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JODY HAS STARTED TO settle into her new job as sheriff of the magical town of Harrow Bay. After two months, maybe she’s figuring out this magic thing, and the town has been peaceful. Willa starts a new job and realizes something she never expected, while Isabelle continues her campaign of terror against the Senior Center tyrant and her quest to really learn magic—at least until the nightmares start. The residents of Harrow Bay are short-tempered, tired, and grumpy after a spate of nightmares haunts their dreams.

Once Jody figures out the nightmares are affecting just about everyone, except for Beez, she knows something is going on in their town. They realize a sandman is targeting Harrow Bay, but why? 

Jody reluctantly turns to Drake for help, since he has the right kind of magic. He’s also appearing far too frequently in her dreams and nightmares for her comfort. If she’s not careful, she might end up liking (or more than liking) the half-demon bounty hunter from Hell...if the lack of sleep and night sweats don’t do her in first.
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Did you miss book one in Harrow Bay? It’s best to read in order, if you want to start with “Hell Gates & Hot Flashes.”

JODY

Jody exploded from the nightmare and sat upright in her bed in one rapid motion. She was wet from night sweats, and her pajamas were soaking. As her racing heart slowly settled down, she did her best to banish the horrible nightmares that had haunted her dreams. 

They had been gruesome and dark, filled with violence and strange creatures that surely must’ve been a product of her imagination. There was no way they could exist in real life, even in a magical town like Harrow Bay. She hoped not anyway, because a shiver went through her as she imagined some of the gruesome images she’d seen in her dreams, and she didn’t think the trembling was strictly from her soaked pajamas leaving her vulnerable to the chill in the air.

It took a couple of moments for her equilibrium to restore itself as Jody cast a look at the clock. It was just barely after four a.m., and she groaned softly. She was an early riser, but usually not this early. On the other hand, just the thought of trying to sleep for a couple more hours and being haunted by more nightmares was enough to have her smothering a yawn as she rolled out of bed and stood up. Soaked with sweat as she was, a shower was the first thing on her agenda.

After showering, which helped wake her a little bit, though she still felt fuzzy and slow, she dressed in her uniform and left her bedroom. At first, Jody tried to be quiet, but when she saw light in the kitchen, she stopped tiptoeing. When she entered, she was surprised to see her mother and grandmother already seated at the table. “It’s awfully early for you two to be up,” said Jody as she went straight to the coffeepot, happy someone had already started brewing for the day.

“I’d love not to be,” said Willa. She yawned before reaching for her coffee. 

Jody could see the cup from where she stood, and she was surprised it was black. Her mother usually liked a lot of cream and sugar on the rare occasions she drank coffee. She usually preferred tea.

“I’m old, so I’m used to only sleeping for a few hours, but I couldn’t stand trying to sleep anymore.” Isabel sounded grumpy as she poked at a plate of scrambled eggs, glaring balefully at the food as though it had personally offended her.

“Did you have nightmares?” asked Jody, shivering as she remembered some of the horrible visions that had plagued her sleep.

“It was a night full of them,” said Isabel. “I don’t recall when I’ve had so many bad dreams.”

“It was the same for me,” said Willa, yawning again. “I couldn’t bring myself to try to sleep again once I woke up though. I just brewed some coffee and started eggs when Mother came in, and then here you are not even a half-hour later. I guess we should look at the bright side. We all get to enjoy breakfast together.”

“Yippy freaking skippy,” said Isabel in a sour tone.

Jody hid a smile as she took a sip of coffee while moving closer to the table. Her grandmother definitely wasn’t a morning person any time, and since she clearly hadn’t slept well, no wonder she was grouchier than usual. She took a seat at the table and accepted the bowl of scrambled eggs her mother passed her. They were fluffy and light, so Willa must have made them. She took a small bite and noticed the tang, frowning. “Are these eggs bad?”

“No, of course not,” snapped Willa.

That made Jody’s eyes widen, because her mother wasn’t the type to snap in general. “I’m sorry. They just taste a little off.”

“That would probably be the goat cheese,” said Willa as she shot a frown at her mother. “Someone decided to eat the rest of the Colby-Jack on late-night nachos. No wonder she had nightmares.”

“Nachos had nothing to do with nightmares, Willa.” Gram sounded impatient. “They might cause me to fart up a storm, but they aren’t going to keep me awake or cause bad dreams. That’s an old wives’ tale.”

“I know I didn’t have a midnight snack, and I had bad dreams too.” Jody went for a soothing tone, hoping to keep the peace between them. Everybody was clearly in a bad mood and on edge from lack of sleep. She was feeling the same way herself, but she wanted to be calm and centered before she went to work. “What’s on everyone’s agenda today?”

“I have a class with Hersch,” said Isabel. “Then I’ll probably stop by the Senior Center.” There was a particularly wicked gleam in her eyes.

Jody frowned at her grandmother. “Whatever you do there, just make sure I don’t have to come out and neutralize the situation. Agreed?”

Her grandmother looked like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Jody. It’s a taxpayer-supported service, and I have every right to be there.”

“Yes, you do, but I don’t want to have to come get you like I did last time.” She couldn’t help recalling the phone call she’d received at the Sheriff’s Station less than two weeks ago from Kay Ballenger, who had been calling to ask her to come pick up Gram after Isabel and Sally Gilling got into a heated argument about whether Sally Gilling’s front teeth were her own, or if they were an insert. 

Jody had actually found it funny, but she wasn’t about to admit that to her grandmother, not wanting to encourage her. She understood Isabel had a beef with Sally, but she didn’t want it to escalate to fisticuffs and have to arrest the two old ladies.

“I’m going back to Patty’s today,” said Willa.

Jody looked at her mom. “You spend a lot of time there.”

Willa frowned. “Is there something wrong with that? Is there some reason why I shouldn’t? I am retired, after all.”

Jody put up her hands in a defensive gesture at her mother’s scathing tone. “Of course, you should spend your time however you wish. I was just commenting that you’ve spent a lot of time there in the couple of months we’ve lived here. It sounds like you enjoy crafting.”

Willa frowned. “I suppose I do, though I have yet to find anything that really appeals to me that I’m actually good at, except for some drawings and my needlepoint.”

Jody arched her brow. “I never knew you’ve been drawing. May I see your sketchbook?”

Willa’s face flushed, and she shook her head. “No, I’m sorry, but I’m not ready to show it to anyone except Patty.”

Jody shrugged a shoulder. “I understand.”

They managed to finish the rest of breakfast without more snapping at each other, and Jody pushed back from the table a while later after having finished a second cup of coffee. “I guess I’ll get an early start on the day.”

“Don’t forget to take your book with you to study,” said Gram in admonishment.

Willa shuddered. “Must you bring that up, Mother?” It was obvious she still preferred to live in denial about the true nature of their town.

“Jody needs to learn everything she can so she can do her job effectively.”

Jody narrowed her eyes at her grandmother as she reached for the thick book she’d gotten into the habit of taking along with her each day she went to the office. She studied at home as well, and twice a week, she met with Amara at the library to practice some of the moves and spells she was learning. “I’m picking it up, Gram, but I half-suspect you think I’ll end up using it against Sally Gilling on your behalf someday.”

Isabel appeared innocent as she fluttered her lashes. “I cannot imagine such a scenario, Jody. I mean, it would have to be quite something that would force you to use a binding spell and drag the old hag to jail, wouldn’t it?”

Jody narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Yes, quite something, and I would be super suspicious of any such scenario. I might end up dragging two old ladies to jail, so keep that in mind, Gram.” She softened the admonishment by leaning down to press a kiss to her grandmother’s temple before moving around the table to hug her mom. “I’ll see you two this evening, unless someone has a date?”

Willa frowned. “I’ve sworn off dating after that incident with the insurance salesman.”

Jody squeezed her mom’s shoulder, not feeling the need to remind Willa that her date had actually been possessed by a demon who’d escaped from Hell. That would interfere with her mother’s version of reality, but Jody wasn’t truly worried. 

She knew her mother understood Harrow Bay was the center of a group of ley lines, and there was a Hell gate right in the middle of town. Her mother preferred not to think about that, but she wasn’t living in a delusional state where she didn’t truly know what was happening around her. Her self-censoring of reality wasn’t likely to harm anything, and it made it easier for Willa to accept living in Harrow Bay.

***
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IT HAD BEEN ANOTHER mostly slow day at the station, so Jody had spent a good part of her time locked in her office and practicing magic as she memorized spells. She’d heard the phone ring a few times, but either Aoife or Michael had always answered it, so she hadn’t really had to do anything thus far. 

When her direct line rang, she was studying the spell for how to stop kinetic energy, and the book suggested it could be used against bullets. Since Jody was nowhere close to being ready to practice it against a live bullet, she was pushing a potted plant across her desk and stopping it before returning it to its original position to repeat the steps, and she was so involved that she jumped and let out a startled cry at the phone ringing. Before she could stop it, the plant flew across the desk, toppled over the edge, and landed in the trash.

With a sigh, she reached for the phone. “This is Sheriff Shaw.”

“Jody, it’s Aoife. I hate to bother you, but I’m here taking a vandalism report at Avis’s Diner, and school will be out soon.”

“You want me to take over the report?”

“You’re actually closer to the school. Would it be a huge inconvenience to ask you to pick up Jason? Tyla might or might not want a ride. Most of the time, she walks home with her friends, so if she doesn’t, that’s no problem.”

“Um, sure.” She tried to keep any hint of doubt out of her tone. The thought of having to spend a half-hour or so with Jason Saros wasn’t that bad necessarily. She just wasn’t that good with children. “I’ll leave now.”

“Thanks, Jody. You’re a lifesaver.”

After hanging up with Aoife, Jody closed the book and put it in the desk drawer, locking it before slipping the key into her pocket. She wasn’t sure it was necessary to be so careful with the book when it was at the Sheriff’s Station, but it didn’t seem like the kind of thing that should fall into the wrong hands—like her grandmother’s. Fortunately, the spells and magic within were mostly designed for the authorities in town, so her grandmother hadn’t been able to do much with it.

She exited her office, noticing Beez was tapping away on Aoife’s computer while she was gone. She didn’t bother to inquire what he was doing, assuming he was posting something on social media. Considering his followers literally kept him alive, she decided not to protest. She still occasionally monitored what he posted, but it was always so outlandish and unbelievable that she was inclined to think he was right. No one would honestly believe Harrow Bay was a magical town.

It was a short drive from the Sheriff’s Station to the school, and she pulled her SUV into the parents’ parking zone, joining the line of others. Jody got out, uncertain if Aoife had had a chance to tell Jason she would be the one picking him up. She wasn’t certain if there was any protocol involved, and she wondered if the school would give her a free pass to pick up her deputy’s son since she was the sheriff, or if she would have to do something to get their blessing. She was happy they had security, but she hoped she didn’t have to deal with anything today.

She was walking toward the front of the school when shouts caught her attention. She turned her head to look, tensing when she realized it certainly wasn’t children having a good time. There were three boys holding a fourth boy pressed against a fence, and it was obvious the boy against the fence didn’t want to be there.

Jody frowned as she walked off the path over to the fence, interrupting the three hooligans. “What’s going on here?” She made her tone severe as she looked at the three boys who were surrounding a kid about their age. He was lean and tall, with closely cropped tight curls, and light brown skin. She hoped he wasn’t being targeted for his skin color, and she doubted it, because at least one of the bullies was Hispanic. She put her hands on her hips, blatantly fondling the handle of her Smith & Wesson as she stared down at the boys.

“Nothing,” said one a little sullenly.

She looked at him. “You are?”

“Chase.” He didn’t bother to give a last name, and it was clear he didn’t want to share that much.

She looked at the other two. “And you are?”

“Billy,” said the boy who looked Hispanic. He quickly looked away.

“Joe,” muttered the last one as he scuffed the toe of his shoe on the grass.

“I don’t know what’s going on here, but I suggest the three of you clear out now. I’d hate to have to take you down to the station.”

“You need my parents’ permission for that,” said Chase in a snotty tone.

“Not if you’re committing a crime.” That wasn’t entirely true. Jody could take him into custody, but she couldn’t talk to him without his parents present. She hoped the little brat didn’t know that though.

After a moment, the three of them hastened away, leaving the kid they’d been pressing into the fence still standing in his former pose, looking somewhere between angry and defeated.

Jody reached out and put a hand on his shoulder, trying not to take it personally when he shrugged her way. She reminded herself it was a difficult age. “Are you okay?”

After a moment, he nodded, though he still looked angry. “I’m fine.”

“What’s your name?”

“Kevin.” He looked down.

“Do you have a last name, Kevin?”

He seemed reluctant to part with it, but he nodded, though he didn’t quite look at her. “Abernathy. I live with my grandpa, Silas Abernathy, if you’re going to tell him about this.” He lifted his head then, and he had an expression of resignation. “Grandpa told me to hit them back, but I don’t think Mom would like that.”

“They hit you?” Jody frowned at the news.

He shrugged a shoulder. “Not so much as shoving and stuff, plus name-calling and just making me generally miserable. Grandpa says I should knock out Chase, since he’s the biggest one, and the other two will leave me alone. But Mom always said I had to turn the other cheek, or something like that.” He shrugged again.

“Maybe you should talk to your mom and see how she thinks you should handle it.”

A wave of sadness settled over Kevin, and grief was clear in his expression. “Mom died a few months ago. I’ve been living with Grandpa since.”

Jody’s heart squeezed in sympathy. Though she had been an adult when her father died two years ago, the loss still bothered her. She couldn’t imagine how much worse it would be if she’d been a teenager when he passed away. “I’m here to pick up Jason Saros. I’ll give you a ride home while I’m at it.”

He looked torn for a moment. “I can walk okay.”

Jody struggled for a soothing tone, wishing she knew how to better handle children. “I’m sure you could. I just thought you might like to have a ride in the SUV. We could even turn on the siren if you want.”

He gave her an impatient look as he rolled his eyes. “I’m twelve, not two.”

Jody had to stifle a laugh at the set-down. “Sorry. I’m not really sure what kids are into. I would’ve thought you were thirteen or fourteen, since you’re so tall.”

He stood up then and grinned for the first time, though it was brief. “Mom said I look a lot like my dad.”

Jody wanted to ask where his dad was, but it was obvious he wasn’t in the picture if the boy was living with his grandfather. Instead, she said, “Why don’t you head on to the SUV? You can’t miss it, and it’s unlocked. I’ll get Jason, and we’ll be there in a minute.” She thought he might feel better being in the sheriff’s SUV, which should dissuade the little terrors from bothering him, though Jody believed she had sent them on their way, at least for this particular day.

She walked into the school, seeing Jason standing in the hallway. He didn’t seem surprised to see her, but she asked, “Did your mom let you know I was picking you up?”

He nodded, looking just a little shy. “She sent me a text message.”

Jody was surprised that he had a cell phone at age nine, but then she realized it probably made life easier for Aoife as a single mother. “Are you ready, or do I need to do anything before we go?”

He shrugged. “I think we’re ready.”

Jody couldn’t help feeling like a criminal herself as she put a hand on Jason’s shoulder and led him out of the school. She half-expected someone to stop her and call her name, or boldly step in front of her and tell her she couldn’t take a child that wasn’t hers. Instead, no one seemed to pay them any attention at all, and she wasn’t certain if she was relieved or a little perturbed that it was so easy to take a child that wasn’t hers from the elementary school.

Once she and Jason were in the SUV, she rolled down the window to let in a little fresh air, though there was just a slight chill since it was in the early stages of fall. She departed the elementary school and drove down half a block to the high school, scanning until she saw Tyla. The girl had her hair in braids, and they were confined in an elegant knot, but it was the purple dye that really made her noticeable. Jody pulled up alongside the girl, who stood with a few other people, and had Jason roll down his window. She leaned across him a little to ask, “Do you need a ride home, Tyla?”

The teenager frowned at her. “I’m just fine. I’m not a baby.” She sounded defensive and angry, and it was clear she was embarrassed.

Jody vaguely recalled how distressing everything out of the norm was at that age, so she didn’t bother to argue. She simply nodded and accelerated away.

“My sister is such a butt sometimes,” said Jason in a conversational tone before turning slightly in his seat to look at Kevin, who had taken the backseat behind the grate. “Who are you?” The tone was friendly, and the question was direct.

“Kevin. And you’re Jason Saros. I saw your artwork in the cafeteria. It looks good.”

Jason beamed, clearly pleased to have the older boy’s approval, and they chatted a little bit before Jody had to break in to get directions to Silas’s house. Kevin told her where to go, and she pulled up a few minutes later in front of a small house that looked well-kept, recently painted, and with magnificent rosebushes lining the walk. She turned to Jason. “Will you be all right in the car for a moment while I walk Kevin to the door?”

Jason frowned. “Of course, I will. I’m nine.”

She half-expected him to tack on he wasn’t a baby, so she was relieved when he didn’t. She must have a knack for offending all the kids.

She slid out of the SUV and walked with Kevin, who looked a little uncomfortable to have her alongside. “Are you going to tell my grandpa about what happened?”

Jody frowned. “I’m just going to let him know there’s an issue.”

Kevin clearly didn’t like that, but he must’ve decided it wasn’t worth arguing about either, because he shrugged and opened the front door. He stepped inside and called, “Grandpa, the sheriff wants to talk to you,” before disappearing inside without another word to Jody.

An older man appeared less than a minute later. He had sparkling blue eyes, though his pale skin was lined with age, and he had stark white hair. He wore a cardigan and khakis, and he seemed like the quintessential grandfather.

He was also frowning as he stepped outside, not inviting Jody in. “Has Kevin done something? If he smacked one of those little brats—”

Jody held up a hand, pleased to see the grandfather was ready to defend his grandson. “It’s nothing like that, though I did interrupt the three of them harassing Kevin. I just wanted to make sure you’re aware of the situation, and I wanted to know a little bit about him.”

Silas’s aggressive stance relaxed slightly, and he sighed. “The poor kid is a little lost. He’s tall for his age, and I keep telling him that if he’d just smack that Chase in the face, that would be the end of his problems.”

Jody frowned. “I know that was the advice we often got as kids, but things have changed so much these days. When I was still in Woodburn, I had to go to the school a couple of different times and arrest kids who got into a fight, and often, they were the ones who were finally just fed up and fought back. It didn’t matter to the school or the law though. Both kids were considered equally responsible.”

Silas looked disgusted. “Things sure have changed, and definitely not for the better. The boy keeps telling me Sarah wouldn’t want him to fight back, and I guess she understood all these newfangled rules and such. You have to understand, I’m not encouraging the boy to be violent. I just know you have to stand up to bullies.”

Jody nodded. “I don’t disagree. If I had kids, I would probably raise them not to start a fight, but if they get in a fight, they should be the one to finish it.”

A grudging trace of respect appeared in the older man’s expression. “I guess you could get in trouble for saying something like that.”

Jody shrugged. “I suppose so. Have you spoken to the school?”

“Kevin begged me not to. He didn’t want to be a snitch.”

Jody nodded her understanding. As much as things had change, some of them still remained the same. She sighed. “It’s such a difficult age, and little monsters like that make it even more difficult.”

“And he lost his mother just a few months ago. Sarah had an aneurysm. They were in the middle of dinner when it burst. Of course, Kevin called nine-one-one, but there was nothing they could do. She was already gone by the time they got there. The poor boy watched his mother die, holding her in his arms as she did so. No wonder he’s all messed up, and he’s having a little trouble fitting in. Those little sharks sense blood in the water, and they circle around. That’s why I wish he would just stand up to them and deal with the consequences, but I don’t want him to be in too much trouble either. It just doesn’t seem fair that he can be expelled or worse for finally fighting back.”

Jody nodded her agreement. “If I get a chance, maybe I can speak with the principal.” She wanted to talk to him or her about safety protocols anyway. “They might have some ideas for us.”

Silas smiled then. “I sure do appreciate you taking on this issue on Kevin’s behalf, Sheriff Shaw. I haven’t had a chance to formally meet you yet, but you seem like you’ll be good for Harrow Bay.”

Jody warmed under the praise. “I’m certainly trying to be. I’ll let you get back to whatever you were doing, since I need to get Deputy Saros’s son to her, but I’ll keep you apprised if I find out anything from the principal.”
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