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Oliver's texts from the outer office told me he was getting frustrated about the broken intercom.

The M.E.'s office is on the phone. The client waiting in front of my desk thinks I'm texting my girlfriend. So unprofessional.

I hadn't realized anyone was waiting, so I didn't bother to text him back and merely picked up the phone to get the call out of the way. "This is Acacia Sheridan."

"Acacia? It's Caro. I have something—someone—you might want to see."

Caroline Lewis is the local medical examiner, and my friend since high school. Possessing a deep spiritual life—and a very open mind—she's one of the few people I can talk easily to about my inborn ability to detect and interact with supernatural creatures. Caro never gets freaked out, accepting my dealings with ghosts, faery, paranormals and anything else with stolid equanimity.

"Hey, Caro. I've got someone in the waiting room, but I can swing by after that."

"No problem. This guy's in no hurry. And I have other...clients, myself. I'll keep busy." The smile in her rich voice came through loud and clear.

I don't know if all medical examiners think they're comedians, but Caro does.

After promising to be there soon, I hung up and texted Oliver. You can bring the client in now. New intercom this week, I promise!

The door to my office opened almost immediately, and Oliver stood there—alone. He leaned against the door frame and crossed his arms. Oliver is my cousin, and although we both inherited the supernatural-communication thing, only he inherited whatever style genes the family possessed. Today the sleeves of his plum-colored silk shirt were rolled casually to just below his elbows, but his dove-grey khakis were still impeccably pressed at two in the afternoon. I don't know how he manages that, sitting at a desk all day, but I'll be damned if I'll ask him.

"There's actually no-one here," he said, quirking his mouth in a half-smile. "But if there were, it wouldn't look good for me to be texting from the front desk. Why don't you let me investigate intercoms? I can take care of that."

I stood, brushing at the wrinkles in my jeans with little success. "Because we don't need some high-tech system that'll cost me thousands of dollars, and that's what you'll bring back."

"But we do need something more high-tech than two tin cans with a piece of string between them," he countered, "and that's what you'll bring back."

"Texting is more high-tech than that."

He pulled a theatrically deep sigh and blew it out with his eyes closed. "One more week, Acacia. This is an ultimatum."

I rolled my eyes after he turned away. Oliver needs this job to pay for things like silk shirts—although what Olympia Investigations can pay for a PI's admin assistant isn't great. But I'd promised to fix the problem, and I would.

Right after I found out what Caroline Lewis had to show me.

#

Caro Lewis' office huddled in the basement of Healing Sisters Hospital, fully on the other side of the city from my office. Morgues always seem to be in basements. It seems to be in line with the nature of such places to be cold, but I always wondered how Caro, a Mi'kmaw woman with an abiding love of the outdoors, could stand the long days with so little natural light.

"I make up for it on my days off," she'd told me once, and we were regular hiking partners. Still, I rarely clattered down the stairwell to the basement at Healing Sisters without a shiver.

I waited ten minutes in Caro's outer office while she finished a phone call, and then she came to collect me with a smile. "Kwe, Acacia. Let's see what you think of this."

She led me back into the coldest room in the suite, the one lined with typical stainless-steel drawer-type storage units. As she put her hand on one of the pulls, I blurted, "How bad is it?"

I've seen a number of dead bodies, but some of them, well, they're worse than others. Being prepared is good.

Caro flashed another smile and winked at me. "Not too bad, I promise. He's all cleaned up now."

I took a deep breath as the drawer slid silently open and the white-sheeted figure came  into view. Caro began to explain the case, as she pulled back the sheet to expose the face of a white male. He looked to be in his late sixties, with sallow skin and a grizzled, shaggy beard. Longish hair had been carefully combed back from his face. I swallowed, trying to focus on what Caro was telling me.

"Up until this morning he was a John Doe," she said, "No ID. It was pretty obvious he was living rough, so the police took a photo around to the parks and my friend's house."

"Your friend's house?"

"The Garland Street homeless shelter—My Friend's House?"

"Oh, right. Sorry." Most people I knew just called it "the shelter," and I'd forgotten for a moment that it had an actual name.

"They came back with the name Peter, last name possibly Hardogan, although that's not confirmed."

"What happened to him?" Caro hadn't drawn the sheet lower than his shoulders, sparing me the sight of his stitched-up torso.

"Knifed," she said succinctly. "Twice in the kidneys, from behind. Attacker knocked him over the head first, so he was likely unconscious until he died."

"Thoughtful of them," I said around dry lips.

"That's not why I got you down here, though," Caro said. "What do you think of this?"

She gently eased the man's head to one side and touched a gloved finger to his neck, just at the carotid artery. I bent hesitantly to look closer, and saw the two round marks, about an inch apart. They looked like partially healed punctures. I glanced up and met Caro's eyes. She half-smiled at me.

"What's your diagnosis, doctor?"

She shook a finger at me. "This is your area of specialization, detective."

"I asked you first."

She drew the sheet back up over Peter maybe-Hardogan's face and rolled the stainless steel drawer closed. "It's not what killed him," she said as the metal clicked home. "Those marks are at least a few days old. So for my task here, they're not relevant."

"You think he encountered a vampire?"

Caro shrugged. "There are no vampires in Native lore. Maybe someone tried to make it look that way. Maybe something else made those marks. I don't know." She crooked a finger for me to follow her back out to her desk, and we left the cold room behind.

"If you don't think it was a vampire, why'd you call me?" I asked as we got to her office.

She leaned against her paperwork-cluttered desk. "Let's face it, the police are too busy to put in a lot of hours looking for who killed a homeless guy," she said, crossing her arms. "But if there's an element of—something else—going on here, I thought you should know."

I chewed my lip. "I don't have a client. I don't know what you want me to do."

Caro shrugged again. "You don't have to do anything. There might be no connection between this and the murder. But if something comes up..."

I nodded. "Thanks for thinking of me. I haven't heard of any vampires in the city lately, but there have been in the past. I'll keep my ears open. Good to know when it's a possibility."

"I'm working this weekend, but I might drive out past Brenner's Hill next Saturday for a hike," Caro said. "You want to come along?"
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