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Blurb
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WELCOME TO THE PLACE where things that go bump in the night deliver your milk in the mornings, community is important to human and creature alike, and all Hell occasionally breaks loose.

When Jody Shaw is hired to be the new sheriff of Harrow Bay, a small coastal community, she’s excited to rise through the ranks and try something new. At forty-three, her career is everything that matters to her, besides her mother and grandmother, who move with her. They soon learn Harrow Bay is a supernatural town.

This volume contains the first four books in the completed 12-book series.

This is paranormal women's fiction featuring a main heroine in her 40s, along with her mother and grandmother. There will be some slow burn romance, along with the occasional cursing and violence, and some sexual tension. 
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Hell Gates & Hot Flashes
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WELCOME TO THE PLACE where things that go bump in the night deliver your milk in the mornings, community is important to human and creature alike, and all Hell occasionally breaks loose.

When Jody Shaw is hired to be the new sheriff of Harrow Bay, a small coastal community, she’s excited to rise through the ranks and try something new. At forty-three, her career is everything that matters to her, besides her mother and grandmother, who move with her. 

It doesn’t take long for Jody to learn Harrow Bay is unusual. It’s home to all sorts of supernatural creatures, and there’s a Hell gate right at the center of town. Seriously, who thought it was a good idea to build an entire town around a Hell gate? 

As Willa, Jody’s mom, tries to figure out who she is now that she’s widowed, and Gram decides to wage war on the tyrant queen of the Senior Center, Jody realizes she’s not quite prepared for her new job when an escapee of Hell comes to Harrow Bay, with a handsome half-demon bounty hunter after him. Drake is clearly large (very large) and in charge, but he’s an insufferable jerk. The sooner she can end their collaboration, the better. Right?

Speaking of demons, don’t forget about Beez... You’ll see.

This is paranormal women's fiction featuring a main heroine in her 40s, along with her mother and grandmother. There will be some slow burn romance, along with the occasional cursing and violence, and some sexual tension.
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Chapter One
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JODY

Jody’s first indication there was a problem came from the cackling laugh from Gram’s room, followed by two of the movers beating a hasty retreat as her grandmother walked behind them at a more sedate pace. The two young men ran for the truck, and Jody couldn’t help wondering if that meant they were finished working. She knew the truck was still half-full, but her grandmother had obviously done something. Isabel turned to go back into the house before she could ask her.

With a small sigh, she walked toward Isabel’s room, knocking as she hovered near the door. She was surprised to find her seventy-nine-year-old grandmother kneeling on the floor. It was an even bigger surprise to find the older woman surrounded by sex toys expelled out of a box. Jody groaned as she stepped through the doorway. “What happened?”

“The young fellas weren’t paying close enough attention. I told them to be careful, but I think one stumbled into the other when they saw the words written on the outside of the box.”

Her gaze moved that way automatically, picking up the words “Sex Toys” scrawled in big black sharpie. She groaned. “Gram, why couldn’t you put something more innocuous on the outside?”

“Why should I? I need to know what’s in there so I can unpack efficiently.” She waved in a careless fashion.

Jody couldn’t take her eyes off the purple jelly dong her grandmother held. It was almost mesmerizing, yet simultaneously nauseating. Abruptly, she looked away and cleared her throat. “Have you scarred the moving men for life?”

“If I have, they can’t be made of very stern stuff.” Isabel seemed unconcerned about the idea. “It’s not my fault they have butterfingers and ended up prying in a lady’s business, seeing what they weren’t meant to see.”

Jody decided not to argue. While she firmly believed her grandmother could have picked a more innocent name for her box of toys, one that wouldn’t have caused shock and accidental dropping on the part of the young man holding it, she couldn’t deny Isabel had a point as well. They were her belongings labeled for her new home, and she had every right to expect a level of professionalism.

Deciding it was prudent to ensure the movers were still working, rather than having scraped everything out of the back of the truck and left it on the lawn before driving away, she walked outside. Four of the men were industriously moving items back and forth, but two hovered near the truck, with one leaning against the trunk of a tree. He looked a little nauseated, and Jody was certain he was the one who’d dropped the box of toys. 

No doubt, he was mentally torturing himself with the idea of Isabel entertaining herself. Jody chuckled at the thought, understanding why the young man had to be disturbed. He couldn’t be much past twenty or so, and he would’ve been young enough to be her own kid, if she’d ever been inclined to have any.

She turned away from the two movers who were occupied with their own drama and nearly ran into the owner of the company. She would’ve been surprised to see him doing the menial tasks of his company, but she had a feeling the man had tagged along as a way to get more acquainted with Jody’s mom.

As if on cue, Anson asked, “Where’s your mother, Sheriff Shaw?”

“The last I saw, she was in the kitchen.” Thankfully, Willa had been spared the drama with the sex toys, or her poor mother probably would’ve had a heart attack. She was every inch the staid traditionalist, as though she’d rebelled against Isabel’s free spirit and open way of raising her by becoming as conventional as possible.

“Does your ma spend much time in the kitchen?”

She shrugged. “She used to spend more time when my father was still alive. He had a sweet tooth, and she used to bake for him.” She was certain that was the kind of thing this guy wanted to hear. He couldn’t be much older than her mom’s sixty-two years, and he was probably enchanted by that certain ageless quality her mother had. 

At forty-three, Jody already had more wrinkles than Willa, and she imagined it would always be that way. All three women shared the same bone structure, and they had sparkling blue eyes, but Willa had a timeless beauty that had skipped over both Isabel and Jody. Jody felt no envy for her mom though. Willa was decidedly feminine, soft, and delicate in a way that appealed to men. They often mistook her for fragile, and Jody found the idea of being thought of as fragile more annoying than appealing.

It hovered on the tip of her tongue to warn Anson that her mother was still struggling with the loss of her husband, though it had been two years. Thinking of her strong and robust dad sent a pang through Jody’s chest as well, reminding her she wasn’t over the loss either. Elton Shaw had been a larger-than-life figure, and it was no wonder her mother wasn’t ready to move on.

She had no time for issuing warnings to a man who lived two hours away and was unlikely to be in their lives for long. As it was, she was going to be late thanks to having to check on the movers. If they had arrived on time, she would have already dealt with most of this before having to meet the mayor at the sheriff’s office, but there was no point in scolding Anson for his people being late. It was only by a few hours, though she wondered how they could be as late as they were since it was only a two-hour drive from Salem to Harrow Bay.

Isabel and Willa were already aware she had to report to the sheriff’s office long enough to meet with the mayor and be introduced to her deputies, so she didn’t bother to part with them or remind them she was leaving. Wearing her uniform would’ve clued them in any way. 

Instead, she got into the SUV provided by the city for her use. It was suffocatingly hot in there, which could have been from the windows being up for a prolonged period, or it could have been an insidious hot flash creeping over her. Those were coming more frequently of late, and she dared hope it heralded the arrival of menopause, though getting there was a chore.

Deciding it was the truck, not hormones, making her hot, since it had been parked in the driveway when they arrived last night, along with a note from the mayor instructing her to use it right away, she blasted the AC. As air circulated through the vents, she wrinkled her nose at the faint lingering odor she’d inherited from the previous sheriff, who’d owned the Blazer before her. It smelled like cheap spray tan and Cheetos and called to mind a certain political figure on whom she didn’t want to dwell. 

She hadn’t met Dwight Haskins, but he’d appeared to be a competent sheriff from everything she’d heard from the mayor and City Council people when she’d been interviewed. It had taken them three rounds to settle on her, and the due diligence of the small town had actually surprised her. It was true she had risen through the ranks to deputy sheriff naturally in Woodburn, proving herself over time, but she’d still been surprised by the vigorous background check, almost embarrassingly thorough questions, and the probing into every detail of her life. 

Still, it was the kind of opportunity she sought—moving away from the urban sprawl and returning to her grandmother’s hometown—so she’d endure the process. It had paid off, and she’d received word three weeks ago they were hiring her.

Now, it was a mere formality to join the mayor at the sheriff’s office, get the keys to the station, meet her staff, and sign out a weapon, though she was tempted to keep the Smith & Wesson she’d had to purchase as part of her previous job. She’d grown comfortable with the weapon over the years and would now use it for home defense unless she decided against taking one of the available weapons from the station. She would have to see what their armory consisted of, but she doubted it could rival the one she’d left in Woodburn.

This was Jody’s fourth trip through the town, and she slowed to admire Harrow Bay along the way, moving at a snail’s pace down the main street, which was so originally named Main Street, as she eyed Avis’s Diner, Manwaring’s Auto Repair, and Patty’s Craft Palace, among others. There seemed to be a trend of including the owner’s name, and it matched the quaintness of the town well. It was probably a marketing gimmick, but there was an overall old-world European feel to the designs, at least on Main Street. Each business had wooden signs hand-burned with names of the businesses hanging from wrought iron posts. It was all charming, and it was part of the reason Jody had wanted the job so badly.

The Sheriff’s Station was located right at the end of Main Street, and she parked the SUV in a parking space labeled “Reserved For Sheriff.” There were two other spots beside it labeled “Reserved For Deputy,” and both were filled with squad cars. There was also a shiny red convertible, and she imagined it belonged to Adam Carroll. The mayor had to be in his late forties, an age ripe for a midlife crisis, and he seemed like the kind to drive just such a car.

Taking a deep breath, Jody exited the SUV and walked into the Sheriff’s Station. She had been here for her last interview, meeting just with the mayor himself, and it was still an odd conglomeration of mismatched décor, complete with rough timber walls, a deer head mounted above the entryway, and the wall of wanted posters displayed in such a way that suggested someone almost considered them art. 

She walked forward, catching the gaze of the petite redhead manning the desk. She hadn’t met her yet, but she assumed it must be Tara Jenkins, according to the packet of information she’d received. “Tara?”

The redhead nodded and beamed. She held out her hand as she scurried out from behind the desk. “You must be Sheriff Shaw. It’s a real pleasure to meet you, Sheriff.” She lowered her voice in a conspiratorial fashion. “You are the first female sheriff we’ve ever had. I’d say it’s about time.”

Jody grinned at her as she nodded her agreement, though she didn’t verbally acknowledge the words. She hadn’t spent much time in Harrow Bay, but she got the sense it was a more conservative town. It was certainly going to be quite different from Woodburn, which had become part of Salem de facto through the spread of people moving outward. Jody liked the unique energy about Salem, and even more so in Portland, but she was still grateful to be escaping. She wanted something different, and Harrow Bay seemed to offer that.

Tara led her forward, and Jody could hear Adam Carroll’s voice carrying even before they passed the entryway and walked down the hallway. He was gathered in what would be Jody’s office, along with two people whose backs were turned toward her. He caught sight of her, and his grin grew as he rushed forward, taking her other hand and making Jody aware Tara was still leading her by the arm. 

She gently disengaged from both of them after a quick handshake with the mayor. He put his hand on her lower back and drew her forward. Jody didn’t like the overly familiar touch, but she wasn’t going to pitch a fuss. Adam Carroll seemed like a ladies’ man, and perhaps she could see why. 

He was a little soft around the middle, but he had smooth and handsome features with distinctive crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes and an attractive furrow in his brow. His mostly dark hair had strands of silver throughout, and he had compelling dark eyes. There was certainly nothing wrong with his appearance, and he had a suave, smooth air about him, but Jody wasn’t in the market for a relationship, particularly not with someone who could technically be considered her boss.

With that in mind, she eased away from him as soon as it was politely possible when the people in the chairs turned to look at her. Her gaze met the woman’s first, and she smiled.

“Jody, allow me to introduce Aoife Saros, your senior deputy. She’s been with the force almost ten years now.”

Jody reached out and shook the hand offered to her by the pretty black woman. Aoife had myriad tiny braids, and they had been confined into a tidy bun at the back of her head. Her warm smile appeared genuine, and it reached her eyes, which were a deep brown shade. They were framed by purple glasses that added a startling contrast, but they flattered her well.

“It’s nice to meet you, Aoife.”

“You as well, Sheriff Shaw.”

Jody thought about asking her to use her first name, but she held back. It was better to get the lay of the land first before she decided to be too informal. She turned her attention to the young man seated beside Aoife, waiting until Adam Carroll said, “This is Michael Cross. He joined the department two years ago.”

Jody took his hand, eyeing the young man. He had a neat appearance, a thin face, a well-kept beard that reminded her of some of the finest ones she’d seen in Portland, and his hair in a man bun. Despite his hipster look, she got a wild vibe from him she couldn’t explain. He seemed like he was on edge, though he sat quietly and with perfect stillness. His silver eyes, rimmed with a bright blue, weren’t exactly unnerving, but they made her aware he was watching her every move. She wouldn’t call it nervousness, but she was certainly on alert around him.

After a long moment, the mayor cleared his throat. “If you’ll excuse us, I have business to discuss with the new sheriff.” He shot them all a look, and there was definitely some kind of meaning behind it.

Jody was surprised at how quickly the office cleared, and she stood in front of the mayor, wondering what was so important that he had to shoo out the others. As far as she knew, this was simply an administrative meeting to make sure she was settled in, met her staff, and was ready to go when she officially started her duties as the sheriff the next day.

“Have a seat, Jody.”

It set her teeth on edge that he so familiarly called her by her first name, but she didn’t want to get off to a rocky start with the mayor, so she walked over and took a seat behind her desk. His eyes widened slightly, and it was clear he’d expected her to take one of the seats the deputies had abandoned. Jody thought it was prudent to stake her claim and remind him of her position right from the start.

He came over to stand beside her, hovering a little closer than she would like. She scootched her chair back an inch or two, not wanting to concede any territory, but appreciating some personal space. “I’ve been all over the information you forwarded me after our last meeting, Mr. Carroll.”

He chuckled. “Adam, remember? There’s no need to be so formal.”

She nodded, but she didn’t repeat his name. “I feel confident I’m ready to begin my duties tomorrow, sir.”

He smiled. “That’s excellent, but there is one piece missing.”

Jody shook her head. “I don’t know what you mean. The packet seemed to have everything I—”

“Some things can’t be written down, Jody, and they can’t be shared unless you’re here.” He lifted his hand, bringing it close to her face. When she jerked away, thinking he was going to stroke her hair, he asked, “May I?”

Jody eyed him warily as she nodded once, hoping she wasn’t about to be hit on by the mayor. Even though he was attractive, he wasn’t really her type, and she wasn’t going to risk her new job.

His fingers were light as they brushed against her forehead. At first, she barely felt a thing, and she wondered what he was doing. Suddenly, there was a jolt that shot through her body, and it felt like an electrical shock. As it did so, memories that definitely weren’t her own started to unfold in her mind. 

She could see murky people in the past running through shadows and fleeing unseen dangers. She saw the same people coming together to construct Harrow Bay, and she felt that same electrical jolt suffuse her body. She gasped as she collapsed backward against her chair, staring up at him without speaking.

“Harrow Bay isn’t quite what you expected,” said the mayor with a certain hint of satisfaction. “Folks here are different.”

Jody slowly regained the ability to speak. “That wasn’t part of the advertisement for the position, and you sure didn’t explain the differences included magical folks and creatures of the night.” She could scarcely believe what he’d shown her, but the knowledge now resided within her, along with a faint hum she couldn’t explain. It was like she was dialed into the town’s energy now, and it had become part of her. “Why didn’t my gram ever say anything?”

The mayor shrugged. “I doubt she remembered, for that’s part of the magic of the town. If you move away, you gradually forget about its existence. Oh, I guess I shouldn’t say that. You still remember that you lived here, but you forget about the magical properties. You’re no longer truly part of the fiber of the town, and you’re not contributing to the communal magic that allows our little hamlet to function. When your grandmother left, she would’ve soon forgotten all about everything that makes Harrow Bay special or unique. Of course, it should come back to her now that she’s returned.”

Jody clenched her hands on her lap, feeling overwhelmed. “What am I supposed to do here?”

He frowned. “You do the same thing you would anywhere—keep the peace, protect people, and handle the bad guys. Sometimes, the bad guys have magic, fur, or fangs.” He chuckled, clearly amused by that.

Jody was having trouble finding similar amusement. “I have a feeling my Smith & Wesson isn’t going to be much help against people like that, so how am I supposed to make sure they follow the rules if they don’t feel like doing it?”

He smiled. “The magic’s in you now, Jody.” He stood up from where he’d been leaning against her desk. “That reminds me...” He trailed off as he walked to the bookshelf behind her, turning where she couldn’t see him for a minute. When he turned back to her, he held an old, thick book in his hands. “You’re going to need this. You have the magic, but you still have to learn how to use it. If you have any problem at all with that, I’ll refer you to Amara at the library.” As he spoke, he put the book in front of her.

Jody lifted it slightly, curious about the heft. It was certainly heavy, and when she skimmed a finger down the spine, it caused a shiver to go through her. It felt old and powerful, and she was disturbed that she could sense such things now. She looked up at the mayor. “So, if I decide this isn’t for me, I’d move away from Harrow Bay and forget all about the magical aspects in time?”

He nodded. “If you ever returned, you’d remember them after staying more than a short time, but I don’t think you’re going to leave. You seem like you’re made of strong stuff, Jody, and that’s just what we need. I know our questions were tough on you, and we really dug into your background, but that was because we wanted to prepare for every contingency. We know this is a lot to take on, but we think you’re up to the responsibility of the task.” 

He patted her lightly on the shoulder as he took a step back. “I’ll leave you to study and settle in. If you have any questions, you can call my secretary. Sasha will put you through if I’m at all available. Otherwise, you can always contact any of the City Council people.” He waved to an old-fashioned Rolodex on her desk. “They’re all in there.”

Jody felt like she had a million questions, but it was obvious the mayor was done with his introductions, so she managed a verbal parting before he left, and she opened the book slowly. She earnestly tried to read it, and while it all made sense in an abstract way, she wasn’t certain how to put it all together. There were steps for creating spells, instructions on how to channel her magic, and other tidbits that she imagined to be of use if she decided to stay in her position and train to reach her full potential. 

At the moment, she wasn’t certain she was up for that as she stood up. She needed to escape, though she did take the book with her. She was almost surprised when neither of the deputies nor the receptionist tried to stop her as she left in a hurry, but they probably knew everything she had just learned, and they likely realized she required time to absorb it before she could make a long-term decision. Besides, she needed to discuss this with Willa and Isabel as well. She wasn’t the only one affected by living in a magical town.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




JODY

Jody reentered her new house a few minutes later, calling for her mother and grandmother. The movers were gone, and it was starting to take on the look of a home. Now that Jody knew the truth about Harrow Bay, she wasn’t certain she could view it that way. Could she even stay here?

Willa called an answer from the kitchen, so Jody made her way there. Her grandmother entered seconds after she did, and they were greeted by Willa brewing a pot of tea. She collapsed into a chair at the table.

Isabel frowned at her. “What’s the matter, Jody? I didn’t expect you to be home so soon.”

“Or looking so pale,” said Willa with a hint of concern as she turned to them to place the clear teapot in the center of the table. The flowering teabag she’d picked was blooming to life, but Jody couldn’t really appreciate it now. 

She blinked and looked at her grandmother and mother before standing up. Most of the boxes remained packed, but she sorted through them until she found the one marked “Liquor” and pulled off the lid. When she returned to the table, she put down the whiskey beside her teacup, ignoring her mom’s frown of disapproval. “I’m not even sure how to tell you this.” She slanted a glance at Isabel as her mother sat down at the table to join them. “You should remember it, I guess.”

“Remember what, dear?” asked Isabel as she added a liberal amount of honey to her tea.

“Take it easy on the sweetener, Mom,” said Willa with a frown.

“It’s raw honey and good for my allergies.” As though in defiance of her daughter’s admonishment, Isabel added another half-turn from the honey spoon before returning the dispenser to the jar.

“Harrow Bay isn’t what we thought it was.” Jody was trying to think of an easier way to break the news to them, but how could she? If Adam hadn’t shown her the truth, she never would’ve believed it herself. Just thinking about it had her skipping the tea and pouring whiskey directly into her empty teacup.

“What are you doing, Jody? It’s not even five o’clock yet.” Willa clicked her tongue, looking like she was going to reach for the whiskey bottle to remove it from her daughter’s reach.

Jody shot her a look, keeping her hand clamped around the glass for a minute. “Just wait. You might want some too.”

Willa sniffed. “I would hardly think so.”

Jody took several sips of the whiskey, waiting until she could feel the burning warmth spread through her before she broached the subject again. “The mayor showed me the truth.”

Willa frowned. “What truth, dear?”

“This town is magical.”

Willa smiled. “It does seem rather magical, does it not?” She let out a wistful sigh. “It’s positively idyllic.”

“No, I mean real magic. As in the kind of magic that does things to people. There are creatures living here that aren’t supposed to exist, and there’s a Hell gate at the center of town.” Jody probably should’ve been gentler with sharing that, but she couldn’t think of a way to phrase it that her mom would believe anyway.

Willa looked shocked, and Isabel was surprised for a moment, but then her expression began to soften, and she smiled slowly. “I’d forgotten all about that. How could something like that slip my mind?”

“The mayor explained it to me that if you leave Harrow Bay for very long, you forget all about the magical properties of the town.”

Isabel still seemed surprised. She shook her head. “How could I forget my first kiss? It was out at the lake, with one of the merfolk.”

Willa let out a gasping sound. “Don’t be ridiculous, Mother,” she snapped before glaring at Jody. “I don’t know why you think this is funny, but my nerves are frazzled enough from the move, Jody. I might’ve anticipated something like this from you when you were still in high school, but as an adult woman...?” She shook her head as she clicked her tongue again. “I expect far more maturity from you.”

In spite of herself, Jody managed a small smile as she realized Willa hadn’t chastised Isabel for what she believed to be a prank. No doubt, she would have expected such a thing from her own mother if not her daughter. The topic of conversation was too serious to let her mother not to accept the veracity though. “I wish I were kidding, but it’s the truth, Mom.”

Willa frowned. “I don’t believe it.”

“I wish I could give you the crash course like the mayor gave me.” Wondering if she had that ability now that she could tap into the town’s magic, Jody reached out her hand and brushed against her mom’s forehead. She tried to remember everything that had flashed through her head, but her mother just swatted her hand away impatiently.

“I’m not feverish.”

Jody sighed, accepting either she lacked that ability, or she hadn’t learned how to use it yet. The made her groan softly as she remembered the book waiting for her to study, and she leaned back slightly to rub the bridge of her nose. “Look, Mom, I’m not kidding with you. Harrow Bay is all the things I’ve said and probably more. There’s a genuine conduit to Hell waiting at the center of town due to a convergence of the ley lines.”

Her mother shook her head. “It wasn’t even funny to start with, but it grows less funny by the moment.”

“Jody’s telling you the truth. It’s all coming back to me now,” said Isabel, who reached for the whiskey bottle. She ignored Willa’s admonishment and added a healthy dash to her cup of tea. “You’d best accept it and move on, Willa.”

“I won’t accept such foolishness. I don’t know when you two decided to cook up this evil scheme, and what you hope to gain from it besides making me look ridiculous, but I assure you it won’t work.” Willa gave them both a prim incline of her head followed by a withering glare.

Knowing there was only one way her mother was going to believe it, Jody focused on the jar of honey still in front of her grandmother. She had no idea what she was doing, but she hoped it would be an innate sort of function, and she concentrated on making the jar move a few inches. It wiggled for a moment and scooted about a quarter of an inch before stopping. 

She looked up, disappointed to see Willa had been staring down into her cup. With a sigh and a deep breath, Jody focused again, visualizing the jar sliding across the table. One second, it wasn’t moving at all. Then there was the faintest hint of vibration, and abruptly, it lifted off the table, flew through the air, and crashed against the wall. The golden honey dripped down the white paint as Willa started in shock. Her mother’s eyes darted around the room, clearly looking for an explanation, but Jody wasn’t sure she’d find one even though she seemed convinced they were just teasing her.

“What just happened?” Willa sounded oddly calm.

“I did that,” said Jody.

Willa frowned. “You did not. You can’t even reach the honey from where you sit.”

Jody tapped her forehead. “I did it with my mind. Apparently, accessing the town’s magic is part and parcel of the job. I’ll need to study and learn more, but I can do magic now.” That sounded utterly insane to say aloud, but she couldn’t deny it was the truth. Jody waited to see if her mother would somehow find a way to reject it though.

It was obvious Willa was scrambling mentally for an explanation. A variety of conflicting emotions crossed her face, from rejection to anger to fear, followed by a calm resignation. “I figured there was something too good to be true about this whole thing.” She sighed. “They hired you to be the sheriff when you’ve only ever been a deputy sheriff before, and you’re a woman.”

Jody’s teeth set on edge, and she resisted the urge to remind her mom that her gender had nothing to do with her competency. Recalling Willa was old-fashioned did little to soothe her annoyance, but it wasn’t the topic to focus on right now. 

“So, the town is a little different than we expected. It can still be a good thing.” She wasn’t certain who she was trying to convince with her optimistic tone. Part of Jody was still excited about the new job and the amazing opportunity, but another part of her wanted to pack up and leave, hopefully to forget all about the secrets of this town as quickly as possible.

“It sounds dangerous here.” Willa reached for the whiskey bottle then, opening and sloshing some into her teacup in a haphazard fashion. “It would be crazy to stay.”

“I grew up here, and nothing bad ever happened to me, except Andy.” Isabel grimaced. “What I wouldn’t give to do that over.”

Willa appeared wounded as she looked at her mother. “If you did that over, you wouldn’t have me, Mother. Is that what you want?”

Isabel frowned. “Of course not. I just wouldn’t have married him, that’s all. If I could take it back, I’d still relive the fourteen seconds in the back of his Chevy that led to you, but I sure wouldn’t make the mistake of leaving my home and marrying him.”

Willa shuddered at the news her mother had just delivered while Jody struggled not to laugh, burying her face into her teacup. Truly, she wasn’t amused to hear anything about her grandmother’s sex life, because it was simply disturbing. However, her mother’s reaction was pure entertainment, and that was likely why Isabel continued to say such shocking things.

“I just think we should leave.” Willa sipped her tea as though it didn’t have a slug of whiskey in it, but she coughed lightly. “Let’s just return to the Salem area.”

“I don’t have a job there anymore,” said Jody. She shared her mom’s doubts, but that was the brutal reality. She’d given up her position, and someone else would’ve stepped into it by now. If she did return, she would be relegated to deputy sheriff again, if she were lucky. More likely, she would end up as a regular deputy if there was an opening, or she would have to look in an entirely different jurisdiction for a position. She was unlikely to find a sheriff’s spot waiting for her elsewhere, particularly since it was often an elected position.

She didn’t like the idea of running away either. Jody’s parents had raised her to see through challenges, and to finish what she started. Willa seemed to have temporarily forgotten that, but Jody hadn’t. She softened her tone slightly, but she tried to stand firm when she said, “We need to give this a fair try.”

Willa protested for another few minutes, but she inevitably seemed to accept that Jody was determined to try, and Isabel had no desire to leave. That left her with the decision of either going alone or staying and trying to make it work in Harrow Bay. Finally, with a resigned sigh, she gulped the rest of her tea and whiskey combo before setting down the cup harder than necessary. “I guess I don’t stand a chance against you two stubborn goats.”

“I’ve been telling you that for years,” said Isabel serenely before she chuckled. “Life would be easier if you listened to your mother, Willa.”

Willa snorted, a decidedly unladylike sound from her, and she subsided into silence. It spread around the room like a contagion, and the three of them quietly contemplated the future before them. Jody wondered if she was making the right decision, but when the only other option was to leave without even trying, what else could she do?
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Chapter Three
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WILLA

Willa spent most of the first week in Harrow Bay confined to the house. She still struggled sometimes with believing what Jody had told her, but she believed enough that she was afraid to venture out. Her mother had already started to reintegrate into the town, and Jody was settling in as well. 

For her part, Willa would be happy to return to Woodburn, or even Portland, though she didn’t like some of the crazy ideas filtering out of there these days. And what were the young men thinking, traipsing around in kilts with long hair they wore a bun? It was disgraceful, but it seemed like a mild inconvenience compared to the idea of sharing a town with magical creatures.

As the groceries dwindled, Willa realized she would have to venture forth soon or ask Jody to shop for her. She didn’t want to add to her daughter’s burdens, and she certainly wasn’t going to trust Isabel to pick up anything healthy. Her mother had a terrible sweet tooth, a craving for spicy foods, and far too much fondness for wine to be trusted to bring home a proper diet. 

Willa couldn’t deny she was getting a little stir crazy anyway, for she had been trapped in the house so long that she had counted the number of tiles in the shower, along with the water stains in the rooms on the upper floor that indicated at one point, the roof had given way before being repaired. She’d walked the halls and unpacked, arranging everything at least half a dozen times in her quest to stay busy, but it was slowly driving her mad.

That morning, she set out to conquer her fear, or at least try to adapt slightly to the new circumstances. Willa decided the best way to handle it was to pretend like magic didn’t exist. If she ignored it, it would surely leave her alone, and she’d never have to confront it for herself. 

It struck her as an eminently sensible approach if she were to be stuck here with her daughter and her mother, and so she dressed in a cheerful outfit, dug out the keys for the Toyota from the purse that had remained hanging on the hook since the day they’d moved in, and departed the house after double-checking that her mother wasn’t inside. Had she been, she would’ve asked Isabel to come with her, but her mother was already out doing whatever it was she did these days to occupy herself.

Willa drove slowly from their street before merging onto Main Street. The whole town was charming, and she’d noticed it when they first moved in. She spent some time appraising it all now, doing her best to see only the surface. If there was a seething underbelly of paranormal darkness, she didn’t want to know about it.

Even as she tried to remain oblivious, Willa couldn’t ignore the shudder that went through her and the chill that shot up her spine as she passed the park located directly in the center of town. She didn’t fail to notice there were no children playing on the playground equipment, and no one seemed to be using the space. She wondered who’d thought it was a good idea to put a park there if what Jody claimed was there was truly there. She couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to spend time swinging with a Hell gate beneath their feet or take their children to play on the grass.

She forced her thoughts away from such matters, knowing she would go mad if she tried to contemplate them for too long. Instead, she saw a parking lot ahead, and she decided it was a good place to leave the car. She could explore some of Main Street on foot, and she could see Carroll’s Grocery about half a block ahead.

It took more courage than she expected to step out of the car after turning off the engine and stowing the keys in her purse. With a deep breath, summoning the sound of Elton’s voice in the back of her mind as he urged her to get on with business, she managed to force herself from the car and closed the door behind her. She engaged the alarm as she began to walk down the street, her goal Carroll’s Grocery.

As she was walking, a brisk breeze started to blow, and she could smell the salt in the air and hear the roaring of the ocean, though they were a few blocks away. The sun emerged from the cloud cover and glinted off a set of silver bangles ahead of her, worn by a woman about her age. The light caught her attention, and she looked at her for a moment as she moved closer, seeing her arranging a bin of yarn that appeared to be on sale. A glance at the doorway revealed the place was Patty’s Craft Palace, and Willa assumed the woman was Patty.

She wasn’t much of a crafter, but she’d always had an interest in learning. A sign caught her eye, and Willa moved closer to it, finding she was examining a list of classes that were forthcoming.

“You must be the new sheriff’s mother,” said a dulcet voice behind her.

She jumped, not expecting anyone to approach her, but turned with what she hoped was a friendly smile to find the woman who’d been organizing the bin of yarn. “Yes. I’m Willa Shaw.”

The other woman held out her hand, and Willa couldn’t help noticing the calluses on her fingertips. She assumed they came from some of her crafting as the woman said, “I’m Patty Barrington. Welcome to Harrow Bay.”

“Thank you.” She released her hand and took a step back, eyeing the sign again. “You teach crafting classes?”

Patty nodded. “Either me or my daughter. Are you a crafter?”

Willa chuckled awkwardly. “I’ve always had more interest than talent.”

Patty shook her head. “That simply won’t do. I like to believe there’s nothing I can’t teach anyone. What would you like to learn first?”

“Um, crochet?” Willa asked more than stated.

Patty nodded for a moment as she looked at the schedule. “There’s a class coming up in a couple of weeks, but there’s no reason to wait that long. Come inside.”

Willa could have protested, reminding herself her true errand was to go to the grocery store, but she knew there was no harm in wasting a little time. Besides, it would be nice not to be cooped up in the house for a while, and she could certainly use the chance to make some new friends. That was one thing she was missing greatly about her life in Woodburn.

She followed Patty into the store, and the other woman led her to a row that seemed to be nothing but crochet hooks and yarn, along with other apparatuses for which Willa had no name. Soon enough, Patty was unwrapping a crochet hook and selected a medium-weight gray yarn that she handed to Willa. “These should be good to start with.” 

She gestured for Willa to follow her, leading her up to the register. Patty disappeared behind it, lifting out a basket a moment later displaying several crochet projects that appeared to be in-progress. Patty shook her head. “I’m afraid I have trouble staying focused on one task. It’s quite shameful in my business.” She grinned as she said that. 

She spent the next few minutes instructing Willa how to tie her yarn and begin a chain stitch, and Willa did her best to move awkwardly through the steps. As she tried to focus, she realized there was silence between them, and that wouldn’t be conducive for forming a friendship. “You mentioned your daughter?”

Patty nodded. “I have three of them, and Liesel still lives at home. I think she thinks I need to be taken care of, or at least that’s what she said when she came back from the city a few years ago.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Truthfully, I think she just got burned out living in Seattle and wanted to come home. I was happy to have her come back, and she’s just as crafty as I am. Better yet, my daughter is good at sticking with things and completing her projects.”

“My daughter can be dreadfully stubborn. As soon as we learned all about Harrow Bay, I was ready to leave, but Jody wants to stay and see how it goes.” Willa realized she was treading perilously close to admitting the truth about the town, and that was a reality she wanted to avoid at all costs, so she quickly changed the subject. “What of your other two daughters?”

“One lives in Phoenix, and she’s married to a dreadful bore, but at least she has two wonderful children. I get to see my grandchildren quite often, especially since they’re both in college now and away from the dreaded son-in-law. They no longer have to travel with him, so they can see me more freely.”

Willa let out a wistful sigh. “It must be wonderful to have grandchildren.”

Patty’s softly lined face reconfigured into an arrangement of happy wrinkles as she beamed. “It’s quite magical. I was rather surprised to hear the sheriff doesn’t have any children.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice. “It must be quite dreadful for her, not being able to have them.”

Willa snorted before she could think better of it. “It’s not that. Jody just never had much interest in the traditional things, like having a family or getting married. She’s always been much more interested in her career.” She sighed heavily. “That means no grandchildren.”

“Is she your only child?” asked Patty.

Willa shook her head. “No. There’s Ronnie. He lives in Vegas, but he’s going through his third divorce.” She sighed again. “I hate to say it, but I’m almost relieved he has no children. I’d be afraid he’d leave them just as easily as he does his wives.”

“It must be difficult not to be a grandmother, but our children have to be free to live their own lives.” Patty seemed firmly convinced of that.

Willa wasn’t quite as assured. She still viewed it as her job to watch out for Jody, even if Jody was forty-three. Did that mean she sometimes gave unsolicited advice? Yes, but it came from experience, along with concern. Jody should be grateful for her counsel, but she sometimes seemed irritated with it instead.

“My third daughter is currently in Uganda.”

Willa blinked. “What in the world is she doing there?”

“She’s with Doctors Without Borders, but she’s currently trying to bring in healthcare to a tribe of cheetah-shifters.”

Willa shuddered at hearing that, not wanting to think about magic at all. She certainly didn’t want to imagine it could occur anywhere outside of Harrow Bay. “Am I getting the hang of this?” She held up her lopsided square.

It was clear Patty wanted to laugh for a moment, but she must have a well of professionalism to call upon, because all she did was give a small smile. “I think you might have missed a turn. Let’s unwrap and start again.”

Willa followed her lead, and before she knew it, she’d spent almost two hours in conversation and crocheting with Patty. When she left the craft store sometime later, heading toward Carroll’s Grocery, she was feeling more optimistic about starting over in Harrow Bay. If she could just avoid the less savory side of the town, and confine herself to the mundane world, she could be happy here. Patty already seemed like she might be a good friend. There was an air of camaraderie between them, like they’d known each other for years. As long as Willa remained willfully oblivious to the other parts of the town, Harrow Bay didn’t seem so bad after all.
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Chapter Four
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JODY

Jody had expected Harrow Bay to be exciting and full of danger, but she was beginning to think it was like any other small, sleepy town. That was mostly a relief, because she’d been looking for a slower pace of life, but she supposed there was a bit of disappointment or perhaps just general letdown at realizing the town wasn’t the hotbed of crazy she’d thought it might be after learning its secrets.

As always, Jody was still an early riser, so she was often the first one to the police station. It was no exception that morning when she arrived, stowing her lunch in the small fridge in the breakroom before turning on the coffeepot. After she had a strongly brewed cup of the magical elixir that kept her day flowing, she entered her office and started by reading through the night dispatcher’s reports. 

There had been nothing major to report, and she wondered if there was any real point in having Oliver Kent on the night shift. With their small population and seeming solitude, along with a well-behaved populace, was it even necessary to have someone in the Sheriff’s Station overnight? Fortunately, budgeting wasn’t her problem, so if the city ordained the role necessary, she was happy to defer to them.

After reviewing Oliver’s few notes, she turned her attention to the file that had come in from the coroner sometime overnight. It was an update of last week’s deaths, and two-thirds of them were accidental or old-age. Considering there had been only three overall, she judged that reasonable. The third victim had been a suicide following something murkily labeled as “involuntary transformation,” so she supposed that could kind of fall under the natural causes category, at least for this town.

With a sigh, Jody leaned back in her chair and propped her feet on the desk as she reached for the black coffee. She hated to admit it, but she was bored. She’d wanted something different from the constant rushing pace of serving the city from where she’d come, but she hadn’t expected a standstill either.

A clattering sound had her stiffening and glancing at the clock, revealing it was just a little past seven. It was unlikely to be Aoife, because she came in after taking her children to school, and Michael was often a few minutes late. Jody figured she should talk to him about that sometime, but since there wasn’t much for them to do, it hadn’t seemed like a priority.

Not expecting it to be one of them, and hearing cursing in an unfamiliar voice, she stood up, barely remembering to slide back her chair before she fell on her butt. After regaining her composure and her dignity, she put her coffee cup on the desk and rested her hand on the Smith & Wesson she still used as her primary sidearm, since she’d yet to really investigate the armory.

She couldn’t imagine anyone up to mischief at the Sheriff’s Station, but it was possible. Oliver went home at six a.m., and there was a period of time for about an hour where no one was at the station, though calls were routed to Tara’s take-home cell in the interim.

Her adrenaline was flowing, and her heart was pumping. Jody was a little tense, but she was also excited to have something to do again, and to have a hint of danger surrounding her. She was by no means an adrenaline junkie, but she didn’t want to become bored and complacent as a cop either.

She heard more cursing and realized it was coming from the supply room. She hastened in that direction, pausing outside the door for a moment to listen. She could identify only one voice, and she drew her gun before entering, moving quickly and staying low as she stepped inside and shouted, “Freeze. Police.”

There was another clattering, followed by more cursing, but Jody didn’t see anyone. She frowned as she looked around, knowing she didn’t have the space to herself, but confused because she couldn’t see anyone. Were there any invisible residents in town? Could it be a ghost? She felt preposterous considering the ideas, though she understood her worldview had shifted significantly in a short amount of time in the last week.

“Hello?” she asked cautiously.

“Thanks a lot. You ruined my shot.”

The crabby voice was coming from lower down, so as Jody eased forward, she looked around the room, keeping her gaze lowered. She gasped and let out a squeak of shock when she saw a red thing standing in the middle of the floor, holding a phone on a selfie stick. She started to sweat, and her stomach clenched with nausea as she eyed it. 

It looked like a demon. She had no idea what they looked like, but it seemed to have the defining characteristics—horns, cloven feet, a pointy tail, and bright red skin, along with glowing red eyes in a porcine face. It would’ve been downright intimidating, perhaps even terrifying, if it hadn’t been a scant two feet tall. At five-nine, Jody towered over it, and she kept her gun focused on it as she got closer. “What are you?”

He was scowling at her, not seeming to be bothered by either her presence or her gun. “The lighting was perfect. I waited ten minutes for the sun to hit just the right point and shine through the windows. It’s the most flattering light.” With a sound of disgust, he shook his head as he started shuffling around the room.

“I said freeze.” Jody wished she could cock her gun again to make it sound more intimidating, but her voice would have to do. “Identify yourself and your purpose here.”

She finally seemed to have the red creature’s attention, and it looked up at her. “I’m Beez, and I live here.”

She frowned. “You mean Harrow Bay?”

He rolled his eyes, looking at her like she was slow. “I mean the Sheriff’s Station, Sheriff Shaw.”

She stiffened. “You know who I am?”

Though the little red demon nodded, he didn’t look at her again. He was still fussing with his camera and muttering to himself.

“If you live here, how come I don’t know about it?”

He shrugged a shoulder. “I figured it would be best to stay out of your way until you get a chance to settle in. I always make myself known to the new sheriffs, but it didn’t feel like the right time yet.”

Jody was irritated, so she stepped forward and took the phone from him, including the selfie stick. She laid it down on the desk nearby, ignoring his grumble of protest that he couldn’t reach it. “Tell me who you are and why you’re here.”

“I’m Beez.” He spoke slowly, as though he suspected she was a moron. “I live here.”

Jody huffed a sigh. “I understand what you’ve already told me, but it doesn’t explain anything. For example, what the Hell are you?”

“I’m a demon.”

Jody wasn’t entirely surprised to hear confirmation, but she still couldn’t reconcile this tiny little package with the imagery of demons that permeated their culture. “Shouldn’t you be bigger?”

He glared up at her. “We don’t all come in the same sizes, just like humans, Sheriff.”

She supposed that was a fair point. “If you’re a demon, shouldn’t you be in Hell?”

He looked cagey for a moment, glancing away from her as he shifted on his hooves. “Well... I guess, and I was at one point in time.” He rubbed the back of his neck, looking embarrassed.

“Why aren’t you there now?” More importantly, why was he in her police station, and what was he doing with the phone on a selfie stick?

“I did something to piss off Luc a few millennia ago.” He sounded blasé and shrugged. “He still hasn’t quite forgiven me, so it’s safer if I just stay on Earth. I like Harrow Bay, so I settled here.”

“Millennia?” Jody shook her head. “Just how old you?”

Beez seemed to be thinking about it for a moment, his brow furrowing. “I think I’m somewhere between seven and eight-thousand. It’s kinda hard to keep track after a while, you know?”

Jody most emphatically didn’t know, and she couldn’t personally imagine time passing on such a scale. She cleared her throat, realizing she was still holding the Smith & Wesson trained on the red creature. He seemed relatively harmless, so she disengaged the trigger and pressed the safety, but she kept the gun at her side in case things went south. “So, you live in Harrow Bay, but why are you at the Sheriff’s Station?”

“I live here. None of the other sheriffs minded.” He grinned at her, though that was more of a grimace with the way his face was shaped, and it sent a chill through her. “They think I’m charming after they get to know me.”

Jody shuddered at the idea, unable to imagine reaching such a conclusion, or to endure having him there. “There’s a new sheriff in town.”

He looked at her with a hint of disdain. “What is this, a spaghetti western?”

Jody rolled her eyes. “I simply mean, you and I don’t have any such understanding. You don’t live at the Sheriff’s Station.”

“I sure do.” He gestured vaguely to the corner.

Jody’s gaze followed the path of his hand, seeing a camping cot, sleeping bag, and a few sundries arranged around it. She’d never noticed it before, but she had only been in the supply room once or twice during the week she’d been sheriff. “Shouldn’t you be in your own place instead of living here? I assume you don’t pay rent?”

His chest puffed up. “I’m not a charity case, Sheriff. I have magic, and I help out sometimes.”

Her head was pounding, and Jody pulled out a chair nearby to sit down in it. “In that case, make yourself useful and get me a cappuccino.”

He glared at her. “I’m not your go-for or your gal Friday. I help when I choose to help.”

“Aren’t you just super useful then?” She shook her head. “What’s with the pictures?”

“It’s a hobby of mine. I like to document my life. I have—” The sound of Aoife calling out a greeting interrupted him, and he looked disgruntled. “Don’t you have work to do, Sheriff Shaw?”

“This conversation isn’t over.” Jody made sure there was warning in her tone as she stood up, pushing the wheeled chair back where it belonged, and left the supply room to find Aoife.

The senior deputy was at her desk, unloading things from her bag. Jody couldn’t help it as she reached out and lifted a brown paper bag covered with unicorn stickers and sparkles. “You know how to go all-out, Aoife.”

Her darker complexion hid a blush if it existed, but she seemed vaguely embarrassed. “Jason made my lunch for me, and he likes to decorate.”

She eyed the bag, noticing the colors blended well, and the unicorn had good definition. “It seems like he has talent.”

Aoife nodded, her proud smile saying enough that she didn’t have to verbally brag on him. Then her expression changed, growing slightly troubled. “So does Tyla, but getting that girl to focus on anything besides boys and defiance...” She trailed off as she shook her head. “She’s just so damned unreasonable, and she reminds me way too much of someone.”

“Her father?” asked Jody, hazarding a guess.

Aoife snorted. “Not hardly. He wasn’t around long enough to be any influence on her life. I actually meant myself.” Her chuckle was self-deprecating. “I was rebellious, stubborn, and boy-crazy at that age too. I must’ve driven my mom mad. I know she was deeply disappointed in me when I ended up pregnant at sixteen, but she never lectured me. She just stood by me and offered help when I needed it. I want to be that kind of mom, but I first want to make sure Tyla doesn’t interfere with her own potential by doing something stupid like getting pregnant.”

Jody nodded in sympathy, certain it must be a difficult situation. It was yet another reason she was glad she’d never had children. Other people’s kids were fine in small doses, and Tyla was a teenager who was starting to seem more like an adult, so Jody could engage with her well enough, but she’d never had patience or skill with the little ones. She doubted she’d handle teenage rebellion very gracefully either—unlike Aoife, who seemed to have it all in hand.

“Do you know there’s a red thing living in our supply room?” Jody blurted out the question.

Aoife paused in the process of closing her bag and gave Jody a look. “You’re just now meeting Beez?”

She nodded. “I have a feeling he hadn’t planned to introduce himself yet, but he didn’t know I was here. He was louder than he probably would’ve been otherwise. Then he was annoyed that I interrupted his selfie.”

Aoife flashed what appeared to be an affectionate grin. “He’s obsessed with his social media presence, you know?”

Jody shook her head. She didn’t know, and she didn’t understand it either. “You’re telling me that little demon is interested in social media?”

“He practically lives for it. I think maybe it satisfies his demonic need to be worshiped and adored. It seems to be ingrained in their personality, at least in some of them.” She shrugged.

“He’s lived here the whole time you’ve been a deputy?”

Aoife nodded. “He’s been here as long as I can remember. He used to be here when I was a little girl. I used to see him getting ice cream at the ice cream truck when I was small, before the business folded, and the family who owned the truck moved away.”

Jody’s mind was having difficulty comprehending a place where it was perfectly acceptable to see a two-foot, red-skinned creature strolling around town and ordering ice cream alongside the kiddies. Her headache was growing exponentially, like the kind she got right before Aunt Flo paid a visit, though she wasn’t expecting the monthly curse just yet. She turned away from Aoife. “I’ll be in my office.”

“The last sheriff used to like to take a little afternoon nap.” Aoife chuckled. “Sometimes, he got an early start and began around ten.”

“I have no intention of napping in the office,” said Jody repressively. “It would be completely unprofessional.”

Aoife nodded, but she still seemed amused and certainly not repentant at the idea of suggesting it to start with.

With a sigh, Jody returned to her office, closed the door, and drew the blinds. It was still too light in there for her headache, but it was much better in the dimness, and she sat down in her chair, leaning back with her eyes closed. She just wanted to rest a little and let her headache fade. She definitely wasn’t going to nap.

***
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JODY WOKE WITH A JOLT, embarrassed as she realized she had fallen asleep in the office despite her protestations otherwise. She was further embarrassed to realize there was a trail of drool hanging down her chin, and the embarrassment got even worse when she realized what had woken her was the sound of someone entering her office.

She blinked as she leaned forward and clicked on the lamp, providing better illumination while wiping at her chin. She sucked in a reluctant breath of appreciation as she eyed the handsome behemoth in front of her. 

He was tall and solidly muscled, with tanned skin, closely cropped black hair, and sparkling brown eyes that had the oddest hint of red as an undertone. He wore a sleeveless vest made of leather, along with leather pants, and he could’ve been a bad biker cliché, save for his air of seriousness. There didn’t seem to be anything macho-fake about him, and she was finding it difficult to look away.

“If you’re done staring, Sheriff, maybe we can get down to business.” He spoke in a smooth voice that was deep with just a hint of bass. It was the perfect match for his façade, and she imagined it could turn any woman’s insides to goo.

Any woman but her. She was irritated by his words and his ill manners at calling out her staring. She cleared her throat as she slid back the chair and stood up, thankfully remembering to move the chair back this time before she dumped herself on her butt in front of her visitor. “Who are you, and what business do we have?”

“I’m Drakkon Abaddon.” He nodded to her in a haphazard way, which was difficult to tell if it was meant to be a show of respect or simply an acknowledgment that she was listening.

“I’m Sheriff Shaw.” For a moment, she debated about holding out her hand, but she really didn’t want him to touch her. It wasn’t because she found him repulsive in any way. In fact, she found him far too appealing, and she wanted to keep a level and steady head. “Who are you, and what is our business?” she asked again.

“Beez said you were bad with details. I guess he wasn’t kidding.”

She glared at him. “Your name is Drakkon Abaddon. I got that, but what business do we have, and perhaps I should ask what your position is in my town rather than who you are if you want to split hairs and be pedantic?”

He eyed her for a moment as though assessing her. One of his eyebrows arched upward, and he chuckled lightly. He was clearly amused, and she had a feeling it was at her expense. “You’re certainly different from the last sheriff.”

“Yes, I suppose I am. Who are you, and what do you want?” How many times was she going to have to repeat that?

“You already know my name.” His brown eyes sparkled, as though he wanted to tell her again anyway. Likely, he detected her impatience, and he seemed like the type who would thrive on pissing her off. “This is just a courtesy call to let you know I’m in town chasing an escapee.”

He made it all sound routine, but she frowned. “What kind of escapee? From where?” She was half-expecting him to say the old asylum that she’d heard about at Miller Point, but that had been closed for at least half a century.

“Hell.”

She shook her head. “That’s impossible.”

Drakkon looked vaguely annoyed now. “It is possible, I assure you. I’m sure you know by now there’s a Hell gate right at the center of Harrow Bay? Sometime this morning, Harold Stanton dragged himself from the depths of Hell and entered Harrow Bay.”

She frowned. “How is that even possible? Shouldn’t the Hell gate be closed?”

He looked around for a moment, as though seeing if they were being observed. After a second, he gave a half-shrug. “Officially, it remains a mystery. Unofficially, I suspect Luc likes giving them some hope of escape, torturing them with it, and then reeling them back in to curtail their freedom even more.”

She drew her brows together in confusion. “Who’s Luc?”

He gave her look of exasperation. “Do I really need to tell you that?”

She started to say yes and complain about his tone, but it struck her that he must be referring to one particular Luc. “Are you talking about Lucifer?” At his nod, she shook her head. “As in the Devil, Lucifer Morningstar?”

“Beelzebub, Satan, and a host of other names. That’s the one. As far as I know, he prefers Luc.”

He seemed far too casual about that. She crossed her arms over her chest. “Have you met him? The Devil, I mean?”

He laughed. “I certainly didn’t think you meant Neil Diamond. Yeah, I’ve met him and spent quite a bit of time with him as a child, though most of my assignments come from an intermediary.”

Jody realized she wasn’t up for this conversation just yet, so she sank into her chair and rubbed her forehead. Her impromptu nap had served to lessen the pain, but it was flaring anew. “Intermediary for what assignments?”

“I’m a bounty hunter. There’s a slew of us, and we pursue the fugitives. We drag them back to Hell for suitable punishment and confinement. It’s probably all part of some grand design of torture, though I couldn’t tell you if me being a bounty hunter casts me as the torturer, or if it’s a form of torture directed toward me.”

She eyed him warily then. “Are you damned or something?”

He laughed. “Or something. I just find it easier to live in my father’s world than my mother’s.”

Jody didn’t follow. “I’m not sure what that means.”

He seemed vaguely exasperated. “It means my father is a demon, and my mother was human. Now, about this escapee...”

Jody couldn’t help letting out a shrill sound of disbelief as she rolled back a few inches on her chair to put space between them. “You’re a demon?”

He shrugged. “Half-demon, if you want to get into semantics.”

“Like Beez?”

Drakkon scowled. “Not at all like Beez. He’s a completely different race and an annoying little shit. His kind of demon doesn’t get as big as mine.” 

That invited a second examination of his fine form, and Jody realized she was about to ogle him again seconds before she began. She short-circuited the urge and kept her eyes focused on his. “What am I supposed to do about an escapee from Hell in Harrow Bay?”

“For the most part, you probably won’t have to do anything. I’m just being professional telling you I’m here, and that there’s a new fugitive. I’ll call on you if I need you.”

His imperious tone didn’t sit well with her, and she crossed her arms over her chest as she glared at him. “I work for the people of Harrow Bay, not you or Hell. I don’t plan to be at your beck and call, Mr. Abaddon.”

“Drake.”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

He sighed. “I prefer Drake.”

“Very well, Drake, I’m not your beck-and-call girl.”

His lips twitched. “I suppose you could be with a few asset enhancements, and maybe a little Botox—”

Honest-to-goodness, her hand spasmed as she reached for her gun before she could think better of it. Somehow, she restrained the urge to remove it from the holster and fire it at him. “Thanks for the heads up. Now get out.”

He lifted his hands. “I was just teasing, Sheriff Shaw. You look pretty good for a woman your age. You must be around forty?”

She eyed him through a narrowed gaze. “If our business is done, we’re finished.”

“It’s done unless I need your help with Stanton.” He turned away from her but paused to look over his shoulder and wink at her. “Have a lovely afternoon, Sheriff Shaw.”

Jody glared after him before getting to her feet. She wanted to make sure he exited the Sheriff’s Station, unsettled by his presence and annoyed by his words.

As she walked out of the office, she realized Aoife was staring after Drake, who was exiting the front. She looked at her deputy. “You know him?”

“I do. He’s some kind of demon bounty hunter, and the boy has an ass that doesn’t quit.”

“I can see that.” How could she deny it, getting a good glimpse of the leather-clad protrusion as he departed? It was supple and taut, and just the kind of ass a woman could admire, but unfortunately, he was a gigantic ass overall. “He doesn’t spend much time here, does he?”

Aoife shrugged. “I suppose it depends on the case he’s working. Why?”

“I found him overbearing, irritating, and just plain rude.”

Aoife frowned. “Really? He’s never been like that with me.” She shrugged. “I wouldn’t have imagined he had it in him.”

“Maybe you’re too busy staring at his ass to notice the rest of his negative attributes,” said Jody with a hint of irritation.

If Aoife was offended, she didn’t show it. Instead, she just laughed. “Maybe so, Jody. Either way, I don’t mind the days he visits. It provides nice eye candy and livens up things around here.”

“Yeah, it has been kind of dead. Is it always like that?”

Aoife shrugged again. “It just varies depending on the day and the phase of the moon.”

Jody wasn’t certain whether she should find that reassuring or alarming. She decided not to probe too deeply and to take it one day at a time. One thing was certain, and that was she had never anticipated being bored in a town like Harrow Bay. So far, the paranormal aspect hadn’t lived up to the hype at all.
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Chapter Five
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ISABEL

One thing Isabel found irritating about being in her late seventies was she was the same age as old people. Intellectually, she knew people would consider her old, but she didn’t feel that way. Oh, there were times when her sciatica acted up, or her hip reminded her she certainly wasn’t seventeen anymore, or her knees hurt, but mentally, she still felt like a young girl embarking on life for the first time. 

That naturally drew her to a younger crowd, but after a week of living in Harrow Bay, she was forced to face the intolerable truth. If she wanted to make friends, she was going to have to darken the doors of the Senior Center. She’d tried a few other connections already, including a book club, but all the women had wanted to do was whine while drinking wine and complaining about their husbands and children. 

Isabel could’ve devoted an entire book to complaining about her ex-husband, though they’d technically only been together a few short months before he’d hit her for the first, and last, time. She walked out on his ass after knocking him flat with a cast-iron skillet, but she hadn’t been able to obtain a divorce for twelve years. Still, she preferred not to dwell in the past or think about her old mistakes, so that group hadn’t been compatible.

Willa had suggested she might check out classes at the craft center, but that idea bored Isabel to tears. She wasn’t the kindly grandma who sat around crocheting all day. There also didn’t seem to be any active political causes being organized, and if there were charitable opportunities, she had yet to find them.

That led her to the grocery store, and the clerk had recommended she try the Senior Center when she’d seen Isabel eyeing the corkboard at the entryway that announced various activities happening around Harrow Bay. Isabel had felt offended at first, but she’d reined in the impulse to snap at the clerk’s inadvertent reminder that she looked like she belonged with the senior crowd. Just because she felt like she didn’t wouldn’t mean anyone else would know that.

At first, she’d scoffed at the idea and dismissed it out of hand, but here she was, two days later, about to enter the Harrow Bay Senior Center. Desperate times called for desperate measures, she supposed, as she walked up the marble steps. It was a point of pride to eschew the wheelchair ramp, and she was also glad to be moving freely without a cane or walker.

She fully expected to be surrounded by a bunch of old sticks in the mud, but maybe it would give her a chance to get out of the house and find something she enjoyed doing, even if it meant putting up with a bunch of old people.

When she stepped inside, she had barely been there for a few seconds when a woman with clearly too much energy, a perky grin, and bouncy boobs rushed forward to greet her. She held out her hand, which was thin, sparrow-like, and could have easily belonged to a mummy or a woman twice her age. “Hello. I’m Kay Ballenger. Welcome to our Senior Center. You must be the sheriff’s mother?”

“Grandmother,” Isabel corrected. “But I’m not old.”

Kay’s eyes widened, and she seemed like she might smile until she looked closer. Apparently, Isabel’s death glare dared her to reveal any amusement. Instead, she cleared her throat. “I see.” She waved around. “Do come in and allow me to show you around. I’ll introduce you to Sally, and you can make a good impression on her.” She lowered her voice in a conspiratorial fashion. “Once you’re in with Sally, you’re in.”

Isabel frowned at the idea of having to impress someone, and she wondered if there was a committee set up for membership at the Senior Center. She’d never spent much time at the one near their house in Woodburn, but she’d always thought it was somewhere people could come and go freely. Was this a Senior Center or a country club?

Kay showed her around, taking pains to point out even the most utilitarian function and make it sound like it was the best thing ever. It was just another boring Senior Center, and there was nothing particularly remarkable about it, but Kay was clearly proud of it, as though she’d built it all herself from the ground up and laid it brick by brick.

“And here is the main room,” said Kay with a chipper tone as she pushed open the set of glass doors and gestured for Isabel to precede her. “This is where most of our members spend their time. Over there’s the main table.” She waved to the long table that had to seat at least twelve, and there was a whitehaired old granny sitting at the head of it. 

She had flawless posture, and her hair was combed into a bun that looked like it didn’t dare stray in the breeze. Perhaps she’d ordered a lifetime supply of Aqua Net while it was still available, because her hair was practically a helmet.

Kay whispered again, “Remember, get in good with Sally, and you’re in.”

Isabel frowned, finding the whole idea off-putting, but she tried to behave herself as she approached. Kay hovered for a moment, waiting for Sally to notice her. Isabel was certain the other woman had, but she seemed to be deliberately making Kay wait for acknowledgment as she finished talking about the time she’d canned three hundred fifty-seven jars of corn.

Isabel didn’t bother to smother a yawn, though she probably appeared rude. She crossed her arms over her chest and started tapping her toe as she waited for the interminable story to finally wind down.

Sally deigned to look at them then. She smiled with the air of a regal queen bestowing a favor upon her subject as she nodded to Kay. “Hello, Kay. Do you need something?”

“I wanted to introduce our new member. She just recently moved to Harrow Bay, along with the sheriff.” Kay seemed excited by that, as though she might burst into spontaneous applause at any moment. “This is Isabel Shaw.”

“Campbell,” said Isabel automatically. “I never took my husband’s name, and I sure as heck wasn’t going to take my son-in-law’s.”

Sally had looked like she was beneficent for a moment, but then she stiffened, and by the time she was fully looking at Isabel, her rheumy gray eyes were narrowed and shrewish. “Did you say Campbell?” Her tone wasn’t entirely cold, but it certainly wasn’t polite.

Isabel nodded.

“Isabel Campbell?” As Isabel nodded, her lips tightened, and her dentures visibly slid a little bit to the side. “Did you used to live here?”

“Yeah, many, many years ago. I was seventeen when I left Harrow Bay.” Like a damn fool, she’d followed after Andy once he knocked her up. It had seemed like the thing she had to do then, but that was before she got smart and realized her identity didn’t have to be entangled with a man’s.

Sally sniffed at her and looked away. There was a gasp that moved quietly through the room, starting with the other men and women sitting around the table before spreading outward like a contagious virus. Isabel looked around, baffled by the reaction. She was further bewildered when Kay looked distraught. “Oh, dear,” said Kay softly, shaking her head. She sent Isabel a mournful stare as she wrapped her arm through hers and started to tug her lightly from table. “Come along, dear.”

Isabel allowed the director to lead her for a few feet before she dug in her heels. “What in the world is going on?”

“Sally has given you the dreaded cut.”

Isabel’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously? Who is she, Beau Brummel?” Seeing Kay’s look of complete confusion, she shook her head at the woman’s lack of historical knowledge. “What does that mean, that she gave me the cut?”

“She’s made it clear to everyone that she has no intention of associating with you. Of course, you can still come to the Senior Center, and you’re able to participate in any solo activities, but you just won’t have very much fun without the others accepting you.” Kay sounded like it was the end of the world. “Oh, I did impress upon you the need to get Sally’s favor.”

Isabel rolled her eyes. “What are we, in high school?” With a sniff of irritation, she pulled away from Kay’s gentle hold on her arm and marched back to Sally. The other woman was determinedly looking away from her, but Isabel was tired of playing childish games, and they’d just begun. 

With a huffing sound, she reached for Sally’s wheelchair, tugging on it, and forcing the woman to face her. “What is your problem with me, lady?”

“You’re a man-stealing, shameless hussy.”

Isabel didn’t think that quite described her. She’d never stolen anyone’s man, though she supposed she could be shameless. As for hussy, if she were, she took pride in that. “And?”

Sally’s mouth dropped open, and her dentures wobbled again. “You tried to steal my boyfriend.”

Isabel blinked. “When would I do that?”

“Prom, sixty-one years ago. I was there with Bill Gilling, and he talked to you at the punch table. You made him laugh, and you touched his arm.”

Isabel blinked, struggling to recall the incident, or even bring forth a mental image of Bill Gilling. It was a complete blank. “I don’t remember that at all.”

“Of course, you wouldn’t. It wasn’t your life that was destroyed.” Sally blinked.

Isabel started to feel a stirring of guilt, though she had no idea what she’d done. “How did that ruin your life?” She was struggling to sound genuinely curious and sympathetic rather than exasperated.

“He told me how kind and pretty you were. Then he proposed.” She blinked, and tears ran down her cheeks.

Isabel was completely confused. “How did that ruin your life? Did you not want to marry him?”

“Certainly, I did. We were happily married for many years.” Sally drew herself up in her chair. “He tainted that memory with talk of you first. I couldn’t stand it. I always knew you were a loose woman and not worth any time spent on you, but your blatant behavior just confirmed it for me. I highly doubt anything has changed in the time you’ve been gone.”

Isabel couldn’t help laughing. “That was more than sixty years ago, Mrs. Gilling. I think we’ve both changed and surely grown up by now.”

Sally sniffed at her. “I can assume nothing of the kind. You’re not welcome here, Miss Campbell.” She tittered then. “Why am I not surprised you never got married?”

Had she missed the moments where Isabel already mentioned her husband, or was Sally forgetful? “Oh, I got married. I was just smart enough to leave his ass.” Isabel realized she was on the verge of justifying her actions and her life choices to this woman, and she had no intention of doing that. Instead, she threw her hands in the air. “You might think you’re queen of the Senior Center, but prepare yourself for a coup, Sally Gilling.”

With those words, she turned and walked out of the room, almost shaking in anger. How petty and ridiculous could someone be, to hold a conversation she’d had with a man sixty years ago—one she couldn’t even remember but sounded perfectly innocuous—against her now? 

It seemed like Sally was determined to ruin her social success with the Senior Center. While Isabel wasn’t overly upset about the idea of a bunch of old people not liking her, she wasn’t about to let Sally’s smear campaign stand. The woman needed to be knocked down a few pegs, and Isabel was just the one to do it.

“I’m sorry about that,” said a shaky older voice behind her.

Isabel stiffened as she turned around, surprised to find herself looking into the warm blue eyes of a still-attractive man. He had to be in his eighties, but he’d aged well. She frowned. “You mean Sally?”

He nodded. “She’s got herself a regular little dictatorship here.” He sounded regretful. “Maybe I could buy you some pie and tell you about it?”

It had been a while since a man tried to pick her up, and Isabel was annoyed by that—that it had been so long, not that a man was trying. She plastered on a happy smile as she threaded her arm through his. She had no objection to keeping company with the man, and she didn’t intend to allow Sally Gilling to ruin that opportunity. “I’d be delighted. What’s your name, honey?”

“I’m Art.”

“I’m Isabel, Artie, but some of my friends call me Belle.” She lowered her voice slightly and stroked her fingers down the back of his hand, which was wrinkled and marred with liver spots. No one was perfect. “Usually my close, intimate friends.”

For a moment, Artie looked surprised, but then he smiled. “I hope we become close enough for me to use that name, Miss Campbell.”

She almost rolled her eyes at his insistence on formality. “You can call me Isabel, at least for now.” She winked at him as they exited the Senior Center and walked down the street. It required turning a block onto Main Street, but they were soon at Avis’s Diner.

He was truly an old-world gentleman, holding out his arm and opening the door for her. He insisted on helping her push in her chair when they were seated, and Isabel didn’t bother to tell him she’d always found that sort of fussing overdone and somewhat condescending. He had the scoop on Sally, and he was happy to share it. 

While they had pie—peach for her and lemon meringue for him since his teeth weren’t as reliable as they used to be—he told her what he knew of Sally Gilling’s life, and how she’d come to dominate the Senior Center. It boiled down to her strong-willed personality, Kay’s refusal to interfere in the events of the members, and a bunch of kowtowing and scraping from the other members who looked up to Sally and accepted her word on things.

“She carries some weight of authority, you know. Bill was the pastor here for forty-eight years, after all.”

Isabel frowned. “I don’t remember religion being much of importance to life here.”

He shrugged. “You were just a teenager when you left, and if your folks weren’t in with the churches, you probably never noticed. People can be just as fervent in their beliefs here as anywhere else. In fact, it tends to make some of them a little more zealous, what with proof that there’s a Hell and all.”

Isabel nodded, conceding that point. She’d just never paid much attention to it while she lived in the town. “Can she be undermined?”

Artie shrugged. “I don’t really know. I don’t like how she treats people, and she already looks down on me.”

“So, you haven’t lost anything by aligning yourself with her sworn enemy.” Isabel used a teasing tone as she offered that theory.

He shrugged and blushed. “That, and you sure are pretty. There’s something about you that lights up the room, Miss Isabel.”

Though he was a bit too sweet and old-fashioned for her, she couldn’t deny how flattering that was, particularly coupled with the look of admiration he was shooting her way. With a throaty chuckle, she leaned closer and lowered her voice, saying, “Do you have a room to yourself, Artie?”

His eyes widened for a moment, and he nodded. “I have a roommate, but he’s my grandson. He works nights.”

“Does that mean he’s sleeping right now?” At Artie’s nod, she said, “If someone told you that you had to be quiet, could you?”

Artie appeared a little slow on the uptake, but suddenly, what she was suggesting seemed to click, and his eyes widened. “It’s been a while since I’ve had such a challenge, but I suppose I could.”

“What do you say we see how I light up your room while we have a little fun with each other and figure out the best way to bring down Sally Gilling?” At Art’s eager nod, she dug twenty dollars from her purse and dropped it on the table, ignoring his insistence he would pay, and dragged him to his feet. Isabel couldn’t decide which she was more excited about—having a new lover since it had been so long, or the opportunity to scheme and plot against Sally Gilling, whose downfall was her new pet project.
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Chapter Six

[image: ]




JODY

A few days later, Jody looked up at a knock on her door. “Come in.”

The door opened a moment later, and Aoife stuck her head in. “We’ve had a call from the Santiri compound. There’s been a murder, and I figured you might want to come along.”

Jody pushed back her chair and stood up. This was her first murder in Harrow Bay. She certainly wasn’t excited, but it was good to be doing something again. “Let’s go.” 

She followed Aoife out of the office, and they walked to the parking lot. Michael was already waiting in a squad car, and Aoife got behind the wheel. Jody got into her SUV, and it was only after she was following them that she thought maybe she should’ve ridden with her deputies instead. It would’ve given them a chance to apprise her of the situation and tell her about the Santiri compound. It sounded ominous and cult-like, and she braced herself to find something like that.

Time and distance sometimes felt like it moved differently here, for it seemed like no time at all had passed when they exited from the main road and turned down a private lane labeled Santiri Drive. There were several signs posted to warn away trespassers.

Jody hadn’t been sure what to expect, but at first glance, the Santiri compound appeared to be nothing more than a large farm, save for the tall gate drawn across the entrance and completely fenced area surrounding it. Someone must’ve been watching for them, because the entrance gate swung open a second later without either of them having to do anything. Aoife maintained the lead, and Jody pulled in behind her. 

The gate closed behind her with an ominous clink, and she shivered slightly at the sound, though there was no overt threat at the moment. Still, she was in an unknown area to deal with a murder, so she couldn’t assume everything was safe.

Aoife was taking a slow and steady pace, and Jody was able to keep up with her despite some of the rough ruts in the road. The drive seemed to go for miles, but eventually they turned a corner, and there was a structure in front of them. They stopped in front of a sprawling home. There was a collection of buildings scattered around it, and she could see why it had gained the name of a compound.

A man stood on the porch, and he had a tense, wide set of his shoulders. He looked to be in his mid-fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair, and even, attractive features. It was only after she’d stepped from her car and approached that she realized his eyes completely lacked color. They were somewhat disturbing yet equally compelling. He also had a neatly trimmed beard that was more salt-than-pepper, and a quiet, yet commanding confidence about him as they walked up the stairs to meet him.

He nodded to Aoife and Michael. “Thanks for coming.”

“We always come for a rogue vampire attack.” Aoife sounded relatively calm.

Jody stiffened then. “Vampires? You didn’t mention anything about that, Aoife.”

Aoife’s tone was soothing. “I wasn’t trying to spring it on you, Jody. I figured you might take the information better once we arrived.”

She’d figured wrong, but Jody didn’t feel like arguing. She just nodded sharply at her deputy before turning to the man who’d greeted them.

Michael introduced them. “Sheriff Shaw, this is Ryland Santiri. He’s in charge here.”

He was probably compelling in other situations, but right now, he just looked pale and worried. “I wish we could’ve met under better circumstances, Sheriff.”

Jody nodded. “What’s going on here?”

“Val went feral.” He sounded defeated.

“Who’s Val?” asked Aoife.

“A newcomer. He found us a little while ago, and we took him in. He’d been on his own before, and I suspect he’d been drinking human blood. He had a hard time adjusting to animal blood, though he never really told us. It was just something I observed. I’ve seen them go feral enough that I wasn’t exactly surprised, but I didn’t expect him to have an opportunity to hurt someone here at the compound. “

“What happened?” asked Jody.

“We had a delivery. The gatekeeper let in the driver like normal, and Val attacked him before any of us could stop it.” He sounded regretful as he waved for them to follow him around to the back of the house.

The smell hit Jody before the sight, and though she’d been on duty during a few murders, they couldn’t prepare her for what they saw as they rounded the corner. She stumbled to a halt and gasped, clutching her hand to her mouth as she fought against nausea.

She could tell it had once been a UPS driver by the uniform, but that was the only thing recognizable. Not only had the feral vampire drained the blood of the victim, he’d torn him to pieces in the process. She had the urge to vomit, and only seeing how calm Michael and Aoife were kept her from giving in to the urge. The driver had died bloodily. She shuddered. “What could do such a thing?”

“Feral vampires don’t have any sense of self or control,” said Ryland grimly. “I knew he was struggling, but he didn’t reach out for help, and we can only help so much if they don’t want it. My instinct was to send him on his way, and I should’ve listened to that.”

Jody was still just trying to comprehend what she saw in front of her. She couldn’t offer any comfort to the leader of the vampires.

“What happened here is tragic, but by keeping Val at the compound, at least he’s only responsible for one murder and not many.” Michael sounded convinced of that.

After a moment, Ryland nodded slowly. “Yeah, I suppose that’s true. If he was snacking on human blood before he came to us, it was only a matter of time before he lost control and drained a victim.” He shuddered. “For all I know, he already has.”

“Do you vampires go feral often?” Jody’s hand hovered on the butt of her Smith & Wesson as she asked, mentally imagining a wave of vampires suddenly pouring from the buildings around her, all intent on tearing her apart.

He was clearly annoyed by the question, but his tone remained respectful when he said, “None of my native people have gone feral. If you’re born or converted here, you start out on animal blood from the beginning. If you’ve never known anything else, it’s easier to adapt. In Val’s case, I suspect he’s been sustaining himself by drinking the blood of humans whenever he had the chance.”
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