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WHEN JODY’S BFF BLOWS through town, she has to shield Daphne from the truth of Harrow Bay. Her friend complicates that when she starts dating Ryland. Jody is nervous about her being with a vampire, especially when Daphne doesn’t know what he is. With Drake busy chasing an extremely dangerous, high-level escapee from Hell, and having to contend with the temporary deputy sent to fill in for Michael while he’s on vacation, Jody feels stretched thin.

Willa and Patty traverse new ground, and Isabel makes a new friend. Things are much the same, but everything is different and constantly in flux. In other words, it’s a normal day in Harrow Bay...as normal as things ever are. Jody just has to keep it all together, hide the secret of the town, and potentially protect her friend from a suitor who might want to give more than love bites. No problem. Right?
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Chapter One 
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JODY

“I’m so glad you could spend tonight with me,” said Jody as she cuddled against Drake. She spoke softly to him not to disturb her mother and grandmother, who were both engrossed in the movie they were watching. It was Friday night, the day after Thanksgiving, and the end of Jody’s vacation. 

She doubted much would happen over the weekend, but she was technically back on duty as of Saturday morning. Unfortunately for Drake, he had been on duty for the last several days in pursuit of an escaped demon. She was lucky to see him for a couple of hours yesterday on Thanksgiving and even luckier when he had managed to get away for a while tonight. “I’m worried Luc is running you ragged.”

He shrugged against her. “It’s definitely not a personal thing. He has most of his bounty hunters on alert for Honsiu.”

She nodded, aware of the situation and a little tense about the idea of a high-level demon having escaped Hell. If she understood it correctly, coming and going was one of those privileges one earned or had conferred upon them. A demon couldn’t simply stroll out from Hell, and their boss tended to take it personally when they left without permission.

“Let’s not think about it tonight. I’d much rather hold you and watch this engrossing movie.”

Jody tilted her head and slanted a glance at him, not bothering to hide her skepticism. “Yeah, I’m sure you’re terribly vested in what happens to these old Southern ladies.”

He chuckled. “I do have a soft spot for old ladies.” He pinched her on the butt.

She let out a squeal of surprise before pulling away from him. “Jerk.” Her tone was full of affection though.

He laughed. “I’m just kidding. You’re certainly not old.”

Jody winced slightly as she shifted, realizing there was a pain in her lower back from the way she had been lying against Drake. “Let’s just say, I’m not young either.”

“It suits me just fine. I like you just the way you are.” He took her hand, and his manner was so gentle that it was difficult to believe he wasn’t telling her the truth. 

For some stupid reason, the back of her eyes burned, and she blinked rapidly.

“I think someone’s here,” said Willa.

Jody started to ask her why she thought that, but the doorbell rang a second later. Apparently, Willa hadn’t lost her sharp sense of hearing even after she’d started to age. When no one else made any effort to move, she said, “I’ll get it.” 

She stood up, easing past Drake to move to the front door as the bell rang again. Whomever waited was clearly impatient, and she bit back the urge to reprimand them for repeatedly ringing the doorbell as she opened it a second later. 

“Hello, Sheriff,” said Daphne Valentine as she blew in through the door, enveloping Jody in a tight hug.

Jody hugged back instinctively, with a gasp of surprise on her lips as she embraced her best friend. She hadn’t seen Daphne for more than a year, but it immediately felt like they hadn’t been apart at all. When the hug ended, she pulled back slightly. “I had no idea you were in the area.”

“I was in Portland.” She dropped her voice to a pseudo whisper. “They have an amazing stem cell program there for wrinkles.” She touched her barely lined face in a self-conscious fashion. “I knew you were kind of in the area, though you’d moved away from your old place. I called your mom to surprise you, and she told me how to find Harrow Bay.”

Jody glanced at her mom, who was smiling, realizing there might’ve been more to her mother’s detection of Daphne’s arrival than good hearing. “This is a fabulous surprise.” She put her arm around Daphne’s waist and pulled her into the living room, giving her friend a moment to greet Isabel and Willa before she turned her to Drake. “Drake, this is my best friend, Daphne. Daphne, meet Drake.”

Daphne looked intrigued. “So, this is Drake?”

Drake arched a brow. “You’ve heard of me?”

“Some good and some bad,” said Daphne in a neutral tone. She took the other seat beside him, staring at him for a moment. “I know Jody likes you. It predisposes me to liking you too, unless of course you hurt my friend. If you do, you probably won’t like what happens next.”

Drake shifted uneasily, and Jody chuckled as she sat down beside him. “She’s mostly bark, no bite.”

Daphne still looked serious. “I can make an exception.” Her tone was menacing for a moment, but then her expression lightened. “Of course, if you know what’s good for you, I won’t have to.”

Jody shook her head. “You don’t have to try to intimidate him.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean it that way. I meant, if he’s smart, he’ll hold on to you. He must be something special to have caught your attention, so I’m assuming he has more than his fair share of brains.” Daphne looked him up and down again, making Drake visibly squirmed. “He certainly got his share of height, didn’t he?”

“And muscles,” said Jody, unable to deny she was enjoying a little bit of Drake’s discomfort at the way her friend was so frankly assessing him. Of course, she couldn’t imagine he truly felt intimidated, since he was half-demon. He could easily subdue Daphne if she ever felt the inclination to go after him as she’d threatened, but he still seemed ill-at-ease.

She put a hand on his thigh, squeezing lightly, and he seemed to relax. She leaned past him to look at Daphne. “Besides the stem cell thing, what are you doing in the area? Last I heard, you were in Milan.”

Daphne pulled a face. “Things didn’t work out with Esteban.” She shrugged a shoulder.

Jody winced in sympathy. “I guess he wasn’t going to be husband number five?”

“Jody, shame on you for bringing that up,” said Willa with a starched look.

Jody and Daphne laughed together. “It’s all right, Willa,” said Daphne. “It’s hardly a secret that I’ve been married four times, is it?”

Drake cleared his throat. “I didn’t know that.”

Daphne shrugged. “Everyone else did. I just have bad luck with men.”

“No, you have bad taste in men. There’s a big difference,” said Jody with a hint of teasing.

Willa shook her head. “The things you say to your friend.”

“It’s because we’re such good friends that I can say that, Mom.” Jody looked at Daphne again, swearing her friend was exactly the same. Her skin was nicely tanned, though that was probably from a product, since Daphne didn’t want to risk too many sunspots by allowing herself much sun exposure. 

Her dark hair was thick and glossy, with nary a strand of silver or gray appearing, either naturally or perhaps with the assistance of a skilled hairdresser. Her brows were perfectly plucked, and her makeup was expertly applied even though it was late in the evening, and she had probably been traveling for at least part of the day. 

She was as glamorous and beautiful as ever, but she still seemed to have that same restless edge about her, the one that made Jody worry about her and think Daphne might never find exactly what she was looking for. “You’re staying with us, aren’t you?”

“Of course. Willa volunteered to bunk with Isabel so I could have her room.”

“Isabel didn’t volunteer for that,” said Gram in a grumpy tone. “I’m not sleeping with Willa. She snores.”

“Hardly, Mother. You’re the one who snores. I’m the one making the sacrifice here.”

Gram glared at her daughter. “You’re not making a sacrifice, because I’m not sleeping with you. Daphne can have my room, and I’ll take the couch.”

Daphne frowned. “I’m not going to do that to you, Isabel. A woman your age needs her bed.”

“Don’t tell me about my age, missy.” Isabel wagged a finger at Daphne. “I know exactly what I can handle. Just a couple weeks ago...” She trailed off, clearly thinking better of mentioning the events that had happened with Sally Gilling.

Jody was happy to turn the subject away from that as well, since Daphne had no clue about the existence of magic, paranormal things, and the secrets of Harrow Bay. She cleared her throat. “You can just bunk with me.”

Daphne grinned. “I figured you’d say that.” She looked at Drake. “Would you mind putting those muscles to use by bringing in my luggage?”

As Drake started to stand up, Jody patted his hand. “Be careful. She never packs lightly.”

Drake grinned, looking confident. “I’m sure I can handle it.”

Jody spent the next few minutes catching up with Daphne as Drake took her friend’s keys so he could retrieve her luggage from the rental car. She couldn’t help grinning when he returned a few moments later, laden with baggage, including a trunk he carried across his back. Even for Drake’s impressive muscles, it seemed like quite a load, and she bit her lip so she didn’t giggle. “Would you like some help?”

He huffed at her as he stood at the bottom of the stairs. “I can handle it.” With a deep breath, he plowed up the stairs.

Jody watched him go, admiring his tenacity and the way his muscles flexed. It was only when Daphne laughed that she realized her gaze had remained on him, focused squarely on his butt, and she blushed as she looked back at her friend.

“You really are smitten with him. I know you’ve talked a lot about him but seeing you actually so into a guy is a little foreign to me, I admit.”

Jody was a bit self-conscious, but she struggled to hide it. “What can I say? He’s different than any man I’ve ever met.” In so many ways, and she felt bad for a moment that she couldn’t explain it all to Daphne. She couldn’t risk the secrets of the town even with her best friend though. Of course, Daphne would forget anything she learned within a few weeks of leaving Harrow Bay, but it was better to shield her from the truth if possible.

“If he makes you happy, that’s all that matters.” Daphne moved closer, bridging the distance between them, and hugged her again. “It’s so good to see you. I can’t believe it’s been more than a year.”

“Time flies when you’re looking for husband number five,” said Jody as she laughed.

“What can I say? I like being in love.”

“The alimony checks don’t hurt either.” Jody winked at her.

Willa was tutting under her breath, clearly disapproving of their exchange, but she didn’t reprimand Jody this time. Instead, she just muttered something to herself before getting up. “I think I’ll go to bed. It was lovely to make the surprise happen with you, Daphne.” Willa moved closer, bending down and pressing a kiss to Daphne’s forehead. “I’ll see you tomorrow, and we can catch up then about all the pleasant things in your life.”

“Which means you don’t want to hear about my four ex-husbands or my three stepkids, right, Willa?” Daphne winked at her.

Willa flushed and looked away. “Good night.”

Gram stood up a moment later, coming closer as well. “Willa isn’t one for dealing with the harsh realities.” She shrugged. “If it works for her, what’s the problem, right?” She leaned down slightly and hugged Daphne, who started to get to her feet. “No, don’t get up. I’ll spend time with you tomorrow as well. Jody’s technically back on duty, though hopefully she won’t be called in with you visiting.”

After wishing them good night, Isabel disappeared up the stairs as Drake came down them.

“I see he knows right where your room is.” Daphne winked.

Jody shrugged. “It’s a small house.” She wasn’t about to reveal they had been lovers briefly before taking a time-out after the love spell had worn off. It wasn’t that she cared to share that information with Daphne, but she couldn’t figure out how to explain it all in a way her friend could understand without mentioning magic.

She sighed softly, realizing this new aspect of her life was going to be harder to deal with than she’d thought, at least when it came to her best friend. Maybe she should just tell her the truth, but she wasn’t certain that was a good idea either. 

Jody decided to play it by ear and enjoy the time she had with Daphne as they spent the next couple of hours catching up after Drake excused himself too. Jody had tried to get him to stay, but he’d insisted he had to get back to work, and he probably wasn’t exaggerating. When he was tracking a demon, there was no such thing as off-hours or time for sleep. Not that she thought he had an active to lead on Honsiu at the moment.

As it got later, Jody couldn’t stifle a yawn. “I guess I should get to sleep. There’s a chance I might have to work tomorrow. I’m technically on duty, and one of my deputies goes on vacation, so I can’t call in sick or anything.”

“You’re always so responsible.” Daphne made it sound almost like a failing, but she softened the criticism with a light hug around Jody’s shoulders as they stood up. “I could go to sleep too. It’s been a long day. Are sure you don’t mind me in your room? I could still sleep on the couch.”

Jody shook her head. “It doesn’t fold out. You’d be uncomfortable, and it certainly wouldn’t be our first slumber party.”

“Definitely not. We must have been in kindergarten the first time I slept over, right?”

Jody nodded. “I think it was within a few weeks of meeting each other, so it had to be kindergarten.”

“Who would’ve imagined we’d still be friends almost forty years later?” Daphne looked stricken for a moment. “Not that I’ll admit that to anyone else but you.”

“You’re almost forty-three, not eighty-three. What’s the big deal?” As she led Daphne upstairs, she couldn’t help thinking of her grandmother, who was full of energy and a real pistol. “I think eighty-three isn’t necessarily all that bad either, at least if you age as well as Gram has.”

“I prefer not to age at all.” Daphne stepped through the door Jody held open for her, so she’d know which room to enter. Her friend looked around for a moment, nodding. “This is nice. It’s very much your style, which is kind of utilitarian with a little bit of decoration among your functionality.”

“I’m sorry it’s not Queen Anne-style.”

Daphne shrugged. “Nothing is ever perfect.” She sighed. “I should know after the number of relationships I’ve tried out.”

Jody didn’t tease her about it, knowing despite Daphne’s apparent lack of care for the topic, she truly was somewhat distraught that she’d never found the perfect fit. At least Daphne valued herself enough not to stay in relationships that were going nowhere, and that was one thing Jody had always admired about her. 

She supposed some might chastise Daphne for not sticking with her relationships, that they might look down on her for having four failed marriages, but Jody had always seen it as proof that Daphne knew her own worth and the value of her time. It didn’t hurt either that Jody had only liked one of the four exes, since she hadn’t felt any of the other three had truly respected how special Daphne was.

She let Daphne have the bathroom first, taking a moment to change into pajamas before sliding into bed. When Daphne left the bathroom a few minutes later, she joined Jody and pulled back the covers. When she started to get into bed, Jody saw some faint lines on her leg. “Are you all right?”

Daphne hastily covered her legs from view. “I’m fine. It just a few varicose veins.” She was clearly self-conscious about it as she lowered her voice to whisper, “That was another reason I was in Portland. They have a fantastic vein specialist there. She is world-renowned.”

“Are they dangerous? I mean, are they going to increase your risk of a heart attack or something?”

Daphne shook her head. “They just make it look awful if I wear a bikini or a dress.”

“At least it’s nothing life-threatening then.” She leaned over, reaching for the lamp. “Is it okay if I turn off the light?”

“Sure. We can talk in the dark, and I’m sure we’ll be up half the night doing just that.”

Jody laughed, certain her friend was correct. It was always like that with them, no matter how brief or long the separation of time between visits. She turned off the light, and as Daphne predicted, they spent the next couple of hours talking about nothing important, but it was still satisfying. Daphne was still talking as Jody fell asleep.

***
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JODY ONLY HAD TO WORK a little bit that day, sent only on two calls and otherwise staying at home, so she was well-rested and energized when Daphne suggested they go out for the evening. There weren’t a lot of dinner or entertainment options, but they had dinner at the steakhouse before going to Shoot and Shots, where Randy Carlson greeted Jody with a familiar nod. Jody introduced Daphne, and they took a table in the corner. “You haven’t mentioned it.”

Daphne stiffened slightly. “Mentioned what?” Randy arrived then with their first round of shots, and Daphne downed one before ordering another.

“What day it is.” Jody had been careful not to mention it either, waiting for Daphne to broach the subject, but her friend still hadn’t.

Daphne grimaced. “I prefer not to think about it.”

“It’s your birthday. We can’t let it go uncelebrated.”

“What’s there to celebrate? I’m forty-three. End of story.” She finished her second shot and seemed to be looking for Randy. “You know how I feel about birthdays.”

“You don’t have to love them, but it’s probably not healthy to let them go by unacknowledged.”

Daphne shrugged. “Acknowledging them gives them power.”

Jody chuckled softly, imagining those words applied to any number of situations, at least in Harrow Bay. “A philosophy my mother can embrace. Anyway, happy birthday.” As she said that, she lifted her shot of bourbon and swallowed as Randy returned.

He beamed. “We have a birthday girl here?”

“Reluctantly.” Daphne looked at the shot Randy had brought before frowning. “Maybe you should just bring the bottle.”

Randy nodded, returning to the bar. He was back within seconds, setting the bottle between them. When he departed again, Daphne poured herself another and took it quickly.

“Ease up there. I’d hate to have to arrest you for being drunk and disorderly,” said Jody with a hint of teasing, though she couldn’t help being a little concerned about Daphne’s prodigious consumption. It wasn’t like her friend.

“I promise you won’t have to arrest me. I can stumble out under my own power.” Daphne swallowed another shot, but at least she didn’t refill her glass this time.

“Seriously, is there something wrong?” Jody set aside her empty glass as she leaned closer, bridging the distance between them.

Daphne nibbled on her lower lip for a minute. “I don’t know. This birthday just seems worse than the one before, and the one before that was bad enough. I thought forty was going to kill me, and I just keep getting closer and closer to fifty.”

“I kind of get it. I mean, I’m the same age, but I guess I’m not as worried about it.”

“Why would you be? You have a career and your family, and you might even have proper romantic prospects with Drake. He seems like a nice guy, and you deserve that. What do I have?”

“A fabulous fashion sense, gorgeous face and body, and high intelligence. And a trust fund.”

Daphne looked like she might reject that after a moment, but then she slowly smiled. “Those are things to celebrate.” She refilled their glasses again. “To all the fabulous things we have.”

Jody lifted her shot glass and clinked it against Daphne’s before swallowing the alcohol and setting down her glass again. She winced at the burning sensation as the bourbon worked its way down her throat. Shots were never her favorite, but she didn’t mind having them occasionally.

As she turned her head slightly, she saw a familiar face. Jody couldn’t keep from wincing slightly as the hairs on the back of her neck rose. Ryland Santiri was across the bar, and she couldn’t help speculating that the people with him were also vampires.

Daphne seemed to follow her gaze, and her eyes brightened. “Who’s he?”

“Just a local.” Jody kept her tone brusque and deliberately looked away from Ryland. She didn’t want to have to explain to Daphne why she was uneasy around him. He gave every appearance of having his vampire coven together and keeping them all on the straight-and-narrow, but there was still the caveman instinct in her that responded to being around a predator like Ryland. It urged her to run away and hide, which she couldn’t do. As the sheriff of Harrow Bay, she didn’t have that luxury even if she wanted to.

Not that Ryland had done anything to make her want to run away from him, or to suspect that he would. Other than that one incident shortly after she’d arrived, when he had to put down the feral vampire, she hadn’t really had any interaction with him. It was just a general sense of unease, and she supposed perhaps it was prejudice on her part that inspired it. Just because he was a vampire didn’t make him a bad person.

They spent the next couple of hours talking and shooting pool while Daphne steadily consumed a good part of the bottle Randy had brought. When he returned with new glasses, Jody indicated he should take the bottle that time. Daphne let out a laughing protest, but she was barely sitting upright in her chair. She certainly didn’t have the ability to express her objection to him whisking away the alcohol.

“We should probably get you home,” said Jody. “You might have a headache tomorrow.”

“I’ll just have Isabel do a little magic for me.”

Jody stiffened. “I... What?”

“Don’t you remember your Gram’s magical hangover concoction? You feel better within a half-hour of drinking it.”

It took Jody a moment to remember, but she slowly nodded. “Yeah, I guess we used that more than once during our college years.” Her heart returned to its normal rate when she realized Daphne hadn’t actually been referencing magic. 

Of course, her friend had no way of knowing that Isabel was trying to learn magic and develop what meager skills she had. She hadn’t been referring to true magic or some kind of hangover potion. Daphne had just been speaking in general terms, but Jody’s outlook had shifted over the last few months, and it was difficult not to read more into such references.

“I’m not sure I want to leave yet.” As she spoke, Daphne stood up. She swayed for a moment, and Jody was afraid she might have to hold her up. Somehow, Daphne maintained her balance as she started walking across the room. Jody frowned, uncertain if she should go after her. 

When Daphne paused in front of the table where Ryland sat, Jody was tense. She wasn’t certain what they said, since it was too far away, but a couple of minutes later, they were dancing in front of the jukebox. They were the only ones dancing, but it didn’t seem to bother either Daphne or Ryland, and Jody tried not to worry about her friend’s interest in the vampire. 

Daphne often had quick and fleeting attractions. It didn’t mean her friend was in danger, or that Jody had to warn her that the latest love interest was a bloodsucking vampire. That it was cows’ blood instead of human blood didn’t necessarily make it a whole lot better.

At the end of the song, Jody was reluctantly impressed at the way Ryland put his arm around Daphne and brought her back to the table, seating her carefully. He nodded to Jody before returning to his table.

“He’s nice,” said Daphne in a dreamy voice. “Seems a little old-world or something though. I’ve never dated a man with such exquisite manners before. He seemed practically chivalrous.”

It probably had something to do with the fact he’d maybe been alive during the age of chivalry, but Jody managed not to make that comment. “Do you think we should go now?”

Daphne sighed. “Fine, Mom.” She was obviously a little irritated at Jody’s mother-henning, but she stood up. It was with such a dramatic flounce that she almost fell. 

Jody rushed forward and held her up, staring at her friend. “Are you able to walk?”

“I’m just fine.” Daphne hiccupped then, and she swayed. “You might need to give me a hand.” She giggled as she collapsed against Jody.

Jody had no objection to helping her but helping was a little bit different than dragging half of Daphne’s weight, since her friend was pretty out of it. It seemed like the alcohol had hit her in the last few minutes, and Jody was wondering how she was going to get her to the car short of doing something like casting a spell to carry her when Ryland appeared.

“Do you need some help?”

Despite her reservations, Jody nodded. “I think Daphne had a little too much to drink.”

“Let me help you then.”

Jody had expected him to put his arm around Daphne’s waist to balance her, but instead, he picked up her friend like she weighed nothing and started walking out of the bar. Jody grabbed her purse and Daphne’s as well and followed behind him after leaving a stack of bills on the table. 

When she came out of the bar, Ryland already had Daphne at the SUV, and Jody quickly unlocked it for him. As he started to lift her friend inside after Jody opened the door, Daphne snuggled closer, put her arm around his neck, and kissed Ryland right on the mouth.

It wasn’t a gentle or tame kiss either. There was enough passion to make Jody blush lightly and look away, though she’d seen plenty of public displays of affection before, most notably during the effects of the love spell.

Ryland pulled away first, clearing his throat. He appeared to be flushing, and she wondered how a vampire did that, unless he’d fed recently. The idea was unsettling, so she tried not to think about it as he lifted Daphne and put her in the SUV, fastening her seatbelt. She waved at him with three of her fingers, and he waved back lamely before closing the door and turning to Jody. “Can you get her out when you get home?”

Jody nodded, certain she’d think of something. If Daphne was that out of it, her friend was unlikely to notice if she used a little magical assistance to get her inside. “Thanks for your help.”

“It was my pleasure.” His thoughts seemed to wander for a moment, clearly back to Daphne, as he glanced at her through the window. “Well, good night, Sheriff Shaw.”

She nodded at him and watched him walk back into Randy’s bar before going around the SUV to get inside. She started to talk to Daphne, but she realized her friend had passed out. Her head was tipped back, and she was snoring loudly.

Jody was unable to resist the urge to pull out her phone to take a picture for posterity, and perhaps to tease Daphne a bit about it in the future. Part of her contemplated the idea of showing Daphne to demonstrate just how out of control she had let herself get, but she decided she was being too heavy-handed, since the other woman didn’t make this kind of thing a habit.
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