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Too many men, not enough time.

Jody isn’t used to juggling men and has no interest in it. When a coven of warlocks turn up in Harrow Bay, she doesn’t like their leader’s interest in her anymore than she likes have them in her town. The mayor is persistent with his attempts to get better acquainted, and she’s clinging to her determination to make Drake believe there’s nothing between them.

Willa is struggling to come to terms with her unexpected attraction, and Isabel has more of a love life than she wants when Artie pops the question. Love is in the air, no matter how unwanted.

When Aoife’s daughter discovers a mysterious runaway and helps her, Jody and the department are drawn in. Maven wants to avoid the arranged marriage the warlocks plan for her, and Jody is determined to help her. When she continues to thwart the head warlock, he curses her. Time is suddenly precious and dwindling as she fights for Maven’s future, her own, and the fate of Harrow Bay.
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Jody 

“Thanks for meeting me, Jody,” said Mayor Carroll as she walked up to meet him on the outskirts of the park.

“Of course, sir.” She kept her tone aloof, trying to reinforce distance between them. His call to the station had been unexpected that morning, but he’d claimed it was on business for the town, so here she was. “You mentioned something about a caravan, but what else?”

He looked disconcerted. “The campground across from the park took reservations for a traveling coven.”

She arched a brow. “Witches?”

He shook his head. “Warlocks.”

Jody blinked. “And the difference is...?”

“Witches tend to get their power from nature, while warlocks aren’t as discerning. They go wherever there’s power they can use.” He frowned. “I don’t know what the owner of the campground was thinking to agree to host them, but now we have a couple dozen in town, and they’re essentially camping out in the park around the Hell gate.”

“What, you want me to send them on their way?” Jody couldn’t hide a dart of apprehension at the thought that bled through her tone. She wasn’t certain she was equipped to go up against a coven of warlocks, especially if there were a couple dozen like the mayor claimed. Her magic lessons hadn’t progressed that far yet.

“I just want to feel them out, I guess, for now. We’ll decide if they need to be moved along, but I figured it was prudent to have the sheriff as backup.”

Jody nodded as she walked beside him, allowing the mayor to slightly take the lead. She kept her hand on the Smith & Wesson in her holster, doing her best to avoid any small talk with Adam.

“How are you sleeping these days?”

She shrugged a shoulder. “Fine.” Ever since Kevin, the unknowing sandman, had gone to stay with his father’s family to learn how to control his power, her sleep had been back to normal. There were still occasional nightmares, but they weren’t the horrible, vivid kind that plagued her sleep along with almost everyone else’s during the time Kevin had been in Harrow Bay.

“That’s good. Same for me. No more early morning accidents.” He chuckled and winked in an intimate way that suggested they shared a secret.

Jody felt like she needed to take a shower, but she kept her expression neutral. “That’s good news, sir. I’m not sure your convertible could handle another collision.”

He winced. “Even with the insurance, the deductible is sizable.”

She made a noncommittal sound as they neared the area of the park that hummed with energy. She couldn’t actually see the Hell gate, but she could feel it nearby. It sent a low, unpleasant sensation thrumming through her, one that vaguely inspired nausea. She wondered if it was an ultra-low frequency that was affecting her, or if it was simply the nature of the energy escaping from Hell through the Hell gate.

Jody wasn’t certain what she’d been expecting, but by the way Mayor Carroll had said they were camping out, she’d thought there might be tents or something. Instead, it was just a collection of travel chairs, a few outdoor grills, and all the arrangements suggested the participants were merely pursuing leisure. Admittedly, it was a little cold to be barbecuing in the park, since the third week of October had just started.

For a moment, she looked around, finding it disconcerting as she realized every chair was occupied by a man. There were no children running around, and there didn’t seem to be any women either. Not that she could blame kids for wanting to avoid the park. It hummed with an unnatural energy, and even the most un-magically inclined couldn’t help but sense it.

After a pause, Adam seemed to identify the leader, and he headed that direction. Jody walked with him, eyeing the man as they approached. He was around fifty, with long hair neatly drawn back, and lots of silver threaded through the dark locks. He had a carefully trimmed beard and the strangest eyes she had ever seen. They completely lacked any pigment, but they were ringed with ba k and caused a shudder to go down her spine when his gaze locked with hers. As she got closer, she was certain he hummed with the same low frequency as the power pouring forth from the Hell gate.

“Mayor Carroll, how wonderful to see you again,” said the man, though his tone lacked any enthusiasm.

“Yes, quite right, Mr. Zacarias.” He turned to Jody. “Sheriff Shaw, this is Allister Zacarias. He’s the leader of these people.”

Jody nodded to him, pretending she didn’t see his hand when he held it out. Something about him was off-putting, and she didn’t want to touch him even in such a casual way.

“We’re as fine as we were the last time you checked on us, Mayor.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Are you always this friendly with guests in your town?”

“We have to keep tabs on new people. Again, I can’t help wondering why you’re here, Mr. Zacarias. There isn’t much for you in a place like Harrow Bay, surely?”

The other man held out an arm in an exuberant fashion. “What’s not to enjoy here? Quiet, calm, and relaxation. We’re close to the ocean and other things...” His gaze cut to the Hell gate, and he had a smirk for a moment. “We quite like it here. It’s my understanding there are no regulations to prevent us from being in the park, are there, Sheriff Shaw?”

Jody almost quivered as his gaze turned to her, and she racked her brain for a moment as she tried to recall the city code. To her knowledge, there was no restriction against day use. “You can’t camp here.”

“And we aren’t,” he said in a smooth voice. “We’re all sleeping in our campers parked at the campground across the road. We aren’t breaking any laws, so I ask again why the mayor continues to check on my group?”

“Perhaps you make him nervous,” said Jody in a direct way. “We don’t get a lot of out-of-town visitors, especially for days on end. Where’s your destination, sir?”

“Where the wind blows us,” he said with a cryptic air. His eyes gleamed as he took a step closer, and his tone dropped to a more intimate level. “Of course, tonight I hope they’ll blow me to dinner with you.”

That was certainly the least appealing dinner proposal she’d ever received, and Jody opened her mouth to say no.

“I’m afraid the sheriff already has plans.” Adam put his hand on Jody’s shoulder in a suggestive way. “I keep her quite busy, Mr. Zacarias.”

For a moment, it looked like the warlock would protest. Then he shrugged with a sigh. “Such a pity.”

“When do you plan to depart town?” asked Jody, barely restraining the urge to shrug off the mayor’s hand. Instead, she eased away carefully, not wanting to make Adam look like a liar—not because she cared about the impression he made with the warlocks, but because it offered a layer of protection she wasn’t ashamed to embrace at the moment.

“When it’s time.”

She resisted the urge to roll her eyes at his deliberate obtuseness. It was obvious he didn’t plan to tell them anything, and she could understand why the mayor’s instincts were screaming at him to investigate these people. “I believe the campgrounds are only authorized to rent for fourteen days at a time.”

He nodded. “Yes, I believe that’s correct. We’ve been here but four days, Sheriff. Perhaps in the ten days we have left, you might find time to escape the mayor and join me for dinner?”

“Make sure you pick up all your trash.” It was the only small violation she could mention, and it wasn’t excessive. They simply had a couple of wrappers blowing around the trash cans. She started to step back before freezing. “Is it just you men? Is it some kind of retreat for you?”

He shook his head. “The women and children are back at the campgrounds. Of course, we wouldn’t like you to disturb them. If you have any need to speak to any of them, you can let me know, and I’ll arrange it with a proper chaperone.”

Jody blinked for a moment. “A chaperone?”

“We believe in protecting our women,” said a man who’d lingered behind Allister. He was late thirties, with thinning hair and a doughy middle, along with a sickly complexion.

“Simon’s correct,” said the head warlock. “Women need to be protected.”

Jody couldn’t help snorting, but she decided not to argue with them. There didn’t seem to be any point. Without another word, she turned and started walking away. It took the mayor a moment to realize, and he rushed to catch up with her. When they had moved some distance away, he asked, “Is that all you’re going to do?”

Jody paused and turned to face him. “What should I do, Mayor Carroll? Technically, they aren’t breaking any laws. They have ten more days they can stay here as long as they don’t give us a reason to make them leave.”

He scowled. “I don’t like having them here. They make me uneasy.”

Jody nodded. “I understand that. They make me uneasy as well. They seem unnaturally drawn to the Hell gate, among other things that disturbed me.”

The mayor beamed at her. “Exactly. I knew we’d be on the same wavelength here. Where would you like to go for dinner?”

She blinked. “We don’t actually have plans, Mayor Carroll.”

He waved a hand. “I’ve been meaning to take you out to dinner since you got here. You’re always busy.” His lower lip protruded slightly, as though he were pouting about that. There was just a hint of sullenness in his tone when he spoke again. “I’m starting to think you’re avoiding me.”

Jody slightly considered admitting she was, but it didn’t seem like the most politic move in light of the position he held over her. He and the City Council were the ones who decided whether to renew her contract, and it was at their discretion to have early termination as well. 

She certainly didn’t want him as an enemy, but she wasn’t going to encourage him to think there was anything more between them than a professional relationship. “I’m sure I’ll be tired by the end of the day, Mayor Carroll. I have studying and—”

His shoulders straightened. “Nonsense. You can afford to take a night off, and unless those warlocks start stirring up trouble, it promises to be another quiet day in Harrow Bay.”

Jody could hardly argue with that. For the most part, being sheriff of the magical town was full of mundanity, which she kind of liked. It was only when all hell broke loose that she started wondering if she’d made the right decision to come here.

“Our main choices are Riley’s Steakhouse, Avis’s Diner, or Santiri’s Italiano. What will it be?”

How she wished she had some excuse or pretext ready to get out of it, but Jody was drawing a blank. “I suppose steak sounds good.” She hadn’t had decent Italian food since moving there, but since she was aware the vampires owned the restaurant, she had been hesitant to go there. 

Despite her initial fears, there’d only been the one incident at the vampires’ compound since she became sheriff almost three months ago, so she doubted there would be any harm in eating at the restaurant, but steak sounded safer...um, better.

“I’ll pick you up.”

She frowned. “No, I’ll meet you there. I usually leave the office by five, so why don’t we plan to meet at five-thirty?”

He frowned. “That’s an early dinner.”

She shrugged a shoulder. “I feel like it’s a continuation of the business day, so I’d like to clear everything off my calendar before I go home to relax.” It was obvious from his tightened expression he didn’t like hearing she was regarding this as a business obligation rather than a treat. She tried to summon some ability to care, but she couldn’t find any. “So, five-thirty at Riley’s Steakhouse?”

He huffed a sigh but nodded. “I’ll meet you there then, Jody.”

“Of course, Mayor Carroll.” As she turned and walked away from him, heading back to her SUV, she barely resisted the urge to shake her head at his stubbornness. Did she have to wear a neon sign to make it clear she had no interest in him? She had hoped he would’ve gotten the message by now, but tonight was her opportunity to deliver it loud and clear. 

Any time he tried to venture into any personal topic, she would have to find a way to bring the conversation back to the subject of the town or her job, or his role as mayor. She certainly wasn’t going to allow this to set a precedent or let the man pressure her into continuous so-called business dinners together.

He was her boss, and she was far too professional to risk the job she was coming to love by letting him neatly maneuver her into such a situation. Even if she’d been attracted to him, she would’ve done her best to avoid social interactions. She most emphatically wasn’t, which somehow made it even more complicated to avoid him.

With a sigh of disgust, she reached her SUV and climbed inside. She’d barely been seated when her radio crackled, and she reached for it. “Hello?”

“Jody, it’s Aoife. Tara patched me through.”

She frowned, realizing her deputy sounded stressed. “What’s wrong?”

“I have to go by the school for a meeting with Daniel Liu.”

She frowned. “Who’s that?” She knew who Doreen Liu was, since she was the principal of the elementary school.

“The high school principal. I just wanted to let you know I’m going to be late, but I’ll stay after to make it up if we have need, okay?”

Since her deputy sounded so frazzled and frustrated, Jody was hardly likely to argue. So far, the day appeared dead, and clearly Aoife needed to handle the situation. “No problem. We’ll see you when you come in.”

After returning the radio to her belt, she turned on the SUV and drove across town to the Sheriff’s Station. It didn’t take long, and she was soon ensconced in her office with the big book of magic propped in front of her, doing her best to focus on the spells before her. She’d been through the book many times, and now she was trying to memorize all the words and nuances, though with mixed results. 

It wasn’t so much that she was struggling to absorb the magic. Rather, her thoughts kept detouring without her permission to a certain half-demon bounty hunter. She hadn’t seen Drake since Andre Walsh had taken Kevin Abernathy with him back to D.C., and she didn’t know if that meant things were quiet in Hell as well, or if he just hadn’t been bothering to report into her when he apprehended fugitives.

She told herself it was for the best if he was avoiding her too. After all, she wanted to put distance between them after that moment they’d shared in the nightmare world. She hadn’t changed her mind about wanting to stay unencumbered, and being with Drake risked everything she wanted. She wasn’t prepared to take that chance, so it was best if they maintained distance and acted with polite accord only.

Briefly, Jody wondered what he would think if he found out she was having dinner with Adam Carroll. Would he be jealous, or would he be apathetic? She was ashamed of herself that she wanted him to feel jealous, because it was a contrary reaction. Her mind had decided on the best course, and her emotions needed to fall in line with that. She certainly had no intention of teasing Drake or leading him on. She didn’t want him to assume she was playing games with him. There had to be a clear line of demarcation between them, and she refused to let her own weakness risk that.

There was a knock on her door then, and she called, “Enter,” as Aoife stepped inside. “Is everything okay now?”

Aoife sighed. “No, not really. I’m at my wit’s end with Tyla. She got caught skipping school. She was late the last few mornings as well. Of course, she won’t say anything about what she’s doing, or where she’s been.”

“Do you think she’s meeting with a boy?” Jody knew Aoife was afraid Tyla would make the same mistake she had made as a teenager and end up a young mother.

Aoife shrugged. “I don’t know. You can’t get any information out of that girl. She has detention after school, but if she pulls anything like this again, Mr. Liu said she’ll be suspended for three days. I suspect he only cut me some slack because I’m a deputy, and he knows I’m a single mom. If we send her home while she’s suspended, she’ll be able to do whatever she wants with nobody there to monitor her.”

Jody tutted in sympathy. “You know, if it comes to that, you should make her come with you to the station. We can park her out in the lobby and force her to do her homework or something tedious all day.”

Aoife’s eyes gleamed with approval. “You know, I might just tell her that. Thanks for understanding, Jody.”

Jody shrugged a shoulder. “Not a problem.” She might not have any kids of her own, or want any, but she could empathize with Aoife’s situation.
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Chapter Two
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Willa

“I think you’ve been avoiding me.”

Willa let out a startled cry and dropped the box of thread she’d been about to place on the shelf. She clutched her chest as she turned to Patty. “I should put a bell on you.”

Patty chuckled. “I feel like you’ve been avoiding me, Willa. Is it because we’re working together, and you’re seeing too much of me?”

Willa blinked. “I don’t know what you mean.” Part of her didn’t think she could ever see enough of Patty, and that was a part she didn’t want to investigate.

“We were supposed to go to Shoots and Shots two weeks ago. I’ve asked you a few times now, and you keep putting it off or giving me an excuse. So, tonight, there are no excuses unless your mother’s planning to burn down the Senior Center or something.” Patty laughed.

Willa wished she could chuckle, but she didn’t trust her mother completely. She didn’t think Isabel would deliberately set fire to the Senior Center in her war with Sally Gilling, the tyrant queen of said establishment, but she wouldn’t rule it out as an inadvertent side effect either. “As far as I know, she has no particular mayhem and mischief planned this evening.”

“Then you have no excuse? Let’s go shoot pool and drink cheap beer. Unless you really don’t want to do the dive bar?” Patty arched a brow. “I get the sense you’re reluctant to go.”

Willa cleared her throat. “No. I’ve just been busy on the nights you’ve been free.” She had been lying, because she’d been trying to avoid spending extra time with Patty in such close quarters. Yet, she didn’t want to risk offending her friend. “The dive bar is a little off-putting, but like I said before, I have been to one in the past. So, yeah, let’s go tonight.” 

Her stomach clenched slightly, and she wasn’t certain if it was with excitement or apprehension at the idea. Of course, it wasn’t a date. It was just two friends getting together for drinks and to play pool. She couldn’t admit to herself why she was at all apprehensive, or why she’d been trying to avoid the situation. Instead, she feigned enthusiasm for it. “Do you think I need to wear something rough? I don’t know if I have anything suitable anymore.”

“It’s a dive bar, not a biker bar. I think you’ll be fine if you have a pair of jeans.” Patty winked at her. “We’ll save the tattoos for next time, huh?”

Willa let out a nervous giggle. “Right... Sure.” The idea of her getting a tattoo was laughable, but she couldn’t imagine Patty getting one either, though her friend was quite creative and might enjoy expressing herself that way. That was something Willa had no interest in pursuing though. She had made it sixty-two years without one, and she intended not to break that winning streak.

The rest of her shift passed relatively quickly, and she returned home for the day, filling the rest of the afternoon hours with cleaning and tidying behind her mother. Willa wasn’t home, and neither was Jody. Of course, Jody would be at work, but she couldn’t help wondering what mischief her mother was out stirring up, though she decided not to think about it unless someone called her to intercede.

She knew how much her mother hated when she fussed over her, but Willa couldn’t help worrying about Isabel. Her mother was seventy-nine, for goodness sake. She might still believe she was the same young twenty-year-old girl she had once been, full of wild adventure and spontaneity, but she had high blood pressure, wicked indigestion, and hearing loss—though Willa suspected that might be selective, because her mother tended to screen out what she didn’t want to hear.

When she was done with her tasks, her mind was still worrying at the evening ahead as she went upstairs to select her outfit. The last time she’d been in a dive bar, she’d worn slacks and a button-up shirt, but she’d been with Elton. He had worn jeans and a T-shirt, and it hadn’t bothered her if she fit in. For reasons she didn’t want to explore and couldn’t explain without doing so, she wanted Patty to see her fitting in with the rest of the bar and not standing out like a sore thumb. She wanted to be at ease and have a good time with her friend, not feel self-conscious all night.

She found a pair of jeans buried at the back of a drawer, and she hadn’t worn them for years, but they still fit okay. Her shirts presented more of a challenge, and she decided they were all a little too upscale. Surely, Jody had something she could borrow.

She entered her daughter’s room and went straight to the closet. After a while, she selected a royal blue T-shirt. It was plain, but it would go well with a scarf she had, and she didn’t think that was too dressy for a dive bar. Was it? If so, she could always remove the scarf before she went in.

She didn’t have anything else to preoccupy herself, but she heard the front door open as she stepped out of Jody’s room. She took time to hang the purloined shirt in her closet before venturing downstairs to find her mother dragging in a preposterously large-sized rabbit. “What in the world are you doing, Mother?”

Isabel groaned and tugged on the thing. “For goodness sake, give me a hand.”

Willa moved forward, helping her mother lift the stuffed animal that was larger than she was over the threshold and drag it into their living room. The light pink bunny’s coloring went well with the cushions on the couch but was otherwise completely out of place. “What is that thing?”

Isabel shook her head. “It’s a present from Artie. His grandson took him to Costco, and he thought I’d like it.” She sounded annoyed. “What am I going to do with that thing? It’s humongous. It wouldn’t even fit on my bed.”

“I guess it’s the thought that counts.” Willa looked at her mother doubtfully. She couldn’t imagine why Artie would look at Isabel and think of soft plush rabbits. Her mother wasn’t really the stuffed animal type, and she certainly wasn’t soft around the edges. The old man must be dotty to think that was a good gift. “At least you took it without hurting his feelings?” She couldn’t help phrasing that as a question, because she couldn’t be certain of her mother’s manners.

Isabel frowned at her. “Of course, I did. I hinted at him that I might donate it to charity though. He was too obtuse to get it.” She shook her head. “If he weren’t such a good—”

Willa held up her hand. “For goodness sake, Mother, I do not want to hear anything about your sex life.”

Isabel cackled in glee. “Look at you, with a filthy mind. I was just going to say if he wasn’t such a good ally at the Senior Center, I’d take him to task. Your mind immediately jumped elsewhere. I’m not sure I know who you are these days, Willa.” Her mother chuckled, clearly delighted.
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