shop. 
“Hi, Buttercup. You’re such a pretty kitty aren’t you?” Isa crooned, pausing at the cat kennel.
“You look even paler than normal, Jos. What’s wrong?” Lynnae sat on the counter, wiping sweat off her brow. It must have been getting hot already.
My heart had jumped into my throat when I’d heard the door ding, but I relaxed. It was just my friends and not my most favorite detective in all the land coming to accuse me of murder again. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m just thinking about the case. I think I’ve got a new angle.”
Lynnae grabbed the book. “Did you write about it in this journal?” 
Isa joined us at the counter. “Do you journal, Josie? I did it every day for years.”
I shook my head. “It’s not mine.” I turned to my roomie. “You might want to give that back so you don’t get your prints all over it.”
She dropped it. “Josie. What did you do?”
My face flushed a little under her accusatory gaze. “I may have taken something from Calista’s office.”
“The formulas? Disha told me about them this morning when she stopped by the bakery before work,” Isa said. The two were officially dating now, so it didn’t surprise me that Disha had told Isa everything.
“No, the formulas are still at home. How did Disha look? Any signs of an energy drink hangover?”
Isa’s melodic laugh filled the store. “Yes. She only got a couple hours of sleep. I tried so hard not to tease her about how dead to the world she looked.”
“How cute that she still came to see you before opening the clinic even though she was in a bad way,” Lynnae said. “I think someone is in looooveeeee.”
It was Isa’s turn to blush. “Maybe. I mean, we haven’t said it yet, but…I’m pretty sure it’s coming.”
“Just in time for the party!” Lynnae said, clapping her hands. “I’m so excited.” 
My face must have looked blank because Lynnae popped a hip out and said, “The party? Remember, we were supposed to meet here at 11:00 to talk about the party?”
I just gaped at her. What party? And had it really been an hour since I opened the shop?
“Disha’s one-year-anniversary party? I’m on my lunch break.” 
“And I’ve got Hadley running things at the bakery,” Isa added.
I slapped a hand to my forehead. “Oh my fangs, the party!” Disha had joined the vampire world almost one year ago, so we’d decided to throw a soirée at my house. Disha had completely uprooted her life to move here, and we wanted her to know how happy we were that she did. 
“Sorry, ladies,” I told them. “With this investigation, everything else has just fallen out of my head. I mean, Calder being accused—”
Isa cut me off with a hand on my shoulder. “Josie, it’s okay. The investigation is way more important than a party.”
“Yeah, but times like this remind me that celebrating the good things is even more important,” I contended.
Lynnae bobbed her head. “Very true. We can plan the party if you want.”
“No, I want to help.”
“Great!” Her face turned serious. “But before we get to planning, Josie, what’s in the book?” She tapped the counter next to the log.
“While Disha and Calder swiped the formulas from Calista’s desk, I found this book in a drawer. I didn’t want to open it in front of Calder in case it had something triggering in it. I figured he had enough surprises about Calista yesterday.”
My friends agreed that’d been a good call.
I showed them the pages of the book. “I think this is some kind of research log related to the formulas we found yesterday. I’m starting to think Calista wasn’t a drug addict but a drug architect.”
Lynnae caught my meaning right away. “Holy fangs, she was trying to make a new drug?” 
She grabbed the book, no longer concerned about fingerprints, apparently. Isa peered over her shoulder.
“Wow,” Isa remarked. “She made a record almost every night.”
Lynnae peeked over the top of the journal at me. “I think I know what this is, and Calder’s really not going to like it.”
I groaned. “I look forward to telling him.” I gestured to the book. “Enlighten me.”
She held the journal out for me and Isa to see. “I think the column of sequential numbers refers to the trial number. Then these other numbers are vital signs. Pulse, temperature, blood pressure, respiratory rate. For each date listed, she noted vital signs every hour after the first time listed. Look at this day,” she pointed to April 23rd. “She started at 6:13 p.m. and logged vitals every hour, the last log at 11:13.”
She moved her finger down the columns, drawing our attention to the last few. “I think I’ve got an idea about these data points too. I think they’re about how the test subject felt. This last one seems to be whether any nausea occurred. The others are likely similar data.”
“Test subject?” Isa furrowed her brow. “Why would you have just one test subject?”
“You wouldn’t,” Lynnae confirmed.
I squeezed the edge of the counter. “Secret research in the middle of the night. Everything on paper so there’d be no digital record. One test subject. Fangs. Are you ladies thinking what I’m thinking?”
Lynnae exhaled loudly while Isa said, “Calista was her own test subject.”
I took the book back and slowly fanned the pages. “So many tests. It certainly explains why people noticed bizarre behavior. She took drugs, like, five days a week, while also working on the formula at weird hours—probably on the nights she didn’t take drugs. Her body must have been so stressed. No wonder the administration in Fangstaff—wait, what was that?”
I flipped back a few pages. A tiny sticky note, just a couple inches wide, had been placed on one of the last pages in the book.
CW. Next Thurs. 9 p.m.
Lynnae leaned in to read it. “This must be some kind of meeting. Calista got here last Sunday, so this must mean three days from now. Is CW a person or a place, though?” She glanced up. “Josie, why do you look like a ghost again?”
All the blood had drained from my face faster than Dracula would have been able to drink it. “CW. Camille Wainscott.”




Chapter Twenty-One


Camille Wainscott was untouchable. The authorities had been trying to nail her for years, but she was too clean. Too good at hiding the dirt. Too good at making sure her associates would never give her up. 
She had her hands in everything. Drugs. Bite houses. Gambling. Money laundering. All your typical racketeering acts.
I did not want to tangle with Camille Wainscott. Had Calista been making the drug for her? Could she be who Calista owed money to as well? Maybe Calista owed her money, so Camille forced her to create a new drug?
Or maybe Calista just wanted to sell the drug to Camille?
These questions kicked around my brain for the rest of the day, alongside a list of items I needed to pick up from Jackie’s Crafts for Disha’s party. We’d decided on an orange and pink color scheme. Isa was in charge of food (for which she had big, big plans), Lynnae was in charge of blood blends and entertainment, and I was in charge of decorations. We didn’t have a ton of party supplies available in Arteria Falls—no big-box party supply stores for us—so I was planning on making most things.
You might be thinking, Josie, don’t your joints hurt? Don’t your hands throb at the thought of holding a pair of scissors? Why would you volunteer for crafting? I was asking myself the same questions, believe me. Attempting to write “Happy Vampire Anniversary” on both an indoor banner and an outdoor banner made of hand-cut triangles was going to be interesting. I could just tell everyone Matilda did it, right?
Business picked up around 3:00 p.m. when people started to get off work, but it wasn’t busy enough to stop my mind from spinning on the case. How did I bring all this up to Calder?
The store had emptied by a quarter to six, so I rolled around, cleaning up a display of dog life vests and rearranging the cat treats that had been knocked around throughout the day. I locked the door at six on the dot and rolled over to Buttercup.
“Okay, little baby kitty. You’ve got water and food. I’m off tomorrow, so I’ll see you on Wednesday unless you get adopt—GAH!”
My phone buzzed in my back pocket, nearly causing me to fall out of my wheelchair.
“Holy vampire bats, Buttercup.”
I grabbed my phone.
“Rebecca?” I asked as I answered. I’d exchanged numbers with Calista’s aunt before we left her house, but I hadn’t expected her to actually call me.
“Oh, thank the Goddess. Josie, I’m freaked out. Some huge guy just showed up here to threaten me. He told me I owe him the rest of Calista’s debt. I didn’t even know she had a debt!”
“What the fangs? Are you okay?”
“Physically, yes. But I’m all shaken up.”
I bet. Strange men making demands and threats would shake anyone up. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
I disconnected the call and rolled to my office, where Matilda was napping. “C’mon, girl. We’ve gotta go.”
Zooming across Arteria Falls almost caused Matilda to go flying across the van, but we made it to Rebecca’s in one piece.
A massive wind practically blew us off the front porch as we rang the doorbell next to the purple front door. The wind chimes danced while we waited. 
Just as I raised my hand to bang on the door, Rebecca called through the wood, “Prove it’s you, Josie!”
Erm. She had a peephole and a doorbell camera, so I wasn’t sure what other proof she needed, but I thought back to our conversation. “Tea originated from Mesopotamia. And geodes start as voids in…trees?”
The door flew open, revealing a rumpled Rebecca, her hair bursting from its bun, her tank top wrinkled near the hem, like she’d been balling it in her fist. “Not just trees, but whatever. Thank you so much for coming.”
Her eyes flicked down to Matilda, who very politely sat on the porch looking at Rebecca with interest. 
“I hope it’s okay that I brought my dog. It would have taken a while for me to get her home.”
She ushered us inside before slamming the door and throwing the bolt. “Yes, I love dogs. Hello, poochie,” she said to Matilda while patting her head. Let’s go into the living room.”
Pulling her phone out on the way, she armed the house’s security system. 
“I’m so glad you have a security system. I saw you have a doorbell camera too. Did it capture the man’s face?”
I sat on the edge of the couch and directed Matilda to sit at my feet, leaning my cane between us.
“Oh, you can let her off the leash.” She cooed at Matilda from the same low orange accent chair she’d sat on the day before. “Aren’t you adorable?” I unclipped the leash and Matilda wagged her way over to Rebecca. “Look at your little fur skirt sashaying around. You’re just the cutest little baby ever.”
Matilda melted under her praise, rubbing herself on Rebecca’s legs. After a minute, she rested her head on the chair.
I smiled. “Her name’s Matilda. And I think she wants to sit on your lap.”
Rebecca’s eyes lit up. “That would be most welcome right now.” She patted her lap. “C’mon, Matilda.”
The little Scottie delicately hopped onto her lap and curled into a little ball. Rebecca calmed almost instantly as she ran her fingers down Matilda’s back. “I so miss having a pet.”
“Rebecca, the doorbell camera?” I asked, drawing her attention back to the matter at hand.
“Right. I checked the doorbell footage after I called you. He had a hat on and looked down the whole time he was on the porch. You can’t see his face.”
“Can you pull it up anyway, so I can see his build and his clothes?”
Leaving one hand to pet Matilda, she navigated to the footage. The man really was huge. If I had to guess, he was over six feet, but more importantly, he seemed to be made of pure muscle. The man obviously knew how to hide his face. He’d pulled a black cap down and angled his head so only the cap could be seen. But that didn’t mean he could hide from me. His jeans and black T-shirt were generic, but the tattoos on his arms were distinct. A black snake. A snarling lion. And the words “Forever is now.”
Rebecca balled her hem into her fist. “Did you know tattoos date back to five thousand years ago?”
Did she have a random fact about everything? “Umm, no, I didn’t know that. Did this guy say he lives in Fangstaff?”
“He didn’t explicitly say it, but he implied it.”
I pulled a still from the video. “Can I text this to myself?”
“Yes, of course.”
As soon as it hit my phone, I texted it to a slew of my PI contacts, asking if anyone recognized the man who likely hailed from Fangstaff.
“Okay, Rebecca, now tell me everything.”
The man had shown up and started banging on the door about ten minutes before Rebecca called me. He hadn’t identified himself, hadn’t told her anything except that she now owed Calista’s remaining debt of $90,000. She’d tried to tell him no, that Calista’s debt had nothing to do with her. At that the man had pushed inside her house and backed Rebecca against a wall, threatening to put her in the hospital if she didn’t pay. He’d said he’d be back in three days for the cash.
“I don’t have that kind of money, Josie! All my money goes into this house. I could maybe do twenty if I got creative, but ninety?” She looked around the room. “I could sell some things, maybe the amethyst in the foyer, but that would take time.”
“Take a breath, Rebecca. We’ll figure this out. Calista had been making payments on the debt, so maybe you can make a payment to hold him off while we make a plan.”
“No, he said he wants all of it.” Her eyebrows shot up. “Wait, she’d been making payments to him? You knew about the debt? Why did she owe him? He wouldn’t tell me.”
I sighed. “I’m sorry, Rebecca. I try to keep as many details quiet about an investigation as I can, so I didn’t tell you about the debt. I didn’t know how much was left, and I have no idea why she owed this guy money. I just knew she’d been making payments to someone for six months.”
Rebecca squeezed Matilda. “Well, at least now I know why Calista needed money from me six months ago.”
“Yep, she probably had to pay him a substantial amount up front in order to calm him down. I have no idea how big the payments were after that. Can you think of any reason Calista would have this kind of debt? To a guy like this?”
She shook her head, more gray curls popping loose. Her voice broke as she said, “No.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “I should have tried harder to mend things with Calista. Maybe then she never would have gotten involved with this man.”
“Hey, it’s not your fault. Calista chose to cut you out of her life.”
Matilda lifted her head and kissed Rebecca right on the mouth. “Aww, thanks, pup.” She looked at me with more tears in her eyes. “Do you think he killed her? Was my niece’s murderer just in my house?”
I hesitated. “Why kill her if she owed him money? Calista had been paying. Killing her put that debt at risk. I’m inclined to think he didn’t kill her, but…maybe he hit her in a fit of rage, not meaning to kill her. I just don’t know, but we need to assume this guy is extremely dangerous. Where’s Fredrick? Can he stay here with you?”
She blew out a breath. “He’s on a camping trip with a friend. Great timing, right? He offered to cancel in light of Calista’s death, but I told him to go. I thought the time alone would do me some good.”
Fangs. “That’s not ideal, but see if you can get a hold of him. Maybe he can come back early. In the meantime, keep the security system on in case this guy decides to scare you any further.”
I checked my phone. No word from my PI connections yet. “Let’s see what my contacts have to say about this guy. Maybe they’ll have some info.” I leaned back on the couch. “I wish I had access to Calista’s phone or laptop. She must have communicated with him at some point.”
Rebecca perked up. “I might be able to help with that.” After gently moving Matilda to the floor, she ran out of the room and up the stairs.




Chapter Twenty-Two


“What do you think she’s doing, Matilda?” My little dog just wagged her tail at me. 
I didn’t have to wait long to find out. Rebecca returned carrying a power cord and a chunky laptop that looked to be a decade old.
“Calista left this last time she stayed here. She took off to Fangstaff after my mother’s will was read. In her haste, she forgot this. I guess her pride proved more important to her than this laptop, because she never tried to get it back.”
She set in on the coffee table, plugged it in, and plopped next to me on the couch.
“I don’t know how to hack into a laptop, but we could try to guess the password,” I told her.
Opening the lid, Rebecca waved me off. “Don’t worry about that.” She tapped a sticky note under the keyboard, next to the trackpad. “Calista could never remember passwords.” 
The laptop hummed to life after Rebecca pushed the power button. She clapped her hands. “It still works!”
It took a bit of time for the operating system to load, probably because this thing was the senior citizen of laptops at this point. It needed to stretch a bit and crack some joints before it powered up.
Rebecca entered the password from the sticky note, and we were in. Calista’s aunt proved to be quite tech-savvy as she navigated around the laptop. She opened Outlook. “Calista always used Outlook, even for her personal email. Let’s try the same password as the laptop.”
I crossed my fingers and sent a silent plea to the Goddess to help us. 
Sure enough, Outlook opened and started slowly loading.
When the first emails populated, Rebecca let out a whoop. Matilda ran over to her, excited to see what the fuss was about. “We did it, Matilda!”
Laughing, I slid the laptop toward me. “Is it okay if I take over from here?”
“Go for it.”
Unread promotional emails clogged the top of Calista’s inbox. Did she sign up for every email possible?
Pizza coupons. (Weird thing for a vampire to get.)
Daily crossword puzzles. (This one made more sense.)
Newsletters from a hiking club in Fangstaff. (Sure, why not?)
High-end clothing sales. (Of course her slacks cost $200 each.)
Some weird poetry society. (That only sent poetry about mushrooms.)
And a schedule of activities at a doggy daycare. (For Calista’s nonexistent dog? Or was she hiding a dog somewhere too?)
And the list went on.  
I weeded through them, scrolling as fast as I dared, trying to find anything personal.
“Wait!” I scrolled back up a bit. “Rebecca, look.”
I clicked open an email from two days earlier with the subject line, “Checking in.”
Hey, Calista. You aren’t answering my calls or texts. I know you’ve been straight for a while, but I’m getting worried. If you backslid, it’s okay. Call me, and we’ll get through it together.
Chris
“What the fangs?” I looked at Rebecca. Do you know who this Chris guy is? Or what he’s talking about?”
She grabbed the hem of her shirt again. “No idea, but…this doesn’t sound good. Had my niece become an alcoholic?”
“Maybe.” I thought about all the wine bottles in Calista’s Air Bed & Blood. The drugs in her suitcase. All the tests she’d performed on herself. “It could also be drugs.”
“Rebecca shook her head. Calista would never.” Her face hardened. “Never.”
I let out a long breath, preparing to warp Rebecca’s reality one more time tonight. “I have something to tell you.”
Rebecca’s shoulders slumped more and more as I spilled my veins about everything.
“It’s so hard to believe that Calista has changed that much since we stopped talking. I know eight years is a long time, but the Calista I knew would never take, much less make, drugs.”
I gripped her forearm. “I know. You must be running through a gauntlet of emotions right now.”
“You have no idea.” She gestured to the laptop. “Let’s keep going.”
I searched all emails from Chris so we could form a better picture of his relationship with Calista.
“There aren’t many emails here,” I told Rebecca. “The occasional check-in over the past year. Calista always replies quickly, telling him she’s okay.”
I clicked to the last email. Dated just over a year ago, the subject line read, Let’s get together soon.
Calista,
It was so nice to meet you at the GA meeting on Thursday. Thanks for sharing your story. I know it feels like gambling has ruined your life, but you can rebuild it. We’ll work on it together. Call or text me at any time, but let’s set something up soon too. What’s your availability next week?
Chris
“‘Gambling has ruined your life,’” I said, echoing the email.
Rebecca’s head had dropped into her hands. “What else was Calista hiding? Kleptomania?”
I rubbed her back. I’d only known her a day, but something about Rebecca tugged at my heartstrings. Matilda felt the same, as she hopped up on the couch and low-crawled onto Rebecca’s lap.
I started thinking out loud. “GA must be an acronym for Gamblers Anonymous. This email is from thirteen months ago. If Calista was being honest with Chris during these email check-ins, she’d stopped gambling. But he said it had ruined her life.” I leaned back on the couch. “What if her gambling debts had piled up, so she started making the drug to pay them off?” 
“A sin to atone for another,” the grieving woman next to me mumbled.
“Exactly.”
“I can’t take any more of this tonight, Josie. My meditation pouf is calling me. I need to process this.”
I bobbed my head. “Processing is important. Can I take the laptop with me? There might be more in here to help us.”
“Yes, dear. Let me know what you find, just not tonight, okay?”
I secured Matilda to her leash and tucked the laptop and charger into my backpack.
“Lock the door. Set the alarm. If you start to feel too uncomfortable here, let me know.” I winked at her, hoping to lift her spirits just a bit. “I have a very comfortable couch.”
“Thanks, but I should be okay.” She led us to the door, where she bent over and ruffled Matilda’s head, the Scottie’s long eyebrows bouncing around. “Bye, Matilda. I hope to see you again soon.”
With a kiss goodbye—from Matilda, not me—we walked to the van. Before I started the engine, I sent the tattooed man’s picture to one more person.




Chapter Twenty-Three


Calista’s emails proved to be a treasure trove of secrets and lies. 
Lynnae was out with her boyfriend, Alban—who also happened to be my physical therapist—so Matilda and I had the house to ourselves.
While she sprawled on her back with her legs in the air, I sipped on a blood bag and explored Calista’s emails.
I didn’t want to keep scrolling endlessly, so I started searching for specific terms. 
Not knowing much about Calista’s life, I started with the tidbits I did know.
Her emails didn’t contain anything else interesting about gambling—or about drugs, her debt, or her broken wrist.
I moved on to people. Grayson’s face flashed through my mind first. The ex who lied about being her ex. Sure enough, gwyrick@gmail.com had sent a string of emails over the last two months. They started out pleasant, gently pushing her to reconsider their breakup, but the emails grew more and more heated through the very last:
You’re really doing this? After all the help I gave you? I wish I’d known months ago what a spoiled bloodsucker you are.
Quite the insult from a guy who proceeded to follow Calista to Arteria Falls. Maybe he hadn’t come here to win her back…maybe his intentions had been darker.
Filing that possibility away in my mind, I moved on, but I didn’t get very far before my phone vibrated.
I opened an incoming text. “Heck yes, Matilda.” I reached over to high-five her little airborne paw. She didn’t even twitch in response. Leaving her to her snores, I read the text on my phone again. Tattoo man did indeed hail from Fangstaff, according to a vampire PI I knew who worked out of the human world in Phoenix, a couple hours down the road from Fangstaff. Angus Norris’ distinct tattoos had given him away immediately.
He had to know the tattoos could be linked to him, but hiding his face would be a good short-term plan unless someone like me, who didn’t have the same hoops to jump through as the police, started poking around. Or maybe Angus Norris just had blood for brains.
Deciding to research Angus later so I wouldn’t lose my momentum with Calista’s emails, I focused my attention back on the laptop and searched the next lead I had.
“CW” and “Camille” didn’t turn anything up, so I tried searching various iterations of the day and time of the meeting.
Nothing from her inbox showed up, but I found an email sent from Calista to what looked to be a burner email address. I mean, it was fakejewels4184@gmail.com, so they didn’t even try to hide that it was a fake account.
The email, sent the day Calista arrived in Arteria Falls, confirmed the meeting from the sticky note.
The demo is on. Confirmed with her people. Next Thursday at 9. 
Very succinct, but it told me that Calista was prepared to demo the drug for CW. But who owned the fake email account? Who else was involved in the scheme? 
I searched for any more emails with the throwaway address. I found just one from the day before she died.
All ready for demo. Last several tests successful. I can give you a preview tonight at the lab. I’ll be ready by 1.
Whoever was on the other end replied with just one word:
Okay.
So that answered the question of how the perpetrator had gotten into the building. Calista had been expecting them, and she must have let them inside. And it wasn’t Camille Wainscott. It was someone else, someone she wanted to preview the drug for before the demo.
Could it have been the mystery man who threatened Rebecca? Maybe he didn’t mean to kill her. Maybe Calista did something to anger him. Had my earlier thought that he’d killed her in a fit of rage proved accurate? Or was that all wrong, and someone else got to Calista?
With a huge exhale, I dropped my head onto the back of the sofa, relief flowing through me as I realized one thing I could say with certainty about this email. Calista had planned to be in her lab the night she died. Her fight with Calder had nothing to do with it.
I could show him this email and hopefully alleviate his guilt.
I looked at my watch. It was only 8:00 p.m. I had time to check on him, to show him this email. I’d texted him a few times that day and received short responses telling me he was okay, but I wanted to see for myself. And I wanted to tell him this in person.
“Matilda, are you up for another adventure today?”
She just snored away.
Before I could wake her, my phone pinged with a text.
“I guess you’re staying here, girl. Calder will have to wait. I have somewhere to be.”
Matilda just let out a loud snort and kicked me in the face with her back leg.




Chapter Twenty-Four


“Calista Colson,” I stated, sliding into a seat at the dark wood bar that graced the back wall of The Bloody Grape. I leaned my cane against my leg and turned to the man next to me. 
The man took a slow sip of his blood blend. “That’s a pretty name. Who is it?” He lifted his drink again, the picture of calm, but I saw how his fingers had tightened around the goblet.
“Just the woman who was making a drug for you.”
He sputtered, a red streak dripping down his chin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said after he recovered.
“Of course you do, silly!” I leaned over the bar a bit, forcing him to meet my eye. “Tall redhead? Smarter than Dracula? Owed you a bunch of money for gambling debts, so she started making a drug for you. Tsk, tsk,” I shook my finger at him, “don’t tell me you’ve forgotten, Angus!” I spoke with all the confidence (and sass) I could muster, but my stomach was in a knot. What if my assumptions about gambling debts fueling the drug creation were all wrong?
Before I’d driven away from Rebecca’s, I’d texted Bayla the picture of Angus, asking her to let me know if anyone matching his build, tattoos, etc. came into The Bloody Grape.
Criminals tended to like their alcohol, and while Angus could have taken some back to his hotel room, I’d been betting he’d want to spend some time out of his room.
Sure enough, Angus had proved to be predictable. Bayla had texted that a man with the tattoos from the photo had taken a seat at the bar. Thank the stars it was hotter than blood outside, so he hadn’t needed a jacket or hoodie that would cover the tats.
Knowing I’d want to be on equal ground with him, I’d left Zippy at home and used my cane to walk from the van to the bar. Angus wouldn’t have taken me seriously if I’d rolled up to the bar and tapped him on the butt.
Angus had gone utterly still next to me.
“Not ringing a bell?” I pulled out my phone and showed him the still from Rebecca’s camera. “How about this? You couldn’t possibly have forgotten harassing Calista’s aunt a few hours ago.”
Angus turned toward me. “Keep your voice down, broad.”
“Broad? I haven’t been called a broad since…well, ever.”
“I can think of much worse things to call you. Now, who in the fangs are you?”
Waving my phone in front of his face, I said, “Someone representing your new friend Rebecca.”
He scoffed. “‘Someone’ who has a lot of information on me in just a few hours.”
I plastered a scowl on my face. “I don’t fang around. You’d do well to remember that.”
The snarling lion’s mouth on Angus’ arm grew a little wider as his muscles flexed. “I think you’ve got that backward, sweetheart. You’d do well to remember that I don’t fang around. I want my money.”
“I’m shaking in my sandals. Just absolutely terrified of you. Maybe so terrified that I need to go to the police with the evidence I have about the gambling, the drugs—all of it.”
“Yeah, right. I’m supposed to believe that in the time since I paid Calista’s aunt a visit, you’ve got evidence about a drug Calista stopped making for me six months ago?”
What the fangs? She’d stopped making it?
Thank the Goddess for my poker face. I just shrugged. “Calista documented everything. All her activities with you. Enough for me to get you arrested. How else would I know about it?”
“Maybe Calista told her aunt.”
“The aunt she hadn’t spoken to in years?”
He shifted in his seat. “What do you want?”
“Drop the debt. Leave Rebecca alone.”
Angus drained the last drops of blood from his goblet. “Not going to happen. I’m getting my money. I don’t care that Calista’s dead.”
“Maybe you had something to do with that too. Did you come to town to get her to pay up? Get in an argument and accidentally kill her?” I looked at his arms. “You look more than capable of killing someone with a single blow.”
“Thanks for the compliment, but that wasn’t me. I should have killed her after how she ruined my reputation, but I struck a bargain with her instead. And she was paying me, so why would I kill her? Besides, I didn’t even get here until today.”
What she did to his reputation? I formed a quick timeline in my head:
Calista had racked up a gambling debt.
She’d made the drug to clear the debt, but had stopped six months ago, if Angus was telling the truth. 
The debt in her ledger had also started six months ago, right when her wrist had broken. 
Angus must have broken her wrist after she’d ruined his reputation. 
Calista had asked Rebecca for a chunk of money at that six-month mark, clearly to show this dingbat she intended to pay. 
Calista’d been paying the debt ever since, but it was still quite substantial.
In that time, she’d been running more tests on the drug, tweaking the formula. 
And she now intended to sell it to Camille Wainscott, probably to clear her debt to Angus.
Holy fangs. Calista had woven quite the spiderweb around herself. From the timeline, I had a guess as to how Calista had ruined Angus’ reputation, so I decided to lead him into confirming it.
“I’ll be checking on when you got here.”
“You do that.”
I shifted on my stool, sending a zap of pain up my back (stools are murder on the back), so I could look directly at Angus. “Look, I get it. Calista promised you an amazing new drug to clear her gambling debt, but she messed it up. You didn’t realize it until the drug was already in distribution, and it destroyed your reputation. Now, this part I’m not sure about,” I wasn’t sure about any of it, but he didn’t know that, “but I’m guessing she agreed to pay you way more than her original gambling debt in order to appease you.”
Angus drained the last drops of blood from his goblet. “Something like that.”
“Calista’s actions have nothing to do with Rebecca. That amount of money isn’t feasible. Let’s make a deal. You take 20,000 dollars and I keep my mouth shut about what I know.”
He stood up and tossed a twenty onto the bar. “No deal. You’ll keep quiet, or I’ll make sure you need more than that pretty little cane to get around.”
I ignored my temptation to make a joke about already having a wheelchair ready to go, deciding to keep my mouth shut as he walked away.




Chapter Twenty-Five


Figuring Bayla would want to know what the fangs just happened, I swiveled around on my stool, searching the bar for her. 
I found her delivering a goblet to a familiar face and set of curls. Grayson. I guess he needed to get out of the hotel too.
When she caught me looking, Bayla rushed over to me. “Sorry, I’d been trying to keep an eye on you and Mr. Tattoos, but that guy waved me over.”
“Has he been in here before?”
She set her tray down on the bar. “Who? The guy over there or Mr. Tattoos?”
“Both, actually.”
“That was the first time I’ve seen Mr. Tattoos, but the other guy came in for the first time about a week ago.”
“Has he been in often since then?”
She sat next to me. “Just a couple times.”
“Notice anything weird about him? Any murder-y vibes?”
“Umm, no? Fangs, is he a murderer? Is he hiding a weapon in those luscious curls?”
I twirled a chunk of my hair. “I don’t know. Maybe.” I gave her a high-level view of the case, figuring I owed her that after she’d helped me out. 
“Great. Either of those guys could be murderers. Just the clientele I like to have.”
“I’m certainly not ruling either of them out. At least not until I verify when Angus got here.”
A couple sat down at the other end of the bar, gazing into each other’s eyes and holding hands.
Bayla stood and grabbed her tray. “I better go help them. Be safe, Jos, okay?”
I gave her a wry smile. “I’m always safe.”
She burst into laughter as she walked away. Maybe a little too hard. It had been months since I’d been in grave danger!
Back in the van, I shot a text off to my contact in Phoenix, asking if they knew anything about what happened with Angus six months back. I also applied Bengay to basically every inch of skin I could reach, but I was already sweating in the heat that had filled the van while I was inside the bar, so the cream didn’t want to absorb. “Damn you, sweat! Damn you, heat!” I slammed my hand on the steering wheel and shook my other fist at the invisible heat, at the still lit sky despite it being almost 9:00 p.m. 
You might be thinking, Josie, really? Of all the things you could yell at right now, you’re yelling at the sky?
Yes, yes I was. It had been a long, long day, okay? I’d been running on fumes, holding the pain back as much as possible, but it was breaking through. You can only ignore it for so long before it hits you like a boulder. Or maybe a bus. Or a semi-truck. Or a spaceship. I rarely got emotional about my pain, but it was moments like this, when stress had built up around me, that I’d snap, no longer okay with the pain. I leaned back in my seat and forced myself to breathe. “It’s okay. You’ll be home soon. Just one more stop,” I told myself a few times.
It helped. I found a tissue and rubbed the Bengay/sweat mixture into my skin. I pulled my thin back brace out of the center console and wrapped it around my waist. “That’s all you can do.”
With a deep breath, I started the van and drove to Calder’s, pondering how in the fangs to tell him everything I’d learned that day. On the one hand, I had proof that Calista planned to be in the lab that night. It had nothing to do with her fight with Calder. On the other hand, I had to shatter his image of Calista a little bit more, adding a gambling addiction to the list of things he didn’t know about her.
Calder answered the door right away, and my stomach clenched. Red eyes with dark circles, mussed hair, stained sweats. He was back to the Calder from the previous morning.
Guilt filled me. I should have asked Dawk to cover for me that day or closed the shop. I shouldn’t have left Calder alone.
I stepped inside and pulled him into a hug, pressing my face into his shoulder. He squeezed me back, holding me in a way that supported some of my weight. Even in his grief, he still considered my needs. 
We stayed like that for several minutes until I declared, “You might look like you did yesterday morning, but you smell much better.”
He chuckled and pulled me to the couch. I tossed my bag on the coffee table.
“What have you been doing all day?” I asked him, piling pillows around me to support my arms and back. I even shoved a blanket under my knees.
Calder raised an eyebrow. “Would you like me to find you some more pillows?” he asked, teasing me. “Maybe all the pillows off my bed or the ones I keep for when my mom vis—” I gave him a little push. “Just kidding. I know you need them. Anyway, I tried to sleep. It didn’t work, so I’ve been sitting here all day trying to distract myself with YouTube videos about weird medical stuff.”
“Did it work?”
He shook his head and leaned back on the couch. “Not really. Except for this one video about a guy who didn’t think he was getting enough fiber so he took a million fiber supplements at once, which totally destroyed him.” 
Amused by his enthusiasm, I said, “Whaaaaaaat. Did the doctors fix him?”
He got quiet for a second. “No, he died.”
Just like that, the excitement evaporated. I reached over my pillow fort to grab his hand, still not quite used to the way it felt in mine. I’d held it more in the past few days than ever before. Through it, I could sense his warmth, his kindness, his light.
“Calder, it’s not your fault.” I held my other hand up, cutting off his retort, “Before you say anything else, I have proof.” I dug my phone out of my bag with my free hand. Not wanting to leave a digital trail from Calista’s email to mine, I’d taken a picture of the laptop screen with the email confirming she’d be at the lab. I held the phone out. “Read this.”
A second later, he dropped the phone with a clang (thank the Goddess for thick cases, am I right?). Hanging his head, he released a sob. I dislodged the pillows between us and wrapped myself around him. “It wasn’t your fault.” I repeated it several times.
“Do you know who killed her?”
“No. I don’t know who she emailed or how they factored into the drug situation. I did…find out some other things today.”
He sat up. “Tell me everything.”
So I did. He grew more frustrated as I spoke.
“This Angus guy sounds like a piece of work. I can’t believe Calista was dumb enough to get involved with him.”
“It must be so hard to realize how much Calista had changed, or maybe she had hidden the gambling from you while you were together, but—”
He huffed out a loud breath. “You would think that, wouldn’t you? I mean, you didn’t like her. Of course you’d assume she hid things from me.”
I put a few inches between us on the couch and held my hands out in surrender. “I didn’t mean it like that. Gambling is a disease—”
He ran a hand through his waves, his fingers catching on a few tangles. “Yeah, but it started after we broke up. I knew everything about her while we dated.”
This conversation had gone off the rails. I knew Calder’s anger came from his grief, so I tried to calm him. “Okay, I believe you.”
“You know what I keep thinking about, Josie?” I shook my head. “Not only did Calista and I fight that night, but the last thing you told her, after calling her ‘an elitist bat,’ was that she wasn’t wanted here.” A tear slipped out of his eye. “She may have been involved in some bad things, she may have moved here to escape them, or to sell her drug, but she was a good person. And one of the last things she heard was that she wasn’t wanted.”
I felt like I’d been slapped. Not by him, but by my own words. I’d been trying so hard not to think about that night at Chez Auclair, but every night since Calista’s death, I’d been haunted by dreams of me yelling at her. I grew angrier and angrier with each dream.
“You’re right. I acted like a child. I had no right to treat her that way. She’d been…getting on my nerves, and I didn’t handle it well. I’m so, so sorry.” My voice dropped to a whisper. “You have no idea how much I wish I could take it back.”
He gave me a look filled with more anger than I’d ever seen in him before. “Don’t I? You don’t think I want to take my fight with her back?”
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
He stood up and paced, his bare feet sliding on the wood floors. “What did you mean then? Do you ever just say what you mean? Fangs, Josie. For years, you’ve held me at bay, even after we almost kissed on Valentine’s Day. Then the second someone else shows up, you get crazy jealous. Enough to go on a date with that cop. To throw the date in my face.”
I hugged my arms to my body. “I didn’t know you’d be at the restaurant. I wouldn’t do that. But you’re right about the rest. I just…” I trailed off, not sure what to say.
He stopped walking. “You just what? For once, just say it, Josie.”
I stood up, not bothering to lean on my cane. “Fine. I got over-the-top jealous because I’m head over heels for you, and I have been for years. I didn’t know how to handle it. My body just kept getting worse. I couldn’t process my feelings for you and what was happening to me at the same time. Then, by the time I came to terms with my situation, I realized that I didn’t want this life for you. A life filled with pain.” He started to say something, but I cut him off. “Please, let me finish. As time went on, I started to think maybe it would be okay. We could be together, and I could find a way to keep the worst of my situation from affecting you. But then, on Valentine’s, you almost died because of me. And I can’t put you at risk like that. Ever.”
Calder was breathing hard, staring at me like he’d never seen me before. “Josie, I knew exactly what I’d be getting. I’ve always thought you were amazing. You wanted to keep the worst of your situation from me? That’s not what I would have wanted. I wanted all of you.” I didn’t fail to notice that he said wanted. Past tense.
He ran a hand over his stubble. “You’re hiding something from me still, Josie. I can tell. This can’t just be about what happened on Valentine’s. I mean, it’s not like you’re in that kind of danger all the time. There’s something bigger going on.”
I could feel the air between us pulsating. Everything hinged on this moment. Of course he’d realize I hadn’t told him everything. I didn’t want him to know about the game I’d been thrust into, the game that might hold my grandfather’s life in the balance. It was too dangerous. But if I didn’t tell him, I could feel that it would break us. 
My mind locked up, unable to decide.
“Josie, I want to know. Please, tell me.”
“I can’t,” I muttered, pressure building behind my eyes.
He let out a bitter laugh. “Of course you can’t.” He pointed toward the door. “Thanks for coming over, but I need to be alone.”
I stepped towards him. “Calder, please.”
“No.” He backed away. “Just go.”
The tears stayed in my eyes until I made it into the van. Driving away with blurry vision, I couldn’t help but feel like a piece of me had stayed behind.




Chapter Twenty-Six


“Matilda, go get my knee pillow, please.” 
Nothing. She just stared at me from her spot at the end of the couch. So rude. She really needed to work on her attitude problem.
“Fine, I’ll just shove this blanket between my knees. It’s not like I need it to cover me, given that it’s hotter than Satan’s blood in here.”
I balled up the blanket that’d been resting on the back of the couch and put it between my knees. “That’s better.”
Blessedly, Tuesday was my day off. After the stress and emotions of the day before, I desperately needed time to recover. I’d been in a bad place when I’d arrived home. Practically blubbering, I’d tried to tell Lynnae what had happened with Calder. I’d given up trying to explain after a few minutes, so she’d led me to my bed, crawled in next to me, and let me cry on her for an hour before we both fell asleep.
She’d woken up at seven, no alarm needed. Matilda and I had dropped back into sleep before Lynnae even left the room. 
I’d finally dragged myself out of bed by ten. My morning had been super fun. After downing a cup of coffee, I sat in the shower for forty-five minutes, during which I replayed every little detail of my fight with Calder. You know, everyone’s favorite morning activity—a bit of self-torture.
The shower hadn’t even eased my pain, so I’d stuck over-the-counter pain patches all over my body before pulling on compression sleeves like armor. Ankles, knees, wrists, elbows. Armor against the pain, armor against my own thoughts. Which was worse, I didn’t know.
Calder. Calista. Angus. Grayson. Calder. Calista. Calder. Calder. Calder.
My thoughts had spun until fatigue set in, winning out over my obsessing mind.
It was now half past one, and my eyelids rose a little less every time I blinked, until they didn’t raise at all.
“Who do you think you are?” I yelled at Calista, Dean and Calder watching in horror.  “Why are you here? Go away! We don’t want you here.”
CLANG. BANG.
I flew upright, my heart racing as I grabbed my crutch from next to the couch, sure someone had broken into the house.
But Matilda’d already found the source of the sound that’d interrupted my nightmare—the mail slot.
“Thank the stars, Mats. I thought we were goners.”
I started to lean back, but the envelope that’d been forced through the mail slot caught my eye. A document-sized manila envelope, rolled up to fit through the slot.
Wobbling a bit, I walked the three feet to where the envelope had fallen to the floor. No address. No name. I peeked out the window for whoever had left it, but they’d already gone.
Curling back up on the couch, I opened it to find a chunk of printer paper with names and times.
“Sweet baby Dracula, this is worth getting scared half to death.”
Town logs for the past ten days. I’d texted my contact, or more like my blackmailee, with the town guard as soon as I’d woken up that morning, asking for the logs. He hated helping me, but since I was keeping my mouth shut about his gambling problem, he didn’t have much choice. To keep him happy, I paid him too. I didn’t feel good about any of it, especially considering how Calista’s gambling problem had ruined her life, but needs must, right?
I ran my finger down the first page, finding Calista’s name on the day she arrived in town. Further down, I found Grayson later that same day. But not Angus.
Not until I got to yesterday, when I found his name next to a timestamp from just after noon. He had told me the truth. Angus didn’t kill Calista.
That left Grayson or the mysterious person Calista had been set to meet the night of her death. Had Grayson gotten to her first?
I started to toss the pages onto the coffee table, but I stopped short. A name had caught my eye.
Belinda Hollow.
Chest fluttering, I stood up. I needed to pace, but my legs wouldn’t support it, so I plopped into Zippy, who’d been waiting for me behind the sofa.
I wheeled around the living room, dining area, and kitchen. Belinda Hollow was here. Or at least she was as of five o’clock the night before. 
The mysterious woman whose name kept popping up. Who’d been in town every time something important had happened with my grandfather’s case. Did that mean something was happening now?
Matilda jumped off the couch to follow behind me as I rolled. Around and around and around.
I came to a halt next to the coffee table a little too quickly, and Matilda ran into the anti-tippers on the back of my chair.
“Sorry, girl!” I called out as I grabbed my phone off the table. 
I’d been intending to call Lynnae, needing to tell her about Belinda, but a text caught my eye first. While I’d been napping, my PI buddy down in Phoenix had replied about Angus.
Six months ago, a new drug had hit the streets, peddled by Angus’ lackeys. Some kind of amphetamine tailored to vampires. It had promised to create euphoria without some of the typical side effects, but something had been wrong with the drug. It had decreased certain side effects while increasing others. My contact didn’t know the details, just that several vamps had died from strokes right after the drug hit the market. No one knew why vamps had died, just that Angus’ drugs were tainted, so they had stopped buying them.
Angus’ reputation and his pocketbook had been hit hard. Did massive, tattooed men who ran criminal organizations own pocketbooks? Let’s go with yes. 
So people had died. No wonder Calista had been testing the new iterations so thoroughly on herself. She couldn’t afford another mistake.
She must have been wide awake every night if she was taking so many stimulants. Maybe that’s why she had so much wine—to help her sleep. Or maybe her formula toned down some of the stimulation.
I let out a long breath, hoping it would take all my frustration with it. 
It did not work. 
The investigation didn’t have a clear next step. I needed to know who Calista had intended to meet the night of her death, but I had no idea how to find them.
But I knew Belinda was in town. 
I rolled to my room. As I popped two Tylenol, a plan popped into my head. Deciding not to tell Lynnae about Belinda yet, as she’d likely insist I wait for her before I acted, I grabbed my backpack and rolled to the door.
“Mats, I hate to leave you alone, but it’s too hot to take you along.”
She raised her floofy eyebrows at me, with a look that said, “Shouldn’t you be back on the couch napping?”
“I’ll rest when I’ve bagged myself a Belinda.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven


Ignoring how my body had become one giant pulsing pain to rival even the most obnoxious club music, I’d driven to the Holifang Inn, hoping Belinda would be staying there. Of course, the employees couldn’t just give out that information, so I’d had to get creative. 
I'd told them I was dropping off a gift for my Aunt Belinda but I couldn’t remember what room she was in. Thank the Goddess I’d had a random box in the van to make me look more credible. If I hadn’t had the box, I would have been trying to drop off the pack of tissues I kept in the console, or maybe my minivan’s manual. The employee had told me they would get the box to her, but when they searched for her in the system, they didn’t find anything.
Of course it wouldn’t be that easy.
While the Holifang Inn is the town’s only hotel, we had two small inns with a few rooms each. One crotchety old vampire who looked like he’d lived well past the usual 150 years had told me he only had one guest, their name wasn’t Belinda, and to get out before he sicced his parrot on me.
That’s right, behind the desk, he had a trained attack parrot in a cage who squawked “bimbo” at me as I left.
I knew the owner of the other inn, so I hadn’t needed the fake gift story. I’d just needed to ask how her grandkids were doing. After a forty-minute update on literally everything the kids had seen, done, touched, breathed in, and farted on since I’d last seen her, she’d been in such a great mood that she would have told me her guests’ shoe sizes and preferred brand of toothpaste—trust me, she knew. She always snooped through everyone’s rooms.
Alas, she hadn’t been able to tell me the color of Belinda’s hairbrush because she’d never heard of her. Now I was sitting in the van, parked next to my favorite blood bodega, Out for Blood. No way was I going inside with the way my knees ached, so I’d placed a curbside order, which was a relatively new service.
Disappointment filled me as I waited. I had no other ideas for finding Belinda. I didn’t know what she looked like, so I couldn’t just drive around town hoping to spot her. She could have been renting an Air Bed & Blood, but what was I supposed to do? Go on the website and message every owner of every property in town, begging them to tell me if Belinda had rented their house, apartment, condo, shed, or cupboard under the stairs?
No way. She might not even be at an Air Bed & Blood. She could have some kind of safe house. Or maybe she’d already left town.
I lightly tapped my fingers on the steering wheel, trying to decide what to do. My contact at the town guard had told me back when I first started paying him—or more accurately, blackmailing him—that he could not give me anyone’s individual files. Print some town logs? Sure. It was risky, but he could find an excuse. Print files with people’s personal information? That could land him in a bloodslide of trouble.
So, I couldn’t get Belinda’s file. I couldn’t find out if she had bright-green hair and neon-pink glasses or a graying perm and bushy eyebrows. 
Looking around the parking lot, wondering why my order was taking a zillion years, I decided to drop the Belinda issue for a bit and let all my questions spin in my subconscious for a while.
Which was good, because a new question walked right in front of the van. 
Grayson and Angus walking down the alley behind Vein Street, heads bent together. They both wore hats, but Angus was easily recognizable and Grayson wore the same shirt as the day he ran into me in front of The Bloody Grape.
I picked my jaw up off my chest as the lanky kid from Out for Blood rapped his knuckles on my window.
I rolled down the window. “Sorry, I was distracted.”
“No problem, ma’am. So you had two bags of A+ with lime juice, two bags of B- with lime juice—”
“Yeah, I’m sure it’s all correct,” I said, reaching out to grab the bag.
Before he could even form a fully scandalized look on his face, I gunned the engine, taking off after Grayson and Angus.
I couldn’t find Belinda, but I could find out what the fangs Grayson and Angus were doing together.
The two men turned out of the alley onto a side street, so I looped around to catch them. My heart beat so fast, which did not help my sweat situation. The heat had pulsed around me while I’d searched for Belinda, and now the sun beat down on me through the windshield.  
As I reached the side street, I saw them both get in Grayson’s black sedan, which had been parked in a small lot.
I hung back until they pulled out of the spot, and then followed as closely as I dared. I sent a silent thanks to my grandpa, wherever he was, for all the lessons in tailing vehicles. This was the second time I’d tailed Grayson and he hadn’t noticed…yet, anyway.
The black sedan kept to the side streets instead of taking Vein. After a few minutes, I realized where the men were going. Elm’s townhouse complex. Calista’s complex.
It was getting late, but not dark yet, so when Grayson turned onto the street in front of the townhouses, I looped behind the complex instead. This road had fewer cars, and they could have easily spotted me in the summer evening light.
I drove through the back parking lot, down the line of pine trees that lined the lot, assuming the men would park on the street in front. Were they going to break in? I didn’t know, but I needed to find out.
I planned to exit on the far side of the lot and head back toward the street in front, stopping just before it. A cluster of more pine trees on the corner would hide me from view.
But halfway down the lot, a black sedan turned into it from the other side. Fangs. They didn’t park out front. Maybe we could pass each other and they wouldn’t notice me.
I kept my eyes straight in front of me, which turned out to be good, because about five feet before our two vehicles would have passed, Grayson cut the wheel and blocked the van.
My skin exploded with sweat, but I kept my face neutral. The angle of the sedan put Angus right in front of me. He rolled down his window and made a cranking motion, signaling for me to do the same. Either that or he was practicing a new dance move.
I pressed the button to lower my window and leaned out a little bit. “Good evening, gentlemen. Fangcy seeing you two together.” I put a finger to my chin. “Let me guess. You two are poker buddies. No! That doesn’t feel right. Bridge partners. No! I’ve got it. You’ve just come from a quilting convention and are driving around town searching for inspiration for your next summery quilt.”
Angus sneered at me. “Real funny. Been following us for a while?”
I shook my head. “Nope. I’m here to see a friend.”
He snorted. “Right. You have a friend who lives here.”
Grayson spoke up. “Actually, she does. Right next door to Calista’s.”
“Really? That could prove helpful to us. Why don’t we both park and we can talk things over. Rebecca’s debt could get a bit lower if you help us with a little problem.”
I pretended to mull it over, tiling my head to the side. “Well, if it helps Rebecca…” Putting the van in reverse, I started to back into the closest open spot at a snail-like pace. Grayson pulled headfirst into another spot. 
As soon as he killed the engine, I threw my car into drive and peeled out of the spot. No way was I about to talk to them in a mostly empty parking lot backed up to a line of dense trees. Maybe Angus really did want to make some kind of deal, maybe I could play along and get some valuable info. Or maybe, now that I’d seen them together, they’d drag me into the trees and snap my neck.
It took Grayson a second to get the car started and pull out, but by the time I got back to the road that ran in front of the complex, he was on my bumper.
Literally, he’d tapped my bumper. I could see Angus yelling at him in my rearview mirror, likely encouraging him to stay on me. Ignoring all stop signs, I careened around a few corners, almost taking the men in a circle. 
You might be thinking, Josie, call the cops! But I needed every ounce of concentration to keep from crashing the van. If I had reached for my phone, dialed the emergency number, talked to an operator, I might have lost control.
So I did my best to lose the men. I stayed away from Vein Street, not wanting to put all the pedestrians in danger. I headed to a four-lane road with a faster speed limit and more traffic and gunned it. I zipped past cars, weaved around trucks and SUVs. Grayson kept on me, echoing my moves. When I cut directly in front of a truck in the right lane, leaving no room for Grayson to swoop in behind me, he stayed next to me in the left lane. When I hit the brakes, almost causing said truck to slam into me, Grayson hit the brakes, but not hard enough.
His reaction time had been too slow, so before he knew what had happened, I slid into the left lane behind him.
I was in control now, but what should I do? Angus had rolled down his window and stuck his head out, looking back at me with rage in his eyes. He yelled something, but I couldn’t hear him. I did the only appropriate thing and flipped him the bird.
Grayson slowed down as we approached a red light. A VampEx delivery truck approached on my right side. I swerved in front of it at the last second, which put the black sedan and my van even with each other when we stopped at the red light. I kept my eyes ahead and my window up, ignoring Angus’ attempts to get my attention with polite phrases like “Pull over or I’ll gut you” and “You stupid little bloodsucker, I swear I’ll—”
I didn’t hear how that last one ended, because the light turned green. I waited for Grayson to accelerate, clearing half the intersection before I peeled out into a right turn. Grayson tried to cut off the VampEx truck behind me to follow, but he collided with the side of the truck instead.
I heard all kinds of horns and yelling as I drove away. Not wanting to head straight home in case Grayson and Angus somehow caught my trail, I took a nonsensical route, checking my rearview mirror every two seconds. 
Satisfied they hadn’t found me, I turned onto my street. Lynnae was parked on the street, leaving me the driveway, but I didn’t want to leave the van so exposed. Our little bungalow was perfect in so many ways, but it lacked a garage. We did have a concrete area behind a wide wooden gate in the side yard, so I grabbed my cane, hopped out of the car and opened the gate. I pulled as far into the yard as possible, then closed the gate behind me. Adrenaline still pounded through me, so the whole thing went much faster than my normal sloth-like pace.
The back door was unlocked, so I threw it open and practically jumped inside, slamming the door behind me. Flipping around, I turned the deadbolt. An alarm panel hung just next to the door, so I typed my code to arm it, finally relaxing when I heard it beep.
Leaning forward against the door, I breathed. In and out. In and out.
I heard Matilda trot up next to me. “Hey, girl. Don’t worry. I just need to breathe for a minute.”
“Umm, Josie?” Lynnae said from behind me. “Everything okay?” 
“No, I—” My words died when I turned around and saw the woman at the kitchen table next to Lynnae.




Chapter Twenty-Eight


“Lucy!” 
With everything going on, I’d somehow forgotten that she’d be arriving that night to do her dental forensic magic on the mystery fangs.
The tall brunette jumped up from the table as if she’d hug me, but stopped as she took in my gray T-shirt.
“Oh my fangs, so sorry.” I’d grabbed my softest shirt that morning, not paying attention to the color. Have you ever worn a light-gray shirt in the middle of summer? Yeah, it’s not fun. My shirt was positively screaming with sweat. So much had poured from my armpits and under-boobs that the two areas had connected, becoming a sweat river. Don’t even get me started on the back.
Matilda sat on my foot and licked some sweat off my knee. Well, that’s one being that didn’t mind my perspiration. 
Lynnae got up too. “I know it’s hot, but I’ve never seen you sweat this much. Actually, I don’t think I’ve seen anyone sweat this much.” I flipped the bird for the second time that night. She rolled her eyes. “Seriously, what happened?”
“You do look a bit haggard, Josie,” Lucy said, her voice, with its calming British accent, steady despite the worried look on her face.
“Hold that thought, I need to call Elm.” I pulled my phone out of my bag and found their name. They didn’t answer, so I left a message telling them to be very careful. Grayson and Angus didn’t know where I lived, but they did know where Elm lived. I invited them to come stay the night at our house to be extra safe. I hoped they’d call back soon.
The two vamps in front of me looked even more concerned by the time I ended the call. Lynnae had kept Lucy updated on my recent PI cases in their weekly phone calls, so she knew all about my extracurricular activities. Well, except for investigating my grandfather’s disappearance. I wanted to stick to the plan Lynnae and I had made to tell Lucy as little as possible about that, so I skipped over everything Belinda-related as I quickly recounted my evening.
“Thank the Goddess for that VampEx truck. I might still be zooming around town if it hadn’t unknowingly come to my rescue. I drove around a bit more to make sure they didn’t catch up with me. I parked the van behind the gate in case they go driving around town looking for me. I think we’re safe, but let’s keep the alarm set.” I gestured to the alarm panel behind me.
“We could call your mom for some extra muscle,” Lynnae proposed with a devilish grin. “I’m sure she’d be happy to guard the house with her baseball bat all night.”
My mom’s baseball bat had gained some esteem recently for protecting family members in danger. While my mom may be small, she was the fiercest vampire I’d ever met. The loudest too. “Oh my fangs, do not call her. I can’t handle that tonight.”
Lynnae laughed, but Lucy’s piercing blue eyes had widened to cartoon-like proportions behind her tortoiseshell glasses while I’d told my tale. My roomie took her by the hand and led her into the living room, I followed gratefully, as the adrenaline was petering out and the repercussions of my car chase had started to set in.
With a groan, I let myself fall onto our emerald-green couch, while the ladies took the armchairs across from me. Matilda, of course, snuggled into my side, providing me with some much-needed comfort.
“Don’t ruin the velvet with your sweat,” Lynnae said with a wink.
Lucy laughed, and having recovered a bit now that we were seated, swatted Lynnae playfully. “Leave her alone. She’s been through enough tonight.”
“Thanks, Lucy. I’m glad someone understands,” I said.
Matilda let out a grumble, clearly over our childish antics.
“I can’t believe you were in a real car chase, Josie. And won! You’re like a spy.”
“Maybe you should update your PI license to add ‘spy’ to the credentials,” Lynnae suggested.
“Yes. Definitely doing that.”
“Should you call the police?” Lucy inquired.
I let out a sigh that turned into an “urgh.” “Detective Craig hates me. He’ll probably say I interfered in a police investigation and try to arrest me.”
“Ah, I see,” Lucy said.
“Josie has a lot of fun names for him.” Lynnae flashed a smile at me. “I think you should add ‘Detective Cranky’ to the list.”
“I love it,” I said, adding it to my mental file on the detective.
“What about ‘Detective Crotchety’?” Lucy suggested.
“Yeeeeeees.”
“Is this investigation related to why you need me here?” Lucy tilted her head. “Lynnae wouldn’t tell me anything until you got here.”
Lynnae and I looked at each other before silently concluding that she’d take the reins. “No. We need you for something different. It’s for an investigation that hits closer to home for Josie. We don’t want to tell you much, as it’s—”
“Super-secret spy stuff. Say no more, I understand,” Lucy told her.
Lynnae’s face relaxed. “You’re the best, Luce.”
“Agreed,” I chimed in.
“You see,” Lynnae continued, “Josie got her hands on what she knows to be a strong clue, but we need your expertise to figure out exactly what kind of clue.”
Lucy leaned forward, intrigued. “It’s dental related?”
“Let me go fetch the clue.” 
I started to stand, but Lynnae held her hands out. “Stay.” I settled back onto the couch. “Good doggy.” I stuck my tongue out at her.
A few seconds later, she came back with the fangs, secured in their tiny manila envelope.
Lucy poured the contents into her hand. “Hmm.”
I realized I’d been slowly hinging forward until I was hanging off the couch. “What do you see?” I asked as I sat up straight.
“Adult fangs. Coffee stained. Likely male from the size.” My heart skipped a beat. Could they be my grandfather’s teeth? He did love coffee. 
Suddenly, I felt sick. Dizziness and nausea took over until Lynnae squatted at my side, telling me to breathe. “That doesn’t mean they’re his, Josie.”
Lucy put the fangs back in their envelope. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have guessed at the sex. I’ll need to figure out where I can find the equipment I need. As soon as possible, I’ll start analyzing these.” She slid them across the table to me.
“I’ve already made some inquiries about the equipment I thought you might need,” Lynnae said.
I smiled at them. “Thank you both so much. This means so much to me.”
“Of course.”
“Tell me what’s new with you, Lucy. I want to know everything.”
Lucy was busy as a bat, so she had a lot to tell us. Research papers, conferences, triathlons, trips to Malaysia and Rome, and a new beau.
“Ooooooooh, a boyfriend. Is he a hunk?” I asked.
Lucy laughed. “You decide.” She held her phone out to Lynnae, then me.
“Umm, yes. He’s a hunk. Good for you!”
She giggled. “Thanks. It’s still new, but I’m optimistic. Now, tell me about the hunk you two hang around with. How’s Calder?”
I flinched.
“Uh-oh, is that a difficult topic?”
I hadn’t explained the murder investigation in detail when I got home, so Lucy didn’t know Calder’s ex had died. Or that I may have destroyed any chance of a relationship with him.
“No, it’s okay,” I told her. “I actually meant to ask Lynnae how he’s doing myself, seeing as he isn’t exactly talking to me right now. I’m worried about him.”
“Do you want me to explain?” Lynnae asked.
I nodded. “I’ll get us some blood bags.” They started to protest but I waved them off. “Zippy is right here behind the couch. Let me do it. I owe you guys.” I stood up and hobbled to Zippy. Just as I sat, I remembered the blood bags in the car. Fangs. Those weren’t good anymore. Luckily, we still had a couple bottles of Lynnae’s favorite wine-blood blend in the fridge. Oh no, I guess we’d be drinking our dinners. The horror. 
Five minutes later, I returned with glasses, the blood blend, and all the chocolate I could find, piled on a tray on my lap.
“Oof, poor Calder. And Josie, this must be rough on you,” Lucy said as Lynnae finished catching her up.
“I know he’s mad at me. I deserve it. Have you heard from him today, Lynnae?”
She bobbed her head. “He actually came into work. Sitting around isn’t good for Calder. He didn’t accomplish much, and he stayed well away from anything involving Calista’s case. Zach has everything related to that in one of the back labs, so Calder avoided it easily. He mostly just puttered around the main lab, working on his normal research, but not accomplishing much.”
“Did he seem any better than when I saw him yesterday?”
“From what you told me, yes. Josie…he asked me how you were too. He’s grieving right now, but I think soon he’ll move past his anger.”
I drained my glass, somehow feeling both empty inside and stuffed full of emotion at the same time. “Maybe. Or maybe I’ve broken us.” 
Matilda lifted her head to make eye contact with me before letting out a loud toot. 
The three of us started laughing—the kind of deep belly laughs that are made so much better when shared with friends.
“Okay, that’s enough about Calder. I know what we should do.” I pointed to the TV stand where we kept a shelf of board games. “Let’s play Balderdash.”
Both women’s eyes lit up. It wasn’t my favorite, but they loved it.
“Get ready to lose, suckers,” Lynnae declared.




Chapter Twenty-Nine


"Thank the Goddess for air conditioning. It’s so hot,” I whined the next day, fanning my purple T-shirt in front of me. 
“I haven’t been outside all day,” Lynnae said as she beat up her keyboard. Whenever she worked on exciting research, she didn’t type so much as assault the keys. “I’ve been working on a paper.”
I rolled closer. “Well, it will be getting dark soon, so you might have missed your chance for some vitamin D today.”
Dawk had the day off, so I’d run the store all day, with Lacey helping me for the afternoon and evening rushes. It had been a weird day. 
Some guy wearing sweatpants with a button-down and a beanie—a beanie! in this weather!—had bought five bottles of catnip bubbles. All my bottles of catnip bubbles.
You might be thinking, Catnip bubbles? Is that some sort of ball-shaped catnip treat? It’s much cooler than that. Someone, probably someone on drugs themself, had the amazing idea to add catnip to blowing bubbles. Just like bubbles for kids, you blow through a little wand to produce a cascade of bubbles. Fun, right? But also pretty weird. I did not try them out on Buttercup.
Other than the catnip guy, I’d also had an interesting morning. I’d arrived at the shop early, around 8:30 a.m., determined to place a supply order, but I’d found myself incredibly distracted by the events of the day before. Belinda, Angus, Grayson—all of it.
I’d spun around in my office chair for a while before an idea took form. Belinda Hollow must have been a pseudonym. A carefully crafted pseudonym. Whoever was behind it had to have taken great care in setting up the fake identity. They’d want to protect that identity, so maybe they’d have alerts set up in case the name popped up on the internet. It wasn’t that hard to find algorithms to do that. So, rather than find Belinda, maybe I could draw her out.
Logging on to the vampire web, I’d pulled up Fangslist, the vamp version of Craigslist. I made an account with the username belindahollow456. From there, I’d created a post with the text “SEEKING SHARP-MOUTHED GO-GETTER WITH FANGCELLANT ATTENTION TO DETAIL TO ARCHIVE NOTES AND FANGS.”
Okay, not that great, but I’d figured if Belinda Hollow had been the one to arrange the notes and fangs drop-offs, she’d get the reference. If not, I’d hoped the use of her name in the username would do the trick. She’d know that I’d learned her name, and maybe she’d make contact. Of course, if she’d been the one to call me in February using a voice disguiser, she’d probably just reiterate what she’d said back then. I had my fingers crossed that she was a different person.
Just as I’d finished the post, my phone had rung. Elm rarely called me, so I’d answered it. The night before, Elm had texted to let me know they’d been playing Dungeons & Dragons at a friend’s house and would just sleep there.
My nerves had fired up as I’d taken Elm’s call that morning. Had something happened? Had Angus and Grayson been waiting for them to come home? But they were fine. Calista’s front door? Not so much. Someone had broken into her Air Bed & Blood. The place was completely ransacked. The police had finished cataloging evidence but still had crime-scene tape on the door. Elm found it stuck in a bush, and Calista’s door open about an inch. They’d called the police before calling me.
Gee, I wonder if the two men who’d been casing her place the night before had been the ones to break in?
I’d had to finally place the supply order after the shop closed, so I hadn’t left until after 7:00. I’d been considering going to the station to finally tell Detective Cranky all that I’d learned, but Lynnae had texted me to come to the lab. She’d assured me Calder had left for the day.
So here I was, sweating profusely from the roll across campus. Why were there never any parking spots near the life sciences complex? Thank goodness I’d taken Matilda home first. She did not need to be in this heat.
“What did you want to tell me?” I asked my roomie, finally drawing her away from her laptop.
“Two things,” she said. “Last night, the police questioned Calder again. Someone saw Calder and Calista arguing. They also asked him about her research, so they seem to be catching on a bit. They implied that he might have wanted her research for himself.”
I huffed. “That’s ridiculous. Calder would never.”
“We know that, but the police don’t.”
“Fang it. I’m going to have to spill my veins to Detective Crotchety, aren’t I?”
“Yep. There’s more too.”
I took a deep breath. “Lay it on me.”
“It’s not anything bad. At least, I don’t think so,” she said, her brow furrowed thoughtfully. “There’s a rumor going around that the police found a bunch of equipment with Calista’s fingerprints on it stashed away in the chemistry department. Her colleagues told them she had no reason to keep any equipment outside her lab, so it looks shady. It also wasn’t equipment she’d normally use for her research. So I’m thinking that will drive the police farther down the research route—which would be good, if they didn’t suspect Calder of wanting to steal it.”
Groaning, I let my head drop forward…a little too fast. “Ow, that hurt. Stupid hypermobile neck.” 
“Do you need to get out one of your pain patches?”
I dragged two fingers across my neck and showed them to her. “Too much sweat. It wouldn’t stick. Anyway, this is not good. I need to go to the station. I’ll see you at home later? Lucy too?”
“Probably not for a while, for both of us. I’m making good progress on this paper, and Lucy is still working too.”
“Where is she?”
“Most of the day, she was here using the microscope. She needed an X-ray of the fangs though, so I called Dr. Gibbon.” Dr. Gibbon and a younger doc were our two town dentists. “He told her to come by around 4:30, so she’s been there for a while now to do the X-ray. Dr. Gibbon was so excited to have such an esteemed dental researcher in town that he offered to buy her dinner too.”
I chuckled. “Just a couple of teeth nerds. Okay, well, have fun with the paper.”
“I’m certain I’ll have more fun than you will with Detective Crabapple.”
“Truer words, Lynnae, truer words.”




Chapter Thirty


I never made it to the station. And not because I really, really, really didn’t want to go. 
No, it was because of that distant parking space. As I rolled back to the van, I passed the chemistry building and spotted two doofuses slip inside as a girl with a huge backpack exited.
I guess Grayson and Angus hadn’t found what they needed at Calista’s house. The angel on one shoulder told me to call the police or go to the station. The devil on the other shoulder told me to follow them. Given the scorching heat we’d been having, it only seemed appropriate to listen to the little devil.
The door was locked, but the girl with the backpack had paused at a nearby bench to adjust the bag’s straps. She hurried over when she saw me. “Oh, let me help you. They really should put an access button on this door, and move the security panel down so it’s easier to buzz in.”
She scanned her badge and held the door for me. “Thank you so much!” I said with a big smile.
Luckily, Grayson and Angus weren’t still in the hall. I moved the wheels slowly, hoping to avoid any squeaks on the linoleum.
At the end of the hall, I went to one corner and took out my phone. I slid it just far enough forward that the camera could see the hall. It was clear. I did the same thing on the other side of the hall. Clear too.
I could only assume the doofuses’ destination was Calista’s office, so I rolled in that direction. When I got to the corner leading to her hall, I did the same thing with my phone. Her office was a bit too far to see, so I snapped a picture. After zooming in, I could see that the crime-scene tape had been dislodged and the door opened.
I set my brakes and listened. The door wasn’t open enough to hear anything the men did or said in the office, but when they emerged, I could hear them.
“Put the tape back,” Angus ordered.
“I’m doing it,” Grayson said, clearly annoyed. “I can’t believe the formula wasn’t in there. She had way too many notes and papers for me to try to recreate it too. There’s no way I can sort through all that.” 
“If I find whoever killed Calista before we could get the formula out of her, I swear, I’m going to suck them dry.”
Don’t worry, he couldn’t actually suck them dry. Humans have way too much blood for us to drink in one sitting, and sucking blood is a lot harder than you’d think.
So the doofuses wanted the formula for themselves.
I knew Angus hadn’t killed Calista himself, but last night I’d wondered if Grayson had done it for the both of them. From what Angus said, that wasn’t the case.
Grayson didn’t respond to him. Was he distracted with the tape, or had he killed Calista in a jealous rage and been too afraid to tell Angus?
“C’mon,” Angus said a few moments later.
Fangs. I needed to hide. 
Looking around, I saw an open door about twenty feet behind me. I released my brakes and started to back up when I heard a stern voice shout, “Who are you?”
My heart skipped several beats until I realized the question wasn’t directed at me.
“Who wants to know?” Angus asked. 
“The person in charge of this department.” Ah, Dr. Ellerbrock. I thought he came in early and left early. Why was he here so late?
I heard a shoe squeak. “Well, you’re not in charge of us,” Angus said. “I suggest you back off.” I could just picture his biceps flexing to intimidate the department head.
“No. I saw you mess with the tape. How many times am I going to find someone breaking into this office? I knew I should have gone to visit my uncle instead of working late tonight.” He reached toward his pocket. “I think I’ll call the cops.”
“Pull out your phone and I swear you’ll regret—”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Grayson finally spoke up. “I’m sorry, sir. My friend has a bit too much enthusiasm sometimes. He’s just along for the ride here. I’m the one who needed to get into Calista’s office.”
“Why?”
“I’m Dr. Grayson Wyrick. Calista and I worked together in Fangstaff. I’m a professor too. She had something of mine that I need back.”
“Oh, really? Something you needed enough to kill her over?”
“What? No. Look, if I’d killed her, why wouldn’t I have just gone straight into her office to take what I need.”
There was a slight pause. “I guess that’s a good point. But breaking in seems like odd behavior for a fellow professor.”
“I called your office a few times, but they told me you couldn’t let me in.”
“Hmm. I remember that now.” Dr. Ellerbrock sighed. “Get out of here, and don’t come back.”
Another shoe squeak. “Wait!” Grayson called out. “Did you say someone else broke into Calista’s office?”
“Yep. A nosy girl and two employees from another department.”
A ripple of anger passed through me. I was not a girl. Nosy, sure. But I was a woman, and I hated when men called me a girl.
“I see. Just wondering,” Grayson told him. “We’ll leave now.”
Dracula’s cape! I needed to book it. Pumping my arms as fast as I could, I made it to the room I’d seen before. It turned out to be a kitchen with a bunch of small tables and a futon. I parked myself as far away from the door as I could. Moments later, I heard the two doofuses pass by. 
I guess they weren’t that doofus-y, though. Grayson’s story had worked on Dr. Ellerbrock. Or maybe the chemistry chair just hadn’t wanted to deal with the cops.
Not wanting to risk Grayson and Angus seeing me exit the building, I waited for quite some time before I left.
When I got to the van, I called the station—after I got the air conditioning cranking, of course. The detective had left for the night, so I called his cell phone. Twice. No answer.
I guess I’d just have to see his bright, smiling face first thing in the morning.




Chapter Thirty-One


“Matilda, do you think I should take a nice, hot bath? Or do you think it will melt me down into a pile of Josie mush?” 
When I’d arrived home, I’d rolled Zippy up to the tower fan in my room and cranked the fan to high speed. If I cooled down enough, maybe I could get in the tub without dying. Epsom salts were calling my name.
Lifting my shirt to get some air flow to my stomach, I realized my bra had become a sweat-collection basin. “Urgh, Matilda, do they make sweatbands for the bra line? There’s enough liquid in here to fill your water bowl.”
“Pffffft,” my little dog objected from her spot behind me on the bed.
“Don’t worry, I wouldn’t actually fill your—oof, my phone is vibrating.”
As the whole wheelchair vibrated around me, I reached behind me to pull my phone out of my bag.
“Hey, Rebecca, how are you?” I leaned towards the fan, eager to get some airflow around my boobs. 
“Josie! Help!” 
I dropped my shirt. Fear and desperation flowed through her voice. “Rebecca, what’s going on? Take a deep breath and tell me.”
“There’s no time! They have a gun and—” Her voice cut off as something in the background crashed.
“Rebecca!” I called out.
“Well, hello, Josie,” said a throaty voice.
Fangs. How did I want to play this? Calm and professional? Smug and snarky? I think you know which one. “Rebecca, you sound so strange all the sudden. Like some kind of hulking, but most definitely ugly, goon.”
“Ha. Ha. Ha,” Angus said.
“Oof, and your laugh is all wrong, like you’re a man just past middle age who has nothing to live—,”
“Cut it out. We know you have the formula. Bring it to Rebecca’s house immediately or I’ll—”
I let out a sigh with as much drama as I could stuff into it. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Bring it or you’ll hurt Rebecca. Come alone, don’t call the cops. I know the drill.” With that, I hung up on him.
The formulas were safe and sound in the most pristine spot possible—the bottom of my backpack. I dug them out and rubbed them across my legs in an attempt to remove the creases.
I might have sounded flippant with my words to Angus, but my heart had taken off, soaring down the track at record speed. Angus was a career criminal. He’d hurt Rebecca if he thought it necessary. I was tempted to grab some pepper spray before leaving, but Angus would likely search me the second I got there.
“Well, Matilda, no bath tonight. Unless you count the sweat bath my boobs are getting.”
I kissed her on the forehead, grabbed my forearm crutch, and hurried out the door.
Angus did indeed search me when I got to Rebecca’s, or rather, he had Grayson search me when I stepped into the foyer. Mr. Muscles was too busy pointing a gun at Calista’s aunt in the living room.
Guns are rare in the vamp world. You can’t buy one in any vamp town, and possessing one will get you locked up for quite some time. Angus didn’t seem too worried about that. He probably had a massive stockpile of human weapons.
Grayson motioned me into the living room once he cleared me. It didn’t take long considering I’d only brought a single sheet of paper with me, other than my crutch of course.
“Sit,” Angus commanded. A huge part of me wanted to resist anything he told me to do, but my lower back and knees were killing me, so I sat on the couch.
Rebecca perched on the same orange accent chair I’d seen her use before. Her eyes were wide, and her hair had sprung loose, the curls going in every direction. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes were huge and pleading, begging me to help her.
I held my head high and gave her a small nod, letting her know I had everything under control. Whether that was true had yet to be proven.
“Is that it?” Grayson asked, pointing to the paper.
“Yep.”
He stepped forward, but I pulled it out of his reach.
Angus sneered. “I knew you wanted the formula for yourself. You and your little scientist friends are trying to cash in, aren’t you?”
“HA! That’s an interesting theory, but we have no interest in becoming criminals.”
“Uh-huh. Then why didn’t you turn it in? Law-abiding citizens would’ve given it to the cops right away.”
“Yes, except the detective assigned to the case hates me, and the feeling is mutual. I planned to turn it in eventually.” I shook the paper at him. “I’ll give you the formula after you answer some questions.”
“No deal.” Angus waved his free hand from Grayson to me. “Take it from her.”
I shoved in my shirt, all up in the sweatiest bra on the planet.
Grayson paused a few steps from me. “I’m not reaching in there.”
“That’s good,” I said, “because I’m a biter.” I snapped my fangs down. Was I actually going to bite him? No, but I hoped it made me look at least a tad intimidating.
“Seriously, in your bra?” Angus grumbled. “Are you hoping I’ll go over there so you can try to get the gun? No way.” He sighed. “Fine, what are your questions?”
“How did you know about the improved drug?”
“I found some of Calista’s research. I spied on her and figured out what she was doing.” Grayson explained.
I figured as much, but it was good to have confirmation. “Tell me how you two charming gentlemen met.”
Grayson crossed his arms. “I approached him after I found out what was going on. I’m better prepared to guarantee a pharmaceutical’s safety than Calista, so it was an easy sell to get Angus to partner with me.”
“You just needed the formula.”
He nodded. “It would have been easy to steal if she hadn’t broken up with me.”
“That’s why you sent her so many desperate emails to get back together?”
“Yep. She was sitting on a cash cow. The drug she invented would have all the benefits of a stimulant for vampires while avoiding a lot of the side effects. Adderall without the risks.”
“Why didn’t you break into her office or house in Fangstaff?”
Grayson shrugged. “I did one time, but I realized she wasn’t done yet. It made more sense to steal the final formula. When she came here, I thought maybe the formula was ready, maybe she was going to work with someone in Arteria Falls since she couldn’t sell it to Angus, so I followed.”
“Why not just take one of her earlier iterations and come up with your own final formula?”
“Too much work. It made sense to let her finish, then test it.”
Laziness? Wow.
“Why did you wait so long after her death to break into her Air Bed & Blood?”
He pointed to Angus. “I was waiting for him to get here. He has a lot more experience breaking and entering, and the police were everywhere.”
That made sense. “How do I know you didn’t kill her? Maybe you approached her for the formula and she refused. Maybe you didn’t just want the formula. Maybe all this following her around, all the emails you sent were because you were obsessed with her. Maybe you killed her in a fit of rage after she rejected you once again.”
“Yeah, no. I didn’t give two fangs about her. Calista was gorgeous, but she was annoying and stuck up.” I had to agree with him on that. “I would have broken up with her myself if I hadn’t wanted the formula. And why would I approach her about the formula? I didn’t want her to know I was interested in it.”
“Why should I believe you?”
Angus spoke up. “Enough of this. We answered your questions. Give us the formula.” He pushed the gun against Rebecca’s head, and she trembled.
“Josie, please.”
I pulled the formula out and smoothed it. “Here you go. Don’t mind the sweat.” With a cringe, Grayson pinched it between two fingers.
“Now let her go,” I commanded.
“Not yet,” Angus snarled. “I want my money.”
Rebecca whimpered. “I don’t have it.”
“Seriously, Angus?” I snarled back at him. “You said three days. It’s only been two.”
“It’s been three.” He held his fingers up. “I was here on Monday.” He put one finger down. “Yesterday was the second day.” He put another down. “Today is the third day.”
“That’s not how you count days!” I insisted. “From Monday to Tuesday was one day. Tuesday to Wednesday—today—was two days. Today to tomorrow is three days.”
Angus laughed. “That makes no sense. She had Monday—”
“Is this really productive?” Grayson asked.
Angus looked annoyed at being cut off, but he said, “Grayson is right. Doesn’t matter. I want the money now.”
“Seeing as we count days like normal people, we hadn’t figured the money out yet.”
Angus lifted the gun. “You ever been hit with a gun? It’s not fun.” He moved to smack Rebecca with the gun.
I threw my arms out. “Wait!” He paused. “Look, Calista owed you for her gambling debts and ruining your rep, right?”
“Yep.”
“Well, you’ve got the chance to fix your rep with the new formula. So maybe you can accept less than 90,000 dollars?”
He tilted his head. “Maybe. How much are we talking?”
I looked at Rebecca. “You mentioned you could sell some things to get the money. Do you have anything that’s easy to carry? How much are they worth?”
Calista’s aunt had a hand on her heart, and she didn’t seem to be breathing.
“Angus, can you back off for a minute? Get that gun away from her so she can think,” I said.
He backed off a few steps.
“It’s okay,” I assured Rebecca. “We’ll figure this out. Now, what do you have of value in this house?” I smiled. “Hopefully not Beanie Babies. Those aren’t worth a fang anymore.”
My levity seemed to work. She finally took a deep breath, sucking in all the patchouli particles floating through the room. I hoped it had calming properties. “I have several pieces of jewelry that are worth probably twenty thousand in total. I also have a few pieces I bought at auctions over the years—some artwork, some real silver cutlery. I also have a coin collection. That’s another twenty thousand or so.”
“Forty thousand worth of things you can take with you now, plus the formula.” He furrowed his brow. “C’mon, Angus. Let’s just be done with this.”
“Okay, but if any of this crap isn’t worth what she says, I’ll be back.”
“I promise,” Rebecca said. “I’ve been researching it all the last couple days. It’s worth at least forty total.”
“Let’s go get it then.”
Angus followed her out of the room, gun still trained on her. Returning with an overflowing duffel bag in his free hand, he called to Grayson that it was time to go.
Not wanting to leave Rebecca alone, I pulled her onto the couch next to me.
“I’m sorry you lost all that valuable stuff.”
She patted my hand. “It’s just stuff. Besides, I still have the geode in the foyer. That’s worth another twenty thousand.”
My jaw dropped. Maybe I needed to start collecting rocks.




Chapter Thirty-Two


BANG BANG BANG 
I sat up straight, flinging Matilda off my chest and onto the bed.
BANG BANG BANG
Great. Another early morning wakeup call. I really hoped no one else had died.
Matilda, who looked very offended, didn’t even follow me to the door. She just curled up in my spot.
I pulled the door open to find Lynnae standing there in a loose Arteria Falls College T-shirt and cotton shorts. “Jos, there’s a rumor ripping through the college that the police made an arrest last night.” She held up her phone to show me all the messages she’d received.
Nausea flooded me. Not Calder, please.
“Breathe, Josie. You just turned even paler. It’s not Calder. It sounds like it’s those two guys you squabbled with last night.”
“Angus and Grayson. Fangs. Angus definitely didn’t do it, and I don’t think Grayson did either.”
“You better go tell that to Detective Crotchety.”
I shuffled past her, not bothering to use a mobility aid. I’d been using them a lot lately. They took such a toll on my upper-body joints, so I needed a break. Waving to Lucy, who’d clearly just woken up but looked photo ready, on the couch, I headed for the kitchen. “Let me put coffee on for everyone first. I can’t talk to that man without caffeine in my system.”
Once said caffeine flowed through my veins in abundance, I threw on shorts and a navy-blue tank top. I put both Zippy and my crutch in the car, figuring I’d decide which aid to use when I got to the station. Driving is rough on my upper body. My neck bobbles around, my shoulders have to hold up my arms. Not fun. I’d assess how bad the pain was once I parked.
I didn’t want to leave Matilda in the car—the temperature had already soared—or go all the way back home to get her, so I dropped her off at the store first. Did I trust her around all the delicious goodness I stocked in the store? Yes. She wasn’t the type to rip open packaging and her little legs can’t reach the treat bar. I was confident she’d nap the whole time.
The station wasn’t far. I decided to use Zippy inside and roll very slowly, which helped with the upper-body pain a bit. The desk clerk called Detective Craig at his desk. He declined to see me and hung up on the clerk.
“Can you call him again? It’s really important. I have info about Calista Colson’s murder.”
“Erm, I guess I can try again,” he said, picking the receiver up like it was a bomb.
This time, Detective Cotton-for-Brains told the clerk the murder was solved and hung up on him again.
“I’m so sorry,” I told the clerk. “He has such a challenging personality.”
“You don’t know the half of it.”
“Can you please, please call him one more time? Tell him I have reason to believe he has the wrong men in custody.”
Cringing, he called again. After a stream of curse words that I could hear through the phone, he told the clerk he’d be right up.
“Right up” turned out to be fifteen minutes later. 
“Wixx! What do you want?”
“I think you arrested the wrong guys.”
“Of course you do. Let’s talk back here.” He walked through the door to the back of the station, letting it close behind him.
The desk clerk came over to help me. “Here, let me hold the door for you.”
“Thank you so much. You get a gold star for today.”
He beamed at me. I guessed he didn’t get a lot of praise. I inched down the hall toward the detective. 
Detective Cranky crossed his arms and tapped his foot in an unimaginative display of impatience. “You’re moving that slow to annoy me.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m moving slowly because I’m in a lot of pain today. Annoying you is just a delightful perk.”
He grunted.
When I finally reached the end of the hall, he directed me into a tiny conference room. He took a chair, and I rolled up to the corner of the small table. I told him as much as I could about Grayson and Angus without giving away anything damning for me, like breaking into Calista’s office and taking the formulas.
The detective listened while leaning on his hand. When I finished, he waved his other hand through the air. “And I’m supposed to care about any of this why?”
“Seriously? Angus wasn’t even here when Calista died. Grayson had no reason to kill her either. I don’t have proof of that but—”
“Exactly. No proof. He could have killed her on behalf of them both. They were caught last night with a piece of the victim’s research. And a bunch of weird collectibles that I’m guessing are stolen.”
I clenched my jaw. They weren’t stolen but they were compelled from Rebecca with a gun. I didn’t want to tell him that, though.
“Look, something else is going on here. I told you Calista had a partner who she’d set up a meeting with for the night she died. We have to figure out who that partner was.”
I could at least be certain it wasn’t Grayson. He’d been emailing her consistently to try to win her back. Why would Calista ignore those emails and then partner with him? It wasn’t Angus either. He hated her. So who in the fangs was it?
“Let me be clear that ‘we’ will be doing nothing together. And you better not do anything either. Stay out of this case. I’ll go ahead and take your comments under advisement, though. Just be glad it’s not you or your little boyfriend locked in our cells.”
Before I could send any snark at him, his cell phone rang and he flew out of the room.
I took my time going down the hallway again, so I had a few minutes to observe the station. Zippy and I passed an empty, messy office before reaching a sad-looking kitchen with two uniformed cops drinking coffee. Just as I made it past the room, I heard one of them say, “So it was a tip that led them to the murderers?”
My tires squeaked as I braked. 
“Yeah, man. Someone at the university called. Said they’d seen two guys break into the victim’s office and take something. A patrol car spotted them driving and called it in.”
“Sheesh, that’s lucky. I know…”
The rest of their conversation faded away as I started rolling again, this time much faster. That tip could only have come from one person.




Chapter Thirty-Three


Dr. Ellerbrock had called in a fake tip. Yes, Angus and Grayson broke into her office, but they didn’t take anything. Maybe he just added that part to give the police some motivation to track the two men down. 
I supposed someone else could have seen Angus and Grayson, but it didn’t seem like anyone else was around.
As soon as I had Zippy loaded, I called Lynnae.
“Roomie! Are you at work yet?”
“No. Lucy’s still getting ready. I need to drop her off at Dr. Gibbon’s office again, so I’m waiting for her. What’s going on?”
“Stay there!” I hung up and drove across town just a tad bit faster than I should have.
I burst into the house to find Lynnae waiting at the table for me. I threw my crutch down and hobbled over. “Detective Cranky didn’t listen to me, of course, but I overheard that Angus and Grayson were brought in because of a tip. Someone called in that they broke into Calista’s office and took something.”
She motioned for me to sit down. “Okay, but you said they didn’t take anything, right?”
“Exactly!” I exclaimed as I pulled out a chair. “And I don’t feel like anyone else was around besides Dr. Ellerbrock.”
Lynnae sighed. “I would have suggested that maybe he was mistaken, or maybe he just wanted the men picked up, if I hadn’t just heard that only two people have access to the storage room where Calista hid her equipment.”
“Let me guess. Dr. Ellerbrock is one of them.”
“Yep, and the other guy is off doing research near Prague for the summer.”
“So just Dr. Ellerbrock then. It’s possible she stole his key and copied it or something, but that doesn’t feel right.”
She took a sip of coffee. “So this partner Calista had…the one she was supposed to meet the night of her murder…”
“My thoughts exactly. It must be him. We thought she came here to get away from Grayson, or to try to sell her drug to Camille Wainscott, but what if she chose Arteria Falls because of Dr. Ellerbrock? Not just because she had a friend here, but because she wanted a partner this time? Doing it all alone didn’t work out so well for her the last time.”
“This is a lot of speculation. Her partner could be someone you don’t know yet. Maybe another criminal contact. Maybe she wanted some muscle.”
“Maybe.”
I reached over to the sideboard next to the table and grabbed Calista’s laptop. Maybe looking at her emails again could help. The laptop took forever to come to life. “Dracula’s cape! I swear if you don’t boot up in the next ten seconds, I’m going to throw—oh, it finished loading.”
Lynnae chuckled as she raised her mug for another sip.
A minute later, I had the emails to fakejewels4184@gmail.com pulled up. But I didn’t see anything new.
I turned the laptop to my roomie. “These are the emails.”
“Interesting. They actually used the word ‘fake’ in the email add—wait.”
“What!?”
She grabbed a pad of paper and a pen. “J-o-u-l-e-s,” she spelled as she wrote.
“Huh?”
“This email address has the word ‘jewels’ and the number ‘4184’. Josie, the specific heat of water is 4,184 joules. No way is that a coincidence.”
I clapped a hand to her shoulder. “Your nerdiness comes in handy so often. This email address must be Dr. Ellerbrock.”
“Or someone else into science,” Lynnae pointed out.
“True, but all the signs are pointing to him right now.”
“I agree. I’m merely pointing out the possibility. You’re the one with the detective instincts.” She got up to put her coffee cup in the sink. “What are you going to do?”
Lucy came into the room before I could tell Lynnae that I had no idea.
The Brit’s enthusiasm bubbled through the room as she told us she couldn’t wait to get back to work on the fangs. Not wanting to delay any progress on that front, I shooed the women out the door and followed behind them.
I’d been right—Matilda was asleep on her back under the sales counter when I got to the shop. I played with her little paws, dancing them around, to get her to wake up.
We didn’t open until ten, so I went to my office with Matilda behind me. I somehow managed to get the next week’s schedule done despite an image taking residency in my brain of Dr. Ellerbrock smacking Calista in the head.
Lacey walked in for her shift two seconds after I unlocked the door. Thursdays provided a steady stream of customers, so we both stayed busy. Another person wanted catnip bubbles. I had to inform them that, sadly, someone had cleaned me out.
A lull around 1:00 p.m. gave me time to grab a blood bag and do some thinking.
I felt sure that confronting Dr. Ellerbrock would not go well for me. What would stop him from putting me in the ground beside Calista? 
Think, Josie, I told myself. I needed to catch him in the act, but how? What would Dr. Ellerbrock do next?
I tapped my pen on the counter so hard that it broke. Someone in the vamp world needed to make a pen that would hold up against our greater strength.
The ink oozed across a clipboard and several sticky notes I had on my desk, one tiny one the size of Calista’s “CW. Next Thurs. 9 p.m.” note. 
The meeting with Camille Wainscott. The meeting for today.
Would Dr. Ellerbrock keep the meeting? Given how difficult getting a meeting with Camille Wainscott must be, I wouldn’t be surprised if he did. Maybe they’d move the time or something, who knew? Or maybe I was biting up the wrong tree.
I could think of only one way to find out if Dr. Ellerbock went to meet with Camille Wainscott that evening. 
A stakeout.




Chapter Thirty-Four


Dawk came in around two to cover for me. I sang his praises and offered to buy him all the blood and all the chocolate, but he reminded me that I found the guy who attacked him back in February. He felt some kind of duty to support my investigations now. I wasn’t about to discourage that, but I still planned to buy him all the blood and all the chocolate. He had a soccer game right after closing time, so Lynnae had agreed to pick up Matilda. I’d told them both I was doing a little reconnaissance work, but Lynnae didn’t trust me to stay out of trouble. She made me promise to text every thirty minutes. 
Dr. Ellerbrock told us he usually left work early, so despite seeing him there late the day before, I decided to be cautious and start my stakeout early. I had no idea where he lived, so if I didn’t catch him leaving the college, I wouldn’t be able to find him.
Here’s the thing about spying on someone when you use mobility aids: you aren’t exactly inconspicuous. A bright pink wheelchair draws attention, as does a crutch or a cane, though not as much. I figured the least conspicuous of all my aids was a plain black cane, so I swung by the house to grab it. I also grabbed a hat and tucked my hair inside it. I strapped on my thin back brace and two knee braces too.
I parked in the same garage I’d used twice already on my trips to the chemistry building, crossing my fingers that Dr. Ellerbrock used this garage too. No way could I cover all the entrances to the garage, so I needed to watch the chemistry building instead.
A concrete bench positioned near the corner of the chemistry building had an excellent view of the main entrance and the path from the back door. Dr. Ellerbrock wouldn’t be able to see the bench from his brick-wall-facing office.
Perfect on all but two accounts. The bench didn’t have a back, so I’d have to hold myself up the whole time, and it didn’t have shade. Why had I left my water bottle in the car? At least I’d sprayed on some sunscreen.
Ninety minutes later my skin was wet and shiny enough that I could have been mistaken for a glittery Twilight vampire. Thank the Goddess I hadn’t had time to put makeup on that morning, or it would have been all over my shirt. I’d wiped my face so many times with it. Oh! And guess what else was back? The sweat-collection device also known as my bra. The back brace had clearly gotten jealous and decided to compete for sweatiest item attached to my body too.
Campus was pretty empty, given that it was summer, so not many people witnessed my transformation into a slimy sea slug. The lack of people also meant I couldn’t miss lanky Dr. Ellerbrock when he exited the main entrance.
An able-bodied person might have given him a head start, but knowing how slow I was, I immediately followed. As I’d hoped, he went to the same parking garage I’d used. Pausing at the entrance—in the shade, finally—I watched him get in a green SUV around the corner from the van. I hobbled back to said van, taking half a moment to let my poor back relax.
Then I got to back to business. I gave Dr. Ellerbrock as much space as I dared as I trailed him out of the garage and to a neighborhood on the east side of town. He lived on a tree-lined street in a quaint brick house with a row of sunflowers along the front.
I parked under a huge tree several houses away, grateful for the shade. The hours passed without much activity. I didn’t see any evidence of kids or a partner. It seemed that Dr. Ellerbrock was alone. 
Watching two of his neighbors argue over whose dog had pooped in whose yard was my only entertainment other than finding weirder and weirder memes to send Lynnae for my half-hour check-ins. 
As the sky darkened, my tummy rumbled. I dug in my bag for a couple coconut and lime blondies I’d shoved in there earlier. Isa had brought over a whole batch from the bakery that afternoon. Lacey and I had drooled over them but hadn’t had much time to try them. I’d thrown some in my bag before leaving the shop.
“Oh, Isa, you’ve outdone yourself this time,” I said to myself. 
Just as I bit into my second blondie, Dr. Ellerbrock’s front door opened, and he emerged wearing black clothing way too heavy for summer and a hat that covered his red hair. “Of course he leaves right when I’m eating,” I grumbled.
I followed him again, giving him plenty of space as he drove to the outskirts of town. By the time he pulled into the parking lot behind an old arcade that had closed for the day, all traces of sunlight had disappeared. I kept driving down the street, watching the parking lot through my rearview mirror. The wide-open lot seemed like a weird place to meet—probably because it wasn’t the meeting spot. Dr. Ellerbrock crossed the street to a used-appliance store that had closed recently when the owner got sick of the game and retired a few decades early.
A fence surrounded the back of the store, providing quite a bit of privacy. The store also backed up to an open field, and its only neighbor was a dry cleaner that had also closed for the day. Throw in the lack of streetlights in the area and I could see why it made a good meeting spot.
Dr. Ellerbrock went through the gate to the back of the store. I didn’t see anyone else around, so I got out and crossed the street a few minutes later. My back screamed, my knees ached, and I really had to tinkle. But such is the life of a disabled detective.
I walked along the fence, searching for a hole or something I could peer through. Mercifully, I found a couple fence pickets at the back with a gap between them right in front of a tree stump. I sat down and let myself breathe for a minute before taking out my phone, prepared to take a video.
My watch told me it was 8:55. They’d decided to keep the original 9:00 p.m. meeting time, apparently. 
Except no one showed up. Nine came and went. Dr. Ellerbrock had been sitting on a folding chair that the old owner must have left behind. But he started to pace a few minutes after nine, circling the whole back area. I couldn’t see him the whole time, but he passed by my spot a few times. I held my breath, but no way could he have seen me.
At fifteen after nine, he passed out of my view again. And didn’t come back. Had he left? Had he realized Camille Wainscott wasn’t stupid enough to meet with him after Calista had been murdered? I’d really hoped she was so I could gather some evidence, but ah well. Sometimes stakeouts were a bust.
I waited a couple minutes before abandoning my spot. Standing and giving myself a good stretch, I realized I really had to pee now. I looked around, debating just dropping trou right there in the field, but decided to hurry home instead. 
Shuffling along the fence, I focused all my attention on squeezing my lady muscles as tight as possible. And thus, being so distracted, I didn’t notice the solid mass that awaited me as I turned the corner. Those lady muscles almost released completely when I smacked into it.
“Oww! What the—”
My voice died when I realized the solid mass was Dr. Ellerbrock.
“Hello, Josie Wixx.” Even in the dark I could see the massive knife he was pulling out. “You should think about painting your van. Red draws attention.”
Fangs. I’d walked into a trap.




Chapter Thirty-Five


“I’m a distinguished chemistry professor. You really thought I wouldn’t think to reschedule this meeting?”  
I shrugged, acting like I couldn’t care less that he had a huge knife. Was it some kind of hunting knife? “I had to make sure. I mean, if you had been dumb enough, I would’ve gotten some juicy evidence.”
“Lucky for me, that’s not the case.” He stepped closer, towering over me. I could barely see him, the wisps of orange hair sticking out the bottom of his hat his only clear feature. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to drop the cane and your phone, then walk in front of me to the gate. I’d warn you not to run, but I don’t think that’s going to be an issue. Even if you tried, my legs are much longer than yours.”
I dropped the items and started walking, grateful I had the braces to support my knees. Adrenaline pumped through my veins, so I could have walked much faster than normal, but I decided to take baby steps.
“Good. I’m sure you’ve already realized that screaming won’t get you anywhere either. No one comes over here at this time of day. Even if they did, I could silence you before they’d find us.”
“Thanks for detailing that, despite thinking that I already realized it. So helpful.”
“You’re very welcome.”
I guessed he could be snarky too. “So, Dr. E, can I call you Dr. E? Yeah, that’s what I’m calling you. Dr. E, tell me how you set up this little trap.”
“So unoriginal. Lots of students call me Dr. E. And it’s like I said—red is a noticeable color. I peeked through the curtains this evening while my neighbors yelled at each other. Your van caught my eye.”
Fangs. I didn’t see his curtains twitch because I’d also been watching the neighbors. Rookie mistake.
“It wasn’t hard to deduce that your timing aligned with the original meeting. I couldn’t exactly confront you on my street, so I came up with a plan to make you think the meeting was still on.” 
“Clever.”
“Why, thank you. My uncle owns this place. He retired but still owns the property, so I knew it’d be empty.”
We reached the gate. He crept around me to release the latch and direct me inside.
I stepped through, my heart racing. His uncle owned this empty property, so he probably knew it well. I looked around for anything that could help me, but other than a few folding chairs, the yard was barren. Would he stab me here and take me somewhere else? Could I fight him off? His height gave him a significant advantage over me. I knew how to fight, and the adrenaline would help me push through the pain, but there was so much of him to keep track of.
And I still had to tinkle.
“Now, you tell me how you figured everything out. And how you knew where I lived,” Dr. Ellerbrock commanded.
“Guess you didn’t notice me follow you home from work. Score one for the red van.”
He closed the gate and slid a padlock through the latch. Great.
“Good job, Josie,” he said, like I was one of his students. “You scored some points, but you failed the test. I still need to know how you knew to follow me.”
“So you can keep anyone else from figuring it out, right?”
Dr. Ellerbrock led me toward the back door, producing a key. He was taking me inside. That really wasn’t good, unless there was a forgotten Roomba or Dustbuster inside that I could hit him with. I crossed my fingers that his uncle sold small appliances.
“Exactly,” he said, as if he wanted to know why I hadn’t studied for a test and not how I knew he’d murdered someone.
“You’re going to kill me anyway, so why would I tell you?”
He opened the door blindly, keeping his eyes and his knife hand trained on me. “This can go two ways. I kill you as quickly and as painlessly as possible, or I slowly bleed various body parts until you eventually die.”
How pleasant.
“Go inside, Josie.”
I didn’t see any other choice, so I complied. The store was dark, lit only by a few beams of moonlight through a couple of high windows. Blinds covered the rest of the windows. No stray tiny vacuums littered the floor, or anything else I could smack him with, unfortunately. The space had been cleared out. Only scuffed linoleum tile remained.
Dr. Ellerbrock locked the door behind us with a key. There’d be no getting out that way. “Sit on the ground.”
I held my hands up. “Here’s the thing. I’ll happily do what you want, tell you what you want. I’d prefer to keep as much of my body intact as possible. But…I need to go to the bathroom. NOW.”
“Hold it.”
I wobbled from foot to foot. “I can’t. This floor will be covered in pee in about thirty seconds. That won’t be fun for either of us.”
He narrowed his eyes for a few seconds. “Fine. Walk that way.” He pointed to a door about twenty feet away.
“Seriously, thank you. Stakeouts don’t really allow for bathroom breaks, so I’ve been holding it for hours.”
I opened the door. It was a small bathroom with one stall, a sink, and an empty paper-towel holder. “I take it you’re coming in here too?” I asked.
“Yep.”
Ugh. I went into the stall and locked the door. Why do American bathrooms have stalls that only go down to our shins? If the stall had gone all the way to the ceiling and the floor, I could’ve refused to come back out.
Seeing as I really did need to relieve myself, I took care of that while searching the stall for anything to help. I decided to distract my captor away from my search by giving him a little info. “Do you want to know the fatal flaw in your plan, Dr. E? Oof, pun not intended. I would never joke about a fatality.”
He sighed. “Just tell me.”
“The email address you used.”
“No way. I only used that email address on a secure VPN. It couldn’t have been traced back to me. Calista was dumb enough to use her regular email, but she wasn’t worried because she kept her emails vague. I wasn’t taking any chances.”
I fiddled with the sides of my knee braces, taking my time. “Maybe not technologically, but when I Googled J-E-W-E-L-S-4-1-8-4, the internet kindly corrected me to J-O-U-L-E-S and informed me 4184 joules is the specific heat of water.” Lies. But I wasn’t about to tell him that Lynnae knew he’d killed Calista. “The email had to belong to a scientist.”
“Ha! That’s not enough to connect me to it.”
“Nope, but combined with the fact that you’re the only one with access to where Calista stored her equipment, that you were one of the few people she knew in town, and that you called in the false tip about Grayson and Angus, it was an easy conclusion to make.”
He banged his hand on the stall. “Fangs!”
I didn’t waste any time while he was distracted. I’d opened the top strap on each knee brace already, so I just needed to slide my fingers into the slim pockets on each that gave me access to the hinges. Long pieces of aluminum ran through both sides of each brace. Removable pieces of aluminum. They had a hinge in the middle, but if I held them at the hinge, I could keep them from collapsing. I definitely didn’t know that because Lynnae and I played with them one night after too much wine. 
I quickly pulled two of the aluminum pieces out of my braces and stood up. As I zipped up my shorts, I tucked them into the waistband, the metal cool against my spine. 
“How did you get into her email?” Dr. Ellerbrock asked as I exited the stall. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. The police will have access to it either way. But they’re tied up with those two vamps from Fangstaff. They have no reason to think the tip I gave them wasn’t genuine. I even took a picture of them walking away from me yesterday.”
“Smart. They’re the perfect fall guys really. You’re lucky they actually had the formula on them too. That adds credibility to your tip.”
Dr. Ellerbrock opened the bathroom door with his free hand. “It wasn’t lucky.” He smiled at me. “I manufactured it.”
A realization dawned. “By telling them ‘a nosy girl’ broke into Calista’s office? You sent them right after me.”
“Yep, and then I followed them. I saw them leave Calista’s aunt’s house with a bunch of crap and a piece of paper.”
I leaned against a counter near the front door with a big sign over it that said REPAIRS. “You really thought of everything, Dr. E. The detective on the case is dumb enough that he took the bait. But there’s something I don’t understand.”
“Oh, yes? What’s that?”
“Why?”
“Why…”
“All of it. Why agree to work with Calista? Why kill her?”
He stepped over to a nearby pillar and ran his non-knife-wielding hand along the drywall. “I killed her because she gave me everything I needed. I killed her because she was a liability.”
“Got any more details for me?”
Ignoring me, he dropped his hand. “Tell me who else knows. Does Calista’s aunt know?”
“Fangs, no. I didn’t even put the pieces together until today. Even if I’d known last night, I wouldn’t have told her anything. Why would I tell anyone anything? You think PIs go around blabbing about cases? That’s dangerous for everyone.”
He made super-awkward prolonged eye contact as he decided whether to believe me. After the longest minute of my life, he moved his eyes away and went back to petting the wall.
“Why are you doing that?” I had to ask.
“I love this place.” He looked around taking in all the signs still hanging on the walls. “My father passed when I was little, and my mother never recovered from the loss. I spent my childhood here with my uncle. He’s been running this place as long as appliances have existed. It looked different when I was a child fifty years ago.”
“I bet.” The way his eyes shined as he looked at this place, the way he talked about his uncle, reminded me so much of my own feelings about my grandpa and his PI business. 
“Back in the seventies, I used to climb inside the clothes dryers with a book. I’d bring a little blanket with me.” He smiled fondly. “It scared the fangs out of the customers when they opened the dryer door and there I was.”
He looked back at me. “Everyone thinks my uncle just wanted to take an early retirement. But no. He doesn’t want anyone to know, but seeing as you’ll be dead soon, I can tell you that he’s sick. Pancreatic cancer.”
“I’m so sorry,” I said quietly. 
“The vampire docs are out of options. There’s an experimental treatment in the human world. There’s a human who used to live in a vamp town who can administer it, but everything would have to go through the human hospital. It’s an outpatient treatment, but my uncle would need it many times. He doesn’t exactly have human-world insurance, does he? Do you know how much treatments like that cost?”
“No, but I’m assuming it’s a lot more than you have.”
“Yep. Professors are so underpaid. We can sell this property, but according to the realtor, it will take time. Too much time. When Calista approached me, I found the answer to our prayers.”
I shifted, trying to redistribute the weight on my knees and inch a little closer to the front door. Was it locked with just a simple deadbolt? Or did I need a key to get out, like the back door? I couldn’t tell. I had to keep him talking and get closer. “Why not just work with Calista instead of killing her?”
“Her cut was much bigger than mine. I was just there to provide support, help with the initial production. It wasn’t enough money. Besides that, as I said, she was a liability. A gambling addiction. A debt to a criminal. She failed once. I couldn’t let her fail again. 
“She’d told me the day before that she saw Grayson in town, so with the formula done, it was the perfect moment to kill her. A stalker ex-boyfriend to blame everything on. The day I killed her, I never left the building so that I wouldn’t have to scan back in for our late-night rendezvous. I just had to get her to give me a copy of the formula and tell me who she’d been talking to with Camille’s organization. She did both right before I hit her in the head. Now I can take over. Test the drug myself to make sure it’s good. Set up a new meeting with Camille.”
He advanced toward me, and my heart rate soared. “Look, I didn’t enjoy killing her. I didn’t want to do it. But it was necessary. Just like with you.”
Only two feet of linoleum separated me from the door, so I dove towards it, but the professor caught my arm. I reached behind me with my other arm to grab the brace hinges out of my waistline.
We both started to pull our weapons—if you can call aluminum hinges weapons—back, when a car door slammed out front, startling us both. My captor flew to the front windows to look through the blinds, clearly not concerned about my awesome weapons. But he should have been.
Let me tell you something. The gut is a very soft area, full of all kinds of important things. I didn’t need to stake him in the heart; this wasn’t Buffy. I just needed to get him somewhere cushy enough to slow him down. I might not have been the strongest vampire, but I was still a vampire, damn it.  
So, hinge in hand, I dashed up behind him, put one leg forward, twisted back, and then slammed forward, driving the aluminum right into his fleshy side.
With a scream to rival a howler monkey, he went down. The hinge had only gone in about two inches, but it was enough. I ran for the door, but it didn’t have a deadbolt. You needed a key to unlock it. The howler monkey’s uncle—monkey’s uncle pun absolutely intended—must have been worried thieves would bust through the glass to flip a deadbolt.
I whipped around as the howler monkey made it back to his feet. He still held the knife. My hand tightened around the remaining hinge.
Blood pooled around the metal inside him. He’d been smart enough to leave it in, so unfortunately, he wasn’t about to bleed out. 
“You’re wounded. I’m disabled. Maybe we’re a better match now.” I held my arm up. “I’ve got one more hinge.”
Trapped in the room with him, my only way out was to take him down. I took a deep breath, snapped my fangs down, and ran toward him.
CRASH
An A-frame sign flew through one of the front windows, followed by two angry vampires. Lynnae and Calder both landed in a crouch. A second later, they jumped at Dr. Ellerbrock. Lynnae dove for the bloody hinge, pushing it further in. The howler monkey screamed again, distracted enough that Calder easily ripped the knife from his other hand.
I dropped to the ground, breathing hard.
“You missed your check-in, Josie,” Lynnae said as she straddled Dr. E’s legs. He wasn’t going anywhere. “So I checked your phone’s location. We already called the cops, by the way.”
Calder rushed over and sank down in front of me. 
He ran his eyes over me, checking for injuries, then lifted a hand to my face. “You okay?”
I nodded, all the spunk, all the adrenaline fading fast.
“Jos, I—” I held a hand up. His eyes said it all. The regret, the guilt, the pain over our fight. The panic, the worry when I didn’t check in. 
“It’s okay. I know. Me too.”
I let him gather me in his arms, let my head rest on his chest.
Until my favorite person in the world showed up.
“Wixx! I told you to stay out of this!”
“And I told you that you had the wrong guys.”
“And you could have been killed.”
“And you should be fired.”
We continued like that for a few more minutes until a paramedic kneeled beside me and told me to take it easy, which was fine by me, as long as they didn’t take me out of Calder’s arms.




Chapter Thirty-Six


“Should we sing?” 
“It isn’t her birthday,” Lynnae said.
“But it’s an important moment!” Elm insisted.
“Excuse me!” Isa called, carefully pushing through Lynnae and Elm’s argument with a beautiful cake covered in gorgeous orange and pink edible flowers ranging in size from a couple centimeters to a few inches. In the middle, she’d written, Happy Annivampsary!
Disha rushed up to the table, her eyes glowing. “This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” She took Isa in her arms and brushed a kiss over her cheek. The baker beamed.
“What would we even sing?” Lynnae asked Elm.
Lucy chuckled at them before turning to Disha. With a voice gifted from the Goddess herself, Lucy sang, “For she's a jolly good fellow. For she's a jolly good fellow.” The rest of us quickly joined in, “For she's a jolly good fellow! Which nobody can deny. Which nobody can deny.”
After two more verses, during which Bayla and her husband competed for loudest singer, Disha grabbed the knife that I’d set on the table earlier. “Enough, let’s eat this gorgeous confection!”
While Disha cut the human cake—which was way too big for just her, Isa, Bayla, and Bayla’s husband—Isa came over with a tray of vibrant pink cupcakes for the vampires. Elm and Lynnae got there first and started debating which cupcake was the biggest. I shook my head and perched on the back of the couch to wait them out.
I looked around my open-concept living room and kitchen, taking in the eighty thousand pink and orange decorations hanging from the ceiling and the cabinets, stuck on the walls, the furniture, and even the floor. Yes, the floor.
After sleeping all day Friday and waking up on Saturday feeling like I’d fallen off a cliff, I’d realized I wouldn’t be able to fulfill my decorations commitment.
I’d refused to let Lynnae pick up the slack for me, considering she’d saved my life on top of everything she did for me on a regular basis, so I’d called in the one person who I knew would take on the job with enthusiasm.
When my mom committed to something, she really committed to it. An hour after I’d called her on Saturday morning, she’d arrived with three bags full of craft supplies. After ordering me to lay on the couch and covering me with too many heating pads to safely be plugged into one outlet, she’d gotten to work. The first thirty minutes had moved at a sluggish pace while she’d lectured me on almost being murdered again. With that out of her system, she’d moved on to repeating all the recent town gossip while she cut into roughly half the paper supply in town. I’d managed to keep my eyes open for another forty minutes before falling asleep. When I’d woken hours later, I thought a sunset had invaded my living room. Orange and pink banners, signs, ribbons, cutouts of hearts, suns, flowers, and—for some unknown reason—snowflakes had exploded all over my house.
Calder sidled up to me and looked around too. “My favorite one is the banner out front. I wish I’d seen Disha’s face when she walked up to a banner that says Disha’s Dazzling Vamparty.”
“I like that one too.” I winked at him. “The banner might have given away the surprise, though.”
He laughed, the sound melting into all the corners of my heart. 
“Calder, can we talk? Like, away from everyone.”
“Of course, Jos.”
I grabbed my crutch, took his arm, and led him past our friends, half of whom had icing on their faces. Lucy held a cupcake out to me, whispering, “Josie, I really need to talk to you about the fangs.” I perked up at that but shook my head. It could wait. My feelings for Calder couldn’t wait anymore. Lynnae grabbed Lucy’s arm and whispered in her ear, using her best-friend psychic powers to intuit that I needed Calder to myself for a bit.
Calder closed my bedroom door behind us. I sat on the bed next to a sleepy Matilda, who’d had enough of the celebration after about twenty minutes. Calder sat on her other side and ran his fingers down her spine. I’d never been more jealous of my dog.
“Cal, I know Calista just passed. I know you’ll be grieving her for a while.” I took a deep breath to calm the tornado in my stomach. “My timing couldn’t be any worse, but…I’m ready.”
“You’re ready?” he asked. “Like, really ready?”
I nodded. “Yes.”
He took my face in his hands, the warmth from his palms instantly relaxing me. “I need to hear the actual words, Jos.”
I mirrored him, resting my hands on his cheeks. “I want to be with you, Calder. Forever and ever and ever and ever.” He smiled, and I ran a thumb over his dimple. “I love this dimple, by the way.”
“Oh, really? Well, you can spend as much time with my dimple as you want.” He leaned forward. “Because I want to be with you too. I am still grieving Calista, but my feelings for her weren’t romantic anymore. I’m just grieving an old friend. What I feel for you is nothing like it. It’s like I feel you in my soul, down to the very depths of who I am.”
“I know exactly what you mean. I feel it too. I’ve felt it for so long now.” I stared into his hazel eyes. “Cal…can I kiss you?”
He tilted his forehead onto mine. “I’ve been waiting years to kiss you, and I don’t want to wait another second. So, yes, Josie. You can kiss me.”
I closed my eyes and leaned into my destiny, letting go of all the doubts, all the fears.
I’d be lying if I said it was everything I’d ever imagined, because it was so much more. Beyond anything, it was just right. It was like clicking a piece of my soul into place.
Matilda low-crawled out of our way. The minutes soared by until Disha banged on the door. “Hey! Lovebirds! Get back out here. Isa has a whole thing planned.”
Right. The rest of the world still existed, including the seven people in my living room.
I stood up and winced at the shock of pain that shot through my right leg. 
“Where’s Zippy?” Calder asked.
“I left her in the living room. I couldn’t walk at all the last two days, so I figured I’d try to walk today, but…it might be time to—”
Before I could finish my sentence, Calder swung me over his shoulder. “Come, fair maiden. I shall take you to your wheeled chair.”
Laughter poured out of me. “Take me away, good knight.”
He threw open the door and marched into the living room. Matilda followed, jumping up at me a few times in concern.
“Fear not, good pup, for we have arrived at our destination,” Calder said as he gently set me down in my chair.
I was still laughing as he set his hands on my armrests and leaned in for a kiss on the cheek.
When he straightened, we found our friends staring at us.
My face reddened until Bayla said, “About fang time.”
Then they all turned back to Isa, who stood on the far side of the table. Calder and I joined the crowd, while Matilda fled back to my room. I wheeled my way around everyone so I could see Isa.
“As I’m sure you can all guess, I’m extra happy that Disha came to Arteria Falls. I’ve never met anyone so full of life, so full of wonder. Someone so wicked smart and infinitely kind.” She turned to pick up a tray full of champagne glasses. Elm took the tray and passed out the flutes. Once everyone had one, Isa held hers high. “To Disha!” We all echoed her before taking a sip.
Elm stepped forward next, and one by one everyone said a few words. I went last. “Disha, I’m overjoyed that you were brought into the vamp world. I don’t think any human has ever been so excited about vampire culture. The recruiters could not have made a better choice for our town veterinarian, and we couldn’t have made a better choice for a friend. Thanks for being you.”
As everyone finished their champagne, Disha wiped a few tears away. “You all are the best.” She downed the dregs in her glass. “We’re doing this every year, right?”
We all laughed. “No, dear Disha,” Elm said. “Maybe every ten years.”
Disha looked crestfallen, so Elm added, “But you still have your birthday.” She brightened again.
After a rousing game of charades and two rounds of “two truths and a lie,” during which we learned that Lucy once slept over at the London Zoo, Isa declared that she had more plans for Disha, so she was stealing her away. Taking that as their cue to leave, everyone grabbed leftover cake and headed out the door. Everyone except Calder. Even Lynnae took Lucy to an 8:00 p.m. restorative yoga class. Lucy gave me a “we’ll talk later” look as she slipped into her flip-flops. I crossed my fingers she had useful information about the fangs.
I used my crutch to see everyone out, Calder standing behind me on the porch. Just before Disha closed her car door, he called out, “Wait!” Using his long arms, he pulled down the Disha’s Dazzling Vamparty banner. “I feel like you need to take this with you.”
She jogged up and slipped it from his hands. “Josie, tell your mom she’s amazing.”
Then she was gone.
Calder and I stood there for a minute debating whether Disha and Isa’s couple name should be Disa or Isasha.
“C’mon,” he argued as he led the way inside, “Disa is too much like Disha. Isasha is way cooler anyw—”
He stopped in his tracks, and I ran smack into his back. Thank the stars I had my crutch.
I stepped around him. “Calder, what—” Well, that explained it. A beautiful woman with a bright-blond ponytail and eyes a shade darker than mine sat on the couch.
“Umm…can I help you?” I asked.
Her very toned arm lay on the back of the couch, and she had one leg crossed over the other, revealing black combat boots. She didn’t look concerned at all about breaking into my house. I apparently needed to keep the back door locked, even when people came over. Where in the heck was my guard dog? Sleeping, probably. 
The woman flicked an imaginary speck of dust off her tight black pants. “Someone’s been pinging my ID chip in the database,” she said, her voice gravelly but not in an unpleasant way. Something ticked in the back of my brain at the sound. “How much did that cost you? At least the Fangslist account using my name was free.”
“Who are you?” Calder said, his words authoritative. 
She smiled at him but turned to me.
“Josie knows who I am.”
I closed my eyes for a second before whispering, “Belinda Hollow.” Snapping my eyes open, I ran my eyes over her again, looking for any signs that things were about to turn to batdung. Friend or foe? I didn’t know. 
“Yep. But you can call me Aunt Arietta.”
I sucked in a breath, but it got stuck in my throat, and I coughed up a storm. Calder rubbed my back. Her voice. It wasn’t the same as the one I knew so well, but it had a similar gruffness to Grandpa Roan’s.
“I’m sorry, I must have misheard you. I don’t have an Aunt Arietta,” I said. Even the part of me that recognized her voice didn’t want to believe her words.
“Well, actually it’s Great-Aunt Arietta. I’m Roan’s sister.”
I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “Sure you are. Let me just call my grandmo—”
Faster than Dracula, she leaped up and snatched my phone away.
“What the fangs?”
“Sorry, Josie, but you can’t tell anyone. I’m only showing myself to your friend here because I think we might need his help.”
Calder turned to me. “What’s going on, Josie?”
“I’ll tell you everything, Cal. You deserve to know. But not right now.” Narrowing my eyes at Belinda or Arietta or whoever she was, I raised my voice. “Why should I believe you? You could be anyone.”
Serious as a bat on a bug’s trail, she said, “The Valkyrie flies into the pickle juice.”
I bent over to avoid puking up all my organs, but the nausea turned to dizziness, and I fell on my booty. “You…” I pointed at her as I relived the memory of my grandpa using those same words years ago to establish a code phrase only we would know. “You’ve seen Roan.”
And then I fainted.
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Thank you!


Thank you for reading  A Midsummer Fang's Dream! I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. Can I ask you a favor? If you have a few minutes, can you leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads? I would really appreciate it.

Josie returns for more antics and investigations in Best Fangs Forever! Coming February 2023.

Interested in a FREE PREQUEL NOVELLA featuring disabled sleuth Josie Wixx? CLICK HERE to download Almost Fangmous.
For the scoop on upcoming books, insider info, and more fun content, join Elle's Facebook reader group!
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