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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 books 9-12 of 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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Necromancy & Knee Pains
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Powered-up, Liquored-up, or Fired-up? Or All Of The Above? This Festival Means Trouble.

THE ASH MOON FESTIVAL brings an influx of magical tourists all seeking to power-up with the ley lines in Harrow Bay. Jody’s busy enough with that issue, but when Sally Gilling’s cousin comes to town, she’s spread even thinner. Ingrid is a powerful necromancer, and she’s determined to avenge Sally’s disgrace. 

Willa is learning more about herself and finds courage she didn’t expect. Unfortunately, her decision to act is a bad idea, and she’s in over her head.

Isabel does Internet magic (again!) that practically explodes her knees, landing her in a wheelchair for a while. With a necromancer in town, determined to get vengeance, and with Isabel as her #1 priority target, it’s a bad time to be incapacitated, even if Isabel is hell on wheels. 

When Ingrid proves to be more than Jody can handle, she makes a desperate choice. With the fate of everyone in Harrow Bay hanging in the balance, can she find a way to defeat a necromancer, save the people she loves, and still find time for a romantic Valentine’s Day date with Drake?
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Chapter One 
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JODY 

“You don’t have to come with me and hover around,” said Isabel, shooting her a resentful glare.

Jody ignored her grandmother’s tone. “Your knees have been bothering you, so I want to make sure you get to the store and back. I wish you would let me drive you.”

Isabel snorted. “As if that would’ve helped anything.  I stop using my knees, and I’ll be completely wrecked.”

Jody didn’t try to argue. She had earlier, but it was futile then and would be now. Instead, she just walked alongside Isabel as they made their way to the grocery store so her grandmother could stock up on snacks. Jody just hoped they managed to avoid running into the mayor, who didn’t seem to spend much of his time at his grocery store at least. 

Ever since his wife shot him in the butt in the throes of a love spell, Adam Carroll had given Jody a wide berth, and she appreciated it. The few times they’d been forced to interact, it had been full of awkward silences, and she doubted he was any more eager to see her than she was to see him. Still, with his shop being the only grocery store in town, what other choice was there but to shop at Carroll’s Grocery from time to time?

As she and Isabel turned the corner, coming closer to the store, a flurry of activity diverted Jody’s attention away from the destination. “Hang on, Gram. I need to check this out.”

Isabel seemed undecided for a moment, and then she heaved a sigh and followed behind Jody. “Just what my knees need. More walking.”

“You can wait by the store if you want.” Jody offered the option carelessly, since her attention was mostly focused on the activities of the mayor and his wife.

“Hang it a little higher, Sam,” called up Vicki to the man standing on the ladder. He was adjusting a banner on the right side that was hanging from a telephone pole.

She stopped walking as she got close enough to catch the mayor’s eye. She didn’t miss his grimace, and it probably matched the one on her face—one that grew slightly when Vicki turned as though preternaturally aware of their arrival.

The woman’s sour expression either came from her displeasure at seeing Jody, or she had sucked on an entire bag of lemons. That seemed to be her default expression around Jody anyway, and she couldn’t possibly imagine the woman was sucking on lemons all day long. She nodded to her but didn’t speak. Instead, she turned her attention to the mayor. “What’s all this, sir?”

“It’s just a welcome banner for the Ash Moon Festival.” He waved to the sign.

Jody spent a moment reading:

Welcome To The Ash Moon Festival: Rest. Rejuvenate. Recharge.

It sounded like an ad for a day spa. There was also a picture of a golden quarter-moon that looked like it might burst out of the banner in its brightness. Inexplicably, it was surrounded by hearts, and she frowned. “What’s an Ash Moon, and why is it a festival?”

“It’s a time of year when a lot of witches and other supernaturals recharge.” Vicki’s tone was brisk, but it wasn’t quite as cold as usual, revealing some of her enthusiasm for the topic. “Since we have powerful ley lines and the Hell gate, it often draws people to the town for the festival. It’s great fun, and—”

“An infusion of cash the town desperately needs,” said the mayor with a chuckle. 

Jody frowned. “When is this festival?”

“This weekend.”

Her scowl deepened. “Don’t you think you should have mentioned it to me so I could be prepared with extra security, and perhaps deputize a few people?”

Vicki laughed, but it was a frosty sound. “I’m sure you can handle whatever might come your way, Sheriff Shaw.”

She ignored Vicki to focus on Adam. “I just can’t believe you didn’t tell me beforehand.”

He frowned for a moment and then shrugged. “It just never occurred to me. The last sheriff knew all about it, since he’d served us for many years. Michael and Aoife can fill you in, but I think you’re worrying for nothing. We’ve never had to add extra security before.” That seemed to be the end of the matter as far as he was concerned, because he turned away from her. “Sam, you have it two inches too high on the right now.”

Vicki spun around. “No, it’s perfect.”

“Dear, it’s obviously higher on the right side than the left side.”

Vicki’s tone chilled. “I can tell perfectly well that it’s level and ideal just as it is.”

Jody and Isabel exchanged a glance as they slowly backed away before turning from the arguing couple and hurrying to the grocery store. 

“That festival sounds like it could be fun. Maybe I can give my magic a recharge.”

Jody hid a grimace at the idea of her grandmother becoming more powerful. That was what Isabel desired, but since Gram lacked basic control over her spells, and they tended to go sideways to cause mischief and mayhem, the idea of her being a more powerful witch didn’t sit well with Jody. 

She made a noncommittal sound as they grabbed a cart and walked through the store. She resisted the urge to hurry her grandmother along, seeing signs of pain in her face. Her knees had been bothering her a lot more lately, but she was stubbornly determined to do as much as she ever did. Jody supposed there was some validity to Isabel’s theory that if she stopped using her knees, they could get even worse, but she hated to see her grandmother in pain. 

She also felt guilty for wanting to rush her along, but she couldn’t help feeling a little anxiety about the forthcoming festival. She’d only ever experienced those sorts of celebrations in larger cities, where they often brought their own wave of crime from petty pickpocketing to assault, and even an occasional rape. She couldn’t imagine that would be the case in Harrow Bay, but she still wanted to review security and hear more about it from the deputies. 

Finally, her grandmother seemed content with her snacks, and they went to the register. Jody wasn’t at all surprised to find herself schlepping the three bags back home for Isabel after her grandmother craftily insisted her knees hurt too much to put extra weight on them. Despite having volunteered, she couldn’t help feeling slightly manipulated into the shopping trip, but there was no denying the flash of pain in Isabel’s expression when she climbed the stairs back at their place moments later.

Once Isabel had opened the door and stepped aside for her, Jody took her snacks into the kitchen and set them on the table. “Are you able to put it away by yourself?”

“Of course. I’m nearly eighty, not five.”

She didn’t respond to the acerbic rejoinder other than to nod. “I need to get to work then. Have a good day, Gram.” She was already past her usual arrival time by at least an hour, but it hadn’t felt right to let Isabel go to the store alone.

Jody took her SUV this time, arriving at the Sheriff’s Station not very long after she’d set out. When she entered, Tara was on the phone, and Michael and Aoife stood near the coffeemaker. Michael arched a brow. “We were just starting to think you might be not be coming in today, Jody.”

“I had to help Gram with something. I guess maybe it’s a good thing I did, because nobody’s mentioned the Ash Moon Festival to me, and I just found out about it.”

Beez appeared from behind the coffee cabinet then, making Jody startle slightly with surprise and speculate if he’d wear a bell around his neck in future. Probably not. “I love the Ash Moon Festival. People really know how to party, and since it mostly draws supernaturals, I’m not invisible or likely to cause a freak-out among the normies.”

“I just didn’t know anything about it, and now I’m worried we might not have an adequate security detail in place for the weekend.”

“It’s probably fine if we just have our usual schedule,” said Michael. “I don’t recall any trouble last year.”

Aoife scoffed. “That’s because you were off that weekend, remember? I was the one working, and there were most definitely issues that needed to be handled. Mostly, a bunch of drunks, but also supernaturals freshly recharged on a big dose of power and wanting to use it.” She nodded definitively to Jody. “We definitely need a better arrangement than we had last year. I was run ragged, but Michael doesn’t remember. He was partying while the sheriff and I were working.”

“Hey, that’s not fair. I asked for it off weeks in advance.”

Aoife shrugged. “I’m not saying you shouldn’t have had time off and enjoyed yourself, Michael. I’m just pointing out you didn’t see the other side of it.”

Jody was more inclined to listen to Aoife, who had experience working the festival, so she asked, “How many more people do you think we need?”

“Oh, maybe one more deputy, and I hate to ruin anyone’s fun, but I don’t think the three of us should have time off, at least not the entire weekend. I think we’d better stagger our shifts so someone’s always fresh.”

Jody nodded her agreement. “Who can we get as an extra deputy? I guess I could contact the state police again. Maybe they could send Eileen, or perhaps Bob Smith.” She shuddered slightly at mentioning Bob Smith’s name, though she knew the demon Honsiu had been the one controlling him, and the man hadn’t been nearly as unpleasant as he’d seemed during his possession.

“I can do it,” said Beez.

Jody’s eyebrows dipped, and she looked down at him. “You can be a deputy?”

He nodded, looking confident. “I know how to shoot, and don’t let the fingers fool you, because they’re actually an asset to holding a gun.”

She glanced at his fingers automatically, though she didn’t really need to. She already knew he only had four, and the middle finger was the longest of them, with the others basically the same length. She cleared her throat. “Can you handle people though? What if they can’t see you, or they panic?”

“It’s their fault if they freak out, but I’m telling you, Sheriff, you’ll mostly have supernatural problems to deal with this weekend, if any at all. Everyone who will be attending can see me, and I’ve got this.”

Jody debated for a moment. On one hand, Beez wasn’t particularly intimidating, at least when she got past the fact he was a demon. She wasn’t certain how much authority he could convey or intimidation he could cause should it be necessary. On the other hand, he was there, and it saved her the task of trying to find someone else to be willing to work through the weekend as a temporary deputy who was somewhat qualified to do so. “All right, we’ll give it a try.”

He grinned. “Excellent. I think I’ll go update my accounts.” As he sauntered away, he was chuckling. “Deputy Beez. I like the sound of that, though not quite as much as I like the sound of Sheriff Beez.”

“Keep dreaming,” called Jody after him, though she couldn’t help a small laugh of her own. Beez had a way of growing on her, but she was still surprised by a surge of affection at his antics. She never would’ve imagined when she first came to Harrow Bay nearly three-fourths of a year ago that she would end up having a soft spot for the annoying little demon.

“Aoife, I’m going to put you in charge of scheduling. Make sure Michael has at least one evening he can have fun, and I guess try to do the same for you and me if you’re interested. Otherwise, just make sure we have coverage at all times.”

Aoife nodded. “Are you authorizing overtime if necessary?”

“Why not? It’s the state’s dime, not mine.” She grinned as she said that, though they all knew most of the budget came from Harrow Bay, not the state. “Who knows, they might have to cut the mayor’s salary a little bit to cover ours.” She couldn’t help a happy chuckle at that.

Jody immersed herself in the usual morning routine after that, answering two calls, one of which required taking an in-person report, and as she was returning to the Sheriff’s Station, she saw Drake’s motorcycle parked in the parking lot. Her heart did a little flip of excitement, and her stomach churned for a moment. It felt like a colony of butterflies had taken flight, and she was slightly nonplussed at the reaction. She was behaving like a fool, like...

A woman in love.

She beamed as she slid out of her SUV, once more reliving the moment when Drake first declared his love, and she had said the words too. That had been two months ago, give or take, and they’d both said it a few times since, but there was nothing like that first exchange to make her grin like an idiot. 

Drake hadn’t entered the Sheriff’s Station yet, and he was waiting for her as she stepped around the corner. He leaned casually against the station, a booted foot propped against the wall while his other was angled slightly out in front of him. He looked casual and at ease, and he would’ve been the definition of cool if it weren’t for his goofy grin. 

Since she was sure it matched hers, and she couldn’t seem to control the way it blossomed on her face, she didn’t even try to tease him about it. They grinned at each other for a full second, not speaking. There was a sizzle of awareness between them, and it was safe to say the new hadn’t worn off on their relationship.

Jody took a step toward him, grasping handfuls of his denim jacket. “I wasn’t expecting you today. Not until tonight anyway.”

“I lucked out. The bounty I was after evaded my territory, and he was scooped up by someone else. I’m off the hook until the next assignment.”

Her smile changed, becoming one of relief. “Excellent. In that case, maybe you’d like to work part-time as my deputy this weekend? I mean, I’ve already technically hired Beez for the role, so you wouldn’t want to step on his toes, but I could probably use your help.”

He frowned. “For the Ash Moon Festival?” At her nod, he shrugged a shoulder. “I’ll help out if you need it, but I don’t expect you will. I’ve been to several of them, and it’s mostly an excuse for people to celebrate, get drunk, and occasionally behave in a rowdy manner that might require the voice of authority to intercede. I think the biggest crime we’ve ever had is someone pickpocketing.”

“That’s a relief then. Maybe you and I can enjoy one weekend night together. Aoife is supposed to be scheduling me some time off to enjoy the festival.”

He looked intrigued as he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her closer. “I can think of things I’d rather do, but if you really want to traipse around this town in the middle of February, who am I to complain?”

“I hear this year, it coincides with Valentine’s Day.”

He scowled. “Are you a Valentine’s Day person?”

Jody started to shake her head, but then she hesitated. “Honestly, I’ve never been in any kind of serious relationship around Valentine’s Day, so it’s never made much of an impression on me. This year feels a little different, doesn’t it?”

He made a scoffing sound, but his grin betrayed him. “It’s just like any other day to me.”

She slapped him lightly on the chest. “You’re such a jerk sometimes.”

“So, let me get this straight? The hardhearted sheriff of Harrow Bay expects me to do the whole romance song and dance routine? I suppose you want a fancy dinner, chocolates, flowers, and elegant words?”

She felt a little self-conscious when he phrased it that way, though he was clearly teasing. “I’m not saying we have to make a big deal out of—”

He put his finger to her lips. “Shush. I’d be happy to indulge you. You don’t usually let me do romantic gestures, so Saturday night, it’s a date. We’ll hit the festival, and then we might do something else. What do you think?”

Jody nodded. “I think it could be fun, but you really don’t have to go over the top with anything, since I’d feel better staying near the festival even if I’m not officially scheduled. I’d be happy with just dinner together, and maybe a walk holding hands. And chocolates. Gotta have those.”

He laughed as his hand slipped lower, cupping her buttocks in the sheriff’s uniform. “We do have to keep your pleasing curves.”

Jody wriggled away. “I think you’re becoming a bit too familiar with the sheriff in public.”

His chuckle was full of his obviously lusty thoughts. “That’s because I’m very familiar with the sheriff in private.”

Jody was surprised at the flush that passed over her face. She could feel it heating her skin, though she wanted to dismiss it as a hot flash rather than a silly, girlish reaction to his flirtation. She cleared her throat and tried for a more businesslike tone. “What brings you by, Drake?”

With a sigh, he stood up, abandoning his casual post and obviously realizing she was trying to reassert a level of professionalism, at least for the outside world. “I thought we might have lunch together.”

“That sounds perfect.” When he held out his arm, she had no hesitation in slipping hers through it. She could be professional and still walk in an intimate way with her boyfriend, couldn’t she? If not, she didn’t really care.
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Chapter Two
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ISABEL

She couldn’t stand another minute of this pain. Her knees were driving her crazy, and it was worse than she’d led Willa and Jody to believe. It was almost bad enough that Isabel considered going to the doctor, but she wasn’t quite ready to take that extreme action. Instead, she decided to turn to magic. It seemed like magic could fix anything, as long as she could wield it, and she was confident she was getting better. She’d been studying with Hersch three times a week, and she was making progress. Why not try the healing spell she’d found online the other night?

Isabel grimaced and cursed at the flashes of pain as she crossed over to the printer to remove the paper she’d just printed. She’d searched for a while to find a spell that was just incantations and intention, rather than requiring ceremonies, potions, or magical items. If she had all those things at her disposal, she probably would’ve found something much faster, but it seemed like a viable spell as she reviewed it.

She moved to the bed and sat down on the end, once more reading through the words. Whichever helpful person had posted it online, they’d also included a pronunciation guide, and she relied on that to help her sound out some of the Latin words with which she was unfamiliar. It was impossible to practice magic without learning some Latin, but just because she understood how some of the syllables were pronounced now didn’t mean she was fluent in the language.

Her brow furrowed as she read through one final time, along with the accompanying post that guaranteed it would help reduce swollen joints. The poster of the spell had used it successfully for a sports injury and had been able to run a marathon the next day, at least if one could believe the Internet. Isabel knew that wasn’t always a good idea, but the user had a generally high rating and good reputation among the forum of magic users. It seemed like a safe enough spell to try. 

If it didn’t work, she hadn’t lost anything, and she would regretfully make an appointment with one of the town doctors she hadn’t met yet. Isabel firmly believed part of her long life and good health was because she avoided doctors as much as possible. They had a tendency to find everything wrong with a body, even when it was something minor, and she preferred to deal with it on her own.

With a deep breath, she lifted the page in front of her and began to speak the invocation. Most of the words flowed easily, and she was almost to the end when she nearly panicked. There was a part she was supposed to fill in to address the problem with whatever affected body part she was trying to change. She racked her brain for a moment, trying to recall the medical term for knee. 

Patella came to mind, and she hoped that was it. She also hoped it was based on Latin. She supposed she could look it up, but she was afraid to stop the spell in mid-speaking.  Hersch once told her it was usually worse to leave a spell unfinished than it was to try to finish, even if you weren’t confident you could complete it. Of course, he had been talking about taking the glow from a firefly, which she’d failed spectacularly to do.

She pushed that reminder out of her head, threw in the word paella, and finished the invocation. Wait. Had she said patella or paella? Oops. It probably didn’t matter, right?

For a second, she didn’t feel any different. With a harrumph, she set aside the paper. “Bunch of Internet nonsense—” She broke off abruptly then, because her knees started to tingle. At first, it was a pleasing warmth that spread through them, and she was convinced the spell had worked. It was only when the pleasant heat turned to a burning pain that she considered the idea she might’ve done something wrong, or perhaps it was just a bad spell.

Sharp pains went through her kneecaps, and Isabel gritted her teeth. She tried to breathe deeply through the pain, and she probably could have managed to do so. It wasn’t the pain itself that caused her to scream Willa’s name. Rather, it was looking down and realizing her knees were swelling against the slacks she wore. In seconds, they threatened to tear the seams, and she screamed Willa’s name again.

By the time her daughter arrived in the room, Isabel’s pants had split at the knees, and they were still continuing to grow. “Help me.”

Willa stood there frozen for half a second before she blinked. “What did you do?”

“It’s a new spell I tried. I was tired of hurting.” Isabel cried out then, unable to hold in the expression of pain. She’d never experienced anything quite this bad, except perhaps when she’d given birth. Even then, it had come in waves and wasn’t a constant pain like this. “You’d better call Hersch.”

Willa reached into her pocket and swiped her phone. She dialed as Isabel dictated his number between grunts of pain and through gritted teeth.

“Is this Hersch?” After a pause, Willa said, “This is Isabel’s daughter. She’s done something foolish. I think she needs your help. Yes, there’s something wrong with her knees.” Pause. “There’s swelling. They’ve exceeded the capacity of her pants, and the seams have split.” Another pause. “Yes, I can tell she’s in a lot of pain.”

Isabel was only partially paying attention to the conversation. It was all she could do to manage the agony. When her daughter called her name, she blinked open her eyes. “What?”

“Repeat after me. He says it’ll stop the spell.” She muttered something from Hersch, but her words were difficult to make out.

“What?” Isabel snapped in irritation. “I can’t understand you.”

“Say this exactly as I do: Saa-waah-dee-ah.”

“Sa-wa-de? Eh, that can’t be it. That’s Thai food.” Isabel was about to launch into a lecture on the importance of elocution, but the cessation of pain caught her attention instead. She looked down, and her knees had stopped swelling. She breathed a small sigh of relief, but it was quickly washed away as pain radiated outward from her overly swollen knees. “It didn’t stop anything.”

“Yes, it did. They’re no longer growing. That’s all Hersch can do. He says you have to go to the hospital. He told me to ask for Dr. Scott Carlson.”

Isabel started to protest, but then the pain came again. It took her a moment to realize Willa was calling for an ambulance. Once again, she started to argue that she hardly needed that, but the mere thought of standing up on her knees, with them ballooned to such gigantic proportions, was daunting. Instead, she sat quietly, though it went against her nature. “That stupid spell. When I get back from the hospital after they fix this, I’m going to post a scathing review about that girl’s magic.”

“Caveat emptor,” said Willa in a sassy voice.

Isabel glared at her.

“It means buyer beware.”

“I know what it means. I didn’t pay anything for the spell.”

“Then it’s probably worth exactly how much you paid for it.” Willa shook her head. “Honestly, Mother, I don’t know what gets into you sometimes. After the disaster with the love spell, haven’t you learned anything?”

“I’m tired of being in pain.” Isabel knew her voice was gruff, and she was grouchier than Willa deserved, but it was impossible to modulate her tone. “It hurts, okay?”

Willa’s lower lip trembled for a moment, and then she straightened her shoulders. “I’m sure it does, Mother, but most people go to the doctor. I’m really sorry you’re in pain, but—”

“I brought it on myself, so I deserve it?” She resisted the urge to stick out her tongue at her daughter.

Willa frowned. “Of course not. I was going to say but I don’t think this problem can be handled with magic, okay?”

Isabel muttered to herself, but she didn’t exactly argue. Unfortunately, she had a sinking feeling Willa was correct this time. Magic seemed to have exacerbated the problem rather than solved it.

Thankfully, Willa spared her any further lectures, and emergency services arrived shortly thereafter. They didn’t ask any questions, so Willa assumed they must have some knowledge of the paranormal aspects of Harrow Bay. How could one work emergency services and not see some of the effects?

The two gentlemen lifted her onto the stretcher, and despite her pain, she sent a flirtatious grin to the older one, who was probably around Jody’s age. “It’s been a long time since a man held me like this, let alone two.”

He looked haunted, and he cleared his throat. The younger one beside him stifled a giggle, and Isabel winked at him. That was enough to wipe the grin off his face, and he looked as concerned as his older partner. “Relax, boys. I don’t bite, at least not if you don’t ask me to.” 

When they lifted the gurney, that distracted her from banter, because the pain started all over again. It must be from lying in a new position or the jostling of the bed as they wheeled her out of her house and to the ambulance. They lifted her in, and Willa followed behind her. Neither EMT objected, and the older one went around to the front to drive.

“Since we’re spending so much time together, what’s your name?” asked Isabel through gritted teeth, and she sounded unfriendly. That hadn’t been her intention. Pain was just consuming her.

Either he realized that, or he shrugged off any perceived rudeness, because he just gave her a polite smile. “I’m Tim.”

“Does your mom know you’re out this late, Tim?” Isabel cackled, though it was all for show. Pain was thrumming through her legs, making it difficult to focus on anything of importance or even unimportance.

He said something, but she lost the response as she closed her eyes and gritted her teeth to keep from crying out again. Isabel wasn’t one to show her weaknesses, particularly when they were self-induced. She wouldn’t give anyone the satisfaction. Not that she truly believed her daughter was sitting around glorying in Isabel’s mistake. Willa was more gracious than that as a rule.

It felt like forever to reach the hospital, but at least they took her straight back into the emergency room. She didn’t even have to fill out paperwork. Willa was stuck with that thankless task, and Isabel was soon greeted by a handsome young doctor a few years Jody’s junior. 

He had ebony skin, thick curls, and warm brown eyes. His smile and body language instantly put her at ease, and it wasn’t just because the minute he got closer, he put his palms over her knees, and they started to lesson in pain. “It’s not quite as good as Vicodin, but it’s faster.” He winked at her.

She nodded her agreement. “Hersch said I should see Dr. Carlson.” She looked at his nametag, confirming that was him.

Dr. Carlson nodded. “I’m aware. He called me at home to give me a warning, and I headed in.”

“Why you specifically? Are you a knee surgeon?”

He shrugged. “I’m an emergency room doctor first, but I can do emergency surgery if I have to. It’s a smaller hospital system, so a lot of us do double duty. Unfortunately, I think you’re going to need total knee replacements.”

She glared. “I really don’t want surgery.”

He didn’t falter. “You might not have needed it if you’d handled it properly by seeing a doctor without trying to do a spell which you clearly weren’t able to master.” 

There was a hint of scolding in his tone, but it reverted to a more soothing octave a moment later. “You’re in good hands, Isabel. Unfortunately, we’re going to have to do both knees at once to undo this damage. Normally, I wouldn’t do that, but there’s no choice.”

She grimaced as she shifted slightly. “I’m fine. Whatever you did really helped a lot.”

“I’m sure it took the edge off, but it wasn’t enough to heal you by any means. It certainly isn’t going to last more than a little while. You’re going to have to do surgery if you want to save your legs.”

Isabel’s eyes widened as she realized the gravity of the situation. She had really messed up this time. For a moment, a surge of anger went through her, fully directed at the Internet and the magical forum where she was a member. As quickly as it had come on, it faded in light of the multiple facts that surfaced in her mind. 

She hadn’t fully prepared for the spell the way she should have, she’d miss the part where she had to add in information of her own, and she’d also neglected to recall that she wasn’t very proficient with magic. She really had no one but herself to blame, and it wasn’t fair to be angry with others. “Fine. I guess you can cut me open. Does that delight you?” Just because she wasn’t blaming anyone didn’t mean she had to be happy about the situation.

He sent her an admonishing look as Willa joined them. “Who’s this lovely young woman?”

“Willa Shaw, Isabel’s daughter.” Willa blushed and giggled. “I’m old enough to be your mother at least.”

“Possibly your grandmother,” said Isabel in a saccharine tone.

Neither Willa nor Dr. Carlson paid any attention to her contribution. Instead, they conferred about her forthcoming surgery. Isabel wanted to remind them she was right there, but it wasn’t like they were really leaving her out. They were looking at her and including her. She just didn’t have anything to say. She was feeling mutinous about the whole thing, and she was half-tempted to march out of the hospital. Only the knowledge that she didn’t think she could stand up long on her knees kept her right there on the hospital bed.

“This is certainly an interesting way to bypass the usual insurance procedures,” said Dr. Carlson as he concluded his talk with Willa. “I’ll see if we have a general surgeon who can come in. I’ll be the assistant, since I’m not officially a surgeon.”

“I’m not sure I want some stranger cutting open my knees.”

Dr. Carlson gave her a firm look. “It’s not like you have a choice, Ms. Campbell.”

“Yeah, I got it.” She waited until he left the room before turning to Willa. “My will’s in my bedside table.”

Willa flinched. “Mother, I don’t need to know that. Nothing’s going to happen to you. It’s a pretty routine procedure.”

“You don’t know that. I could have a reaction to anesthesia and die. I could spike a high fever, get sepsis, and die. I could bleed out in the operating room, or my knees could explode. There’re all kinds of things that could go wrong.” She realized she was practically delighting in listing them for Willa, who flinched each time she offered up a possibility. 

When it sank in she was talking about things that could actually happen to her though, Isabel shut her mouth quickly. “My point is, you don’t know what’s going to happen, so just listen. Indulge your mother. I know it’s not like you to do so, but can I have your cooperation for just a few minutes?”

With a sigh that suggested Willa found herself to be the injured party when Isabel was clearly the victim in all this, she sat down beside her mother. “Okay, what do you need to tell me?”

“I leave all my possessions to you and Jody. It’s all in the will.”

“And that’s in your bedside drawer?”

“Yes. Er, you probably don’t want to open the top drawer. Those are my private things.”

“The private things the movers spilled all over your room?” That seemed to be as close as Willa could get to discussing the incident with the box of sex toys when they’d first moved to Harrow Bay.

Isabel gave her a tight nod. “I’ve written my life story. It’s on my computer, but it needs to be edited, and I was waiting for a grand finale. You’ll have to add the postscript for me about how I died. Can you please make it sound more noble? Don’t admit it was because of a spell I did from the Internet.”

Willa looked stunned. “Mother, I really don’t think you have life story material.”

She grumped. “I’ve been alive for almost eighty years, young lady. I’ve had plenty of life experiences worth writing about. People would line up in droves to get autographed copies of my autobiography, if I weren’t dead when you publish it posthumously. I just can’t finish until I know how it’s all going to end. That’ll fall on you if I die tonight.”

Willa closed her eyes for a moment, as though she was actually in pain. When they opened, she just nodded in an accepting way. “Of course, Mother. What else can I do for you?”

“I guess that’s everything. You know I love you, don’t you, Willa?”

“Of course I do, Mother.”

“Where’s Jody? I’d like to talk to her before my surgery.”

Willa paled then. “Oh, my goodness. I didn’t even think to call her.” Her hands were shaking as she reached into her purse to fish out her cell phone. In seconds, she had Jody on the line, and she’d clearly managed to stir up Isabel’s granddaughter into a panicked state when she hung up a few minutes later.

“You didn’t have to get her high-strung and worried about rushing right over.”

Willa’s mouth dropped open. “You’re the one who said you wanted to talk to her before your surgery.”

“That’s true, but I didn’t mean for you to scare her to death. It’s no big deal.”

“It could be. You can die from anesthesia or a fever or sepsis—”

Isabel put up a hand, rolling her eyes. She recognized her own words being used against her, but Willa wasn’t doing it in an ironic way. She was obviously genuinely concerned. That cut through Isabel’s irritation, and she reached over to take Willa’s hands. “It’s going to be okay, girl. Pull yourself together, and if I don’t get a chance to tell Jody I love her, she knows. I want you to relay it anyway though. And tell her to hang on to that Drake. He’s a good boy.”

“He is a good boy, even if he’s half-demon.” Willa seemed shakier than her, and Isabel was the one about to undergo emergency surgery.

“I guess that’s about all. I can’t think of anything that’ll shock you too badly that you don’t already know about.” 

“I’m reasonably aware of all the mischief you’ve caused, and the secrets in your room. At least you can’t do anything else while you’re in the hospital.”

Isabel chortled at her daughter’s words, realizing new knees would give her all kinds of new possibilities for mobility. The pain and swollen joints had been limiting her for the last few weeks, perhaps even months if she was being truthful with herself, but that would be a thing of the past. 

“You suddenly look happy.” Willa sounded accusatory.

Isabel gave her serene smile. “I’m just peachy, girl. I know things are going to be all right, and it’s like I’m going to have a new lease on life.” She cackled, which made Willa frown with concern. That just made Isabel laugh harder, and she was still laughing when the surgical unit came to retrieve her from the emergency room a few minutes later and take her to the bowels of the hospital to the operating room. It was only when they put the mask over her face and told her to count down from one hundred that some of her amusement faded, but Isabel lost track of everything after ninety-seven, and she was out. 
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Chapter Three
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WILLA

Willa couldn’t seem to stop pacing. Jody and Drake sat together in two of the uncomfortable hospital chairs, holding hands and whispering quietly upon occasion, but they mostly seemed lost in their own thoughts. Willa was in a similar situation. She didn’t feel up to making conversation, and it was difficult to keep the words that wanted to spill forth locked inside. 

Only knowing that yelling at her mother and cursing her silliness and stupidity in doing this wouldn’t serve to make anything better kept her quiet. It might make Willa feel temporarily better, but the mere idea of uttering the words, especially with Isabel undergoing surgery, made her writhe in shame. It was bad enough to feel angry with her mother for being so irresponsible. She certainly didn’t need to verbalize her emotions and have them spill over in a caustic way that would affect everyone.

As she turned another circuit in her self-imposed course, her shoes squeaking on the sturdy tile that seemed ubiquitous for hospital floors, she caught sight of the way Drake lightly held Jody’s hand and tenderly brushed hair off her forehead. It sent a pang of longing through her, making her think of Patty, as she wished she weren’t facing this crisis alone. 

It wasn’t even that she wanted Patty so much as just someone to lean on. She wished Elton were there with her. Unlike Patty, he hadn’t left her because he had a choice. Death had taken him, and she was fiercely angry about that for a moment too. A surge of rage went through her, tempting her to turn her fury on the nearest object, which happened to be the coffee dispensing machine. For a second, she could visualize pounding on it with her hands and kicking it with her feet as she screamed her frustration, anger, and worry, but the mere idea mortified her.

The reality of the reception such behavior would earn her was enough to revert Willa to a state of control, and anger left as quickly as it had surged through her. In its wake, she just felt tired, and she sank into the nearest chair, staring ahead but not really seeing. She must’ve gotten lost in thought, because it seemed like some time had passed when she heard sneakers in the hallway.

Dr. Carlson entered the waiting room a few seconds later, and he was wearing scrubs. He still had on his surgical cap, but his mask and outer gown were missing. There was a speck of blood on the sleeve of his scrubs, but Willa looked away from it pointedly, not wanting to dwell on the thought that it was her mother’s.

Judging from the doctor’s wide smile, she let her shoulders relax, though she didn’t entirely breathe a sigh of relief until he said, “She came through beautifully.”

“She’s going to be all right?” asked Willa as she surged to her feet, rushing toward the doctor. Jody and Drake stood behind her a second later.

He nodded and gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m sure she will be.” He leaned closer, dropping his tone a couple of octaves. “I slipped her some healing magic during the process, and I’ll be sure to give her a little more during my rounds while she’s with us for the next couple of days. It won’t give her miraculous healing time, but she should be up and around within a couple weeks.”

Willa didn’t bother to protest about magic. It seemed like one of the practical uses for it, so why would she complain if it helped her mother heal faster? “How long will she be in the hospital?”

“I think maybe a couple of days. That’s pretty unheard of for a woman her age having a total knee replacement on both legs, but she had a skilled surgeon and assistant.” His smile widened, and he winked. “I think Isabel will be just fine, as long as she stops doing magic off the Internet.”

Jody snorted. “Fat chance that’ll happen.”

Willa scowled at her daughter. “We’ll see that it does if I have to lock her up and keep her under constant surveillance.”

Jody frowned, clearly disagreeing with the idea, but she didn’t verbalize her viewpoint right then. Willa decided that was a smart move on her daughter’s part, since she was already feeling tenuous with her emotions.

“The bad news is, she’s going to be in a wheelchair for at least a couple of weeks. Maybe she’ll get out a little sooner depending on how quickly the healing magic works, but not months. I’ll guarantee that. She’s going to have a remarkably quick recovery, and if we were anywhere besides Harrow Bay, it might raise some eyebrows. It might raise a few around here, at least among those who choose to remain oblivious, but since she’s my patient, I doubt anyone will really notice.”

“Can’t you just heal her now and be done with it?”

He shook his head. “Magic doesn’t work that way, Mrs. Shaw. I mean, I guess it can if you use boosters and what-have-you, but I don’t have enough strength to completely heal her. It depletes my energy every time I heal, but I’m giving her the best care I can. You don’t have to worry about that.”

Willa softened her tone, realizing she had been somewhat combative. “Oh, I have no question about that, Dr. Carlson. I was just wondering if you could speed it up even further.” 

With a regretful shake of his head, he turned to Jody. “By the way, Sheriff, I got your paperwork and sent it back. Once it gets the bureaucratic stamp of approval, I guess I’ll be your new medical examiner.”

“I glad to hear that, Dr. Carlson.”

He grinned. “How many times do I have to tell you to call me Scott?”

Willa caught what felt like a flirtatious vibe from the doctor, but she was certain her daughter hadn’t realized it. Drake seemed to have as well, because his nostrils flared, and he looked a little less pleased with the doctor than he had a moment before. She cleared her throat. “Can we see Mother?”

“Quickly. She’s going to be in the post-op room for a while, and the best thing for her after that is to sleep. I’m going to let you have five minutes with her, because she’s technically still in recovery. Then I want you all to go home and get a good night’s rest. There’s nothing you can do for Isabel here, and she’s not in any immediate danger.”

Willa scowled. “I can’t just leave her here alone.”

Dr. Carlson came closer, putting a gentle hand on her mid-back as he steered her forward with a smooth motion he’d clearly practiced many times. “She’s not alone, Mrs. Shaw. She has some of the best nurses to take care of her, and she’s going to be mostly oblivious to any of them tonight.” 

He leaned closer, lowering his voice slightly. “The magic takes a toll on her too, and she’s going to need more rest than usual to get full use of it and recover. There truly is nothing you can do.” He’d lifted his head and returned to his normal speaking voice by the time he finished talking and led them from the waiting room.

Willa was convinced she would remain anyway, at least until spending a few minutes with her mother, who looked fine and as though she hadn’t just been through a rigorous emergency surgery. She was surprised when Jody put an arm through hers as they exited Isabel’s recovery room.

“Come on, Mom. I’m going to make sure you go home and get some rest too.”

“I really can’t leave her alone like this, Jody.”

“We’re literally less than ten minutes away, Mom.”

Willa frowned. “I’m sure it would take longer than that to get to the outskirts and into the hospital.”

“Not with the lights and sirens.” Jody grinned.

Willa let some of her remaining tension fade away. “It just feels wrong to imagine spending a comfortable night asleep in my bed while Mother is stuck here at the hospital.”

“To be blunt, she brought some of it on herself, Willa, and I doubt she’d want you to be uncomfortable.”

Willa chuckled in spite of herself at his words. “You do know my mother, don’t you, Drake? She can be a mischievous little troll at times.”

“True, but I still don’t think she would want you to hang around for no reason when she’s going to sleep right through you being here.”

After a moment, she nodded as she accepted Drake’s assessment. Jody was nodding too, so she stopped fighting. Instead, she let them drive her home. It was a little amusing the way Drake fussed over her, making a cup of tea before they both sent her up to bed like she was a child with an illness. On the other hand, it was nice to be mothered upon occasion, even if the mothering was done by her daughter, the sheriff, and her half-demon boyfriend.

Willa drew herself a bath and tried to relax, though her thoughts were centered on her mother. Each time she grew concerned, she called to mind the image of Isabel lying in the hospital bed post-surgery, coloring good, and even snoring slightly with a trace of drool dripping down her chin. She’d looked like she was doing little more than having a good night’s sleep, and that was enough reassurance to allow Willa not to rush back to the hospital.

After she finished her bath and dried off, she slipped on pajamas and was heading to bed, but she recalled she had a self-appointed task. She was determined her mother wouldn’t be up to more shenanigans, and she was going to do her best to circumvent Isabel’s crazy plans to use the Internet or her myriad spell books acquired from dubious sources without supervision.

With that thought in mind, she marched into Isabel’s room. Within thirty minutes, she’d cleared all the magical items she could find, stuffing them in the hope chest Isabel had at the end of her bed. It had been empty, so it seemed like a fine receptacle for all the magical nonsense her mother was determined to spend her time on, and she closed it with a satisfying click. 

Her back was aching a little bit, but she didn’t bother to ask Drake or Jody for help. She was confident Jody wouldn’t approve of her heavy-handed measures, but Willa had to protect Isabel, including from herself.

She dragged the heavy trunk into the hallway and left it there while she brought down the folding stairs for the attic. It took some maneuvering to get the awkward item up the ladder, but once the trunk was firmly in the attic, well beyond Isabel’s easy reach—at least until she fully recovered—Willa felt a surge of satisfaction go through her. It was accompanied by a spasm in her lower back, and she grimaced at the pain but decided it was worth the small sacrifice to protect Isabel from her bizarre urges. At least it would last for a while, until Isabel was mobile again and able to find out where Willa had stored all her magical bootleg.
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Chapter Four
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JODY

It was actually closer to three days before Scott felt confident allowing Isabel to be discharged. It wasn’t because she was recovering slower than he’d expected, but because she was underestimating her need for the wheelchair. It wasn’t until he’d drilled into her skull that she had to use it to move around even just to go to the bathroom that he finally relented and allowed her to leave the hospital. Jody waited now for Drake to bring her SUV as the nurse parked the wheelchair outside the hospital exit.

“Is he supposed to drive your car? I thought that was just for the sheriff?”

Jody smiled down at Isabel, who was obviously feeling well enough to try to needle her. “I don’t think he’s going to get into an accident in the parking lot.”

“You hope not anyway.” She turned to Willa. “You’ve been pretty quiet, girl.”

“Not really.” Willa shrugged. “I’ve just been listening to you argue with your doctor and be embarrassed by what a poor patient you are, Mother.”

Isabel clearly didn’t hold any stock in Willa’s evaluation. “I know what’s best for me.”

“Sometimes, other people might know that as well. You have to promise you’re going to be in that wheelchair as you need to be, or so help me, I might turn to Hersh or Amara and ask them for a spell to glue you to it.”

Jody blinked at her mother’s casual reference to using magic. “Wouldn’t you rather just tape her down and not worry about magic?”

Willa shrugged a shoulder. “If I’m in a magical town, I might as well use the most expeditious way to get what I need.”

“We’ll make a witch of you yet,” said Isabel with a cackle.

Willa looked offended. “Not likely, Mother. I wish you’d be done with all this magical nonsense.”

“Make up your mind, Willa. Is it nonsense, or is it convenience? I don’t suppose you can have it both ways.” Isabel laughed again.

Jody frowned at her. “Did they give you an extra shot of morphine before they discharged you or something? You’re so...cheerful.”

Isabel appeared oblivious to any insult. “I’m just feeling good. My knees don’t hurt for the first time in years, other than some twinges from the healing incisions. I can see a day coming really soon where I’m mobile and spry again. I’m going to be hell on wheels until then.” She touched the wheels on her wheelchair and laughed again. “This town won’t know what hit it.”

“I have a feeling it’s been like that since we moved here last summer,” said Willa all too sweetly. “Perhaps having you confined to a wheelchair for a couple of weeks will give us all a much-needed respite.”

Isabel gave Willa a sly look. “Don’t you wish that were true, dear?”

Drake arrived then, interrupting further contention between her mother and grandmother, and Jody was relieved to see him. She opened the back door before opening the front. “We thought it’d be easier for you to sit up here, Gram.”

Isabel nodded, not protesting at all. Jody used a little magical assist to get her from the chair and into the SUV without having to strain her back, and then she stowed the wheelchair behind Isabel’s seat via the door she’d opened.

“You can’t store it there, or I won’t have anywhere to sit,” said Willa.

Jody thought about arguing, but then she realized her mother was right. “Sorry, I’m not used to accommodating this thing.”

“I’m sure we’ll all survive making adjustments, and Mother will be back to her usual self soon enough.” There was just the faintest hint of sourness in her mother’s tone, but Jody wasn’t fooled. She’d seen how worried her mother was the last couple of days, and how late she’d been up some nights pacing and worrying. She knew just how much Willa was concerned about Isabel’s injury and recovery despite what she might claim.

Without comment, she removed the wheelchair to stow it in the very back of the SUV instead. Without asking, Drake had vacated the driver’s seat, and he got into the back middle seat beside Willa. Jody took her spot, and they were soon headed home.

When they got there, Jody grinned as she realized Hersh had come and gone. “I have a surprise for you, Gram.” As she spoke, she slid out of the driver’s seat so she could retrieve the wheelchair. Once they had Isabel in it, she moved back and allowed her grandmother to see the new ramp that covered the stairs. “It’s just temporary, courtesy of Hersh, until you’re out of the chair.”

Isabel nodded with an air that suggested she was a queen merely receiving her due. Jody smiled but stifled the urge to giggle at the regal way Isabel waved her hand as though indicating the peasants should proceed. Drake pushed her chair, and Jody went ahead to open the door. Hersch’s work was visible here too, because he’d widened the doorways. 

When she entered the house, she held the door, and Drake had no trouble slipping through with Gram in the chair. The living room remained basically the same, though she thought perhaps their furniture had been stretched to be more stuffed and enlarged, which would likely be more comfortable for Isabel when she wasn’t in her wheelchair.

Isabel frowned at the staircase. “What, no ramp here?”

Drake chuckled. “There’s no way I’m pushing your chair up that steep angle, Isabel.”

Isabel tipped her head back and flirted with Drake in a mostly benign way as she batted her eyelashes. “Surely, you’d do anything for me, young man?”

“Anything but that.”

She sniffed at him before looking at Jody. “You could just use magic to get me up and down.” Her eyes sparkled then. “Oh, what about one of those chairlifts to take me up and down the stairs? That would be a blast.”

“You’d would probably spend all day riding up and down the staircase.” Jody laughed. “No, the most sensible solution was just to put you downstairs until you’re out of the chair.” With those words, she led the small party through the living room and down the hallway. 

Hersch had definitely worked his magic here, having expanded the width of it, so Isabel would have no trouble zooming back and forth in her chair. The carpeting that had previously covered the area was now replaced with what looked like fancy Greek marble, though Jody doubted that was going to be a permanent change. Like the rest of the magic, it would probably fade over time or when Hersch ended the spell. She opened the door to a small room that functioned as Willa’s sewing room—though she could never really recall her mother, who lacked a crafting gene, engaging in much competent sewing—and stepped back so Drake could push Isabel inside.

She followed, and it looked basically the same, though the room had been enlarged. Willa’s sewing projects, almost all uncompleted, were neatly tucked away, but Jody was certain that was Willa’s natural habit, rather than something Hersch had done. Her mother wasn’t all that crafty, but she liked needlepoint. The walls and shelves bore the brunt of years of accumulated projects that looked to be more abstract than realistic. It was a soothing hobby for Willa, even though she lacked talent.

Isabel wrinkled her nose. “It looks like a Hobby Lobby kids’ class threw up in here.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Mother. You should know I’d never shop there.” Willa winked at Isabel.

Jody stifled a laugh at Isabel’s shocked expression before it morphed to one of amusement. “No, I don’t suppose you would. What with your ever-expanding and exotic tastes.” She looked around. “Seriously though, it looks like you’re storing all the overstock from a knitting factory in here. The irregular products?”

“Needlepoint.” If Willa was bothered by the criticism, it didn’t show. Instead, she moved over to the hospital bed, which was certainly wider and looked more accommodating than the usual model. It had to be at least a queen, and it was covered with a plush velvet comforter and multiple pillows. Willa arranged and fluffed them just so before they helped Isabel into the bed.

“I don’t know why you’re putting me to bed. I’m not tired.” As she said that, a yawn slipped out.

“Dr. Carlson said you should nap when you feel like doing so, Mother. It will speed up your healing.”

Isabel looked as though she would disagree. After a moment, she grudgingly nodded. “He slipped me a little bit of that healing magic this morning too. It feels pretty good, but it leaves me tired afterward.” She grinned. “Kinda like sex.”

“Mother, I hope you’re not drooling over the doctor. He has to be younger than Jody.”

Isabel cackled. “Of course not. He’s barely a baby. But I’m seventy-nine, not dead. A woman still has needs, and since Artie passed...” She shrugged. “Sometimes, there’s an itch that even the best toys just can’t quite scratch.”

Jody was alarmed, but mainly because Drake’s face was on fire, and he looked like he wanted to be anywhere but there. She could relate, for the conversation was bad enough for her, and it was her grandmother. It must be a thousand times worse for Drake, who looked like he was about to choke. Taking pity on him, she said, “I was hoping you could go get some dinner?”

“It’s only three-fifteen,” said Isabel after looking at the clock on the wall. It was surrounded by a needlepoint border of doves and daisies. The doves were listing alarmingly, and the daisies appeared to be blowing nearly sideways in a strong wind. She could see faint lines from the original pattern that suggested her mother had veered wildly off the set design. It was truly tacky, but Jody would never tell her mother that.

“It might take a while to get food with prepping for the festival and everything.” He hastened from the room, appearing glad to have an excuse to escape.

“Mother, you know you chased him away with your inappropriate talk, don’t you?”

“I do now, Willa.” Isabel looked rather pleased with herself. “Do be a dear and fluff that pillow, won’t you?”

Willa stepped forward and complied.

“Perhaps a little more fluff... Little more... No, that’s too much. Can you flatten it some?”

Jody could sense her mother was going to be involved in the situation for a while, and she still had some work to finish up at the station. She cleared her throat. “Drake and I’ll both be back for dinner, but I have to do a couple more things. Do you have this under control, Mom?”

Willa looked vaguely panicked, and her eyes seemed to plead with Jody not to leave her. However, she sounded serene when she said, “Of course I have it. Everything is well in hand. If you really need to go to work, you should.”

Jody supposed she could put it off, but she’d left early to be part of the welcome home committee, and now she really needed to finish up. Besides, she could see from the wicked gleam in Isabel’s eyes that her grandmother planned to milk this fussing and attention for all it was worth. She had no doubt she’d have her own fair share of looking after Gram and getting driven nuts for it over the next couple of weeks until her grandmother was out of the chair and mostly able to take care of herself again.

Jody left the house and texted Drake to come back with dinner around five-thirty before driving back to the Sheriff’s Station. When she entered, Michael and Aoife weren’t there, and Tara informed her they’d been called out for separate complaints. Since both were minor, it was unlikely they needed any sort of backup, so she proceeded on to her office. 

Before becoming sheriff of a magical town, it had seemed that half of her career had been paperwork. Unfortunately, even magic hadn’t changed that, so she sat down behind her computer to finish the day’s reports. 

She was in the midst of logging when Tara knocked and entered, crossing the floor to hand her an envelope. “This was just delivered by courier. It looks like it might be pretty important and official.”

Jody nodded as she took the envelope. “Thanks, Tara.” It was in a sturdy FedEx envelope, and it had a convenient pull tab. She ripped it open and removed a legal-size envelope. It had a seal from Silver State Correctional Facility, which rang a dim bell. It had her name on it, so she felt comfortable flipping over the envelope and opening the flap. There was a letter inside in a spindly hand she didn’t recognize. It was short and to the point.

Dear Sheriff Shaw,

I have yet to have any visitors besides my cousin, but I’m allowed to during visiting hours. I would like to request you come to this god-awful island and meet with me to discuss something important.

Sincerely, 

Sally Gilling

Jody’s eyes widened at the name. It was startling to have a missive from Sally Gilling in front of her. She looked in the envelope for more papers, expecting some sort of explanation, but there was nothing at all. With a frown, she lifted her phone and got Tara’s extension. “Do you happen to know the number for Silver State Correctional Facility?”

“No, but I can find it.” Tara tapped on her keyboard. “It’s that prison in the San Juan Islands, right?”

Jody started to say she had no idea, but the words helped further ring the bell in her mind, and she recalled it was where Sally had been remanded. “Yes, I think so.”

“Here we go. Do you want me to make the call and put you through?”

“Sure.” As Jody waited, she reread the letter from Sally, but it was as ambiguous as it had been upon first reading. She couldn’t imagine why Sally would want her to come visit, or why Sally would think Jody would comply with the request. It made no sense.

“Jody, I have Hal Wimley on the line for you. He’s the warden at Silver State.”

“Thank you, Tara.” Jody waited until there was a click and a beep, and she heard a masculine voice coming across the line a second later, then a brisk hello. “How are you? This is Sheriff Jody Shaw in Harrow Bay. I’m calling because—”

“Mrs. Gilling sent you a letter.”

“You’re aware of it then? I’d ask why she’s requesting me, or why you allowed this?”

He heaved a sigh. “She’s still under a silencing spell, but the woman can be damned persuasive even without verbal capabilities. I just found myself sending off the letter. Then I mostly forgot about it until I spoke to you now. It all came flooding back, which I suspect was part of whatever magic Sally was using on me.”

“So, she manipulated you into sending it?”

“Most assuredly. If I had been in my right mind at the time, I would’ve at least included an explanation.” There was a creaking sound, and it suggested perhaps he was leaning back in his chair. “Truthfully, I don’t know what she wants with you, Sheriff Shaw. First, I denied her request to send the letter, but like I said, she can be persuasive.”

“Don’t you have wards or something to cancel her magic?”

“We do, which is why it’s somewhat alarming that she can still perform any degree of magic. She must be quite powerful, so none of us is ever alone with her. I’ve made sure of that since I found myself holding the receipt for mailing the letter to you, and then forgetting about it. I guess I remembered enough to be leery of her.”

“If she’s under a silencing spell, she wouldn’t even be able to talk to me anyway, would she?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Then I don’t see any reason to visit her. Would you allow her to email whatever it is she wants via you, Warden? “

He hesitated for a moment. “I suppose, though that means spending a little more time with her. I’ll double up my guard.” He sounded like he was joking, but there was an underlying note of sincerity that revealed he was more than a little afraid of Sally Gilling.

Jody couldn’t blame him for that. After all, she felt a shiver of fear just thinking about the woman or being seated across from her. She would have to have an awfully compelling reason to make any sort of trip to visit Sally Gilling, especially when she knew the woman could still exert some form of magic in spite of all the wards and protections locking down the supernatural facility. Email was a much safer choice, at least for her. If the warden was smart and kept his guards around him while he allowed Sally to relay her message, it should be safe enough for him as well.
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Chapter Five
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JODY

With a groan, Jody forced her gaze from the dangling bits of the nude man in front of her. Michael stood beside her, and his nostrils flared. He seemed to be smelling something unsavory, and she assumed it came from the naked wizard standing in front of them. “Sir, as I’ve already explained, you can’t run through town without your clothes on.”

Mr. Gallagher, as he’d identified himself, scowled at her. “The Ash Moon is all about restoring and reinvigorating.” He put his hands on his hips and thrust them forward proudly. “As you can see, I’ve never been so invigorated.”

She couldn’t help it. It was a compulsion she couldn’t resist, though Jody tried with all her might. Despite her best efforts, her gaze slid lower, once more focusing on his shriveled genitalia. “It is pretty cold out here,” she said doubtfully. 

It hadn’t snowed in Harrow Bay for at least a couple of weeks, and she figured snow was over for the season, but there was a chill in the air. She was being generous attributing the situation to that, because if he was proud of his current invigoration, she could only imagine what the poor man usually dealt with. It was almost enough to make her want to give him a warning instead of a ticket or lock him up. That’s what she’d been trying to do for the last five minutes anyway.

He apparently missed her commentary, but Michael’s stifled snicker indicated he had not. His nostrils flared again, and he turned his head to sneeze. “Just put your pants on, man.” He sounded somewhere between horrified and wary.

“Can’t you just feel the power surging through you? I don’t want to be stifled by clothing.”

“Sorry, but the Ash Moon Festival isn’t a nudist get-together.” Deciding it was a lost cause, Jody flipped open her citation book and briskly wrote a ticket. “If you aren’t dressed in the next five minutes, I’m going to double that and take you to jail.”

Mr. Gallagher looked down at the ticket, clearly crestfallen. “I was just trying to celebrate and go with how the magic inspired me.”

“I understand that.” She clung to her patience by a thin, tenacious thread. “However, your nudity is making everyone else uncomfortable.”

Mr. Gallagher waved his arms and shook his head as he looked around him. “Who? No one seems to notice.”

Jody cast her gaze around the crowd down Main Street. She had to concede Mr. Gallagher had a point. No one seemed to think twice about him being naked, though at least he was the only one. They were all too busy in their own revelry. So far, the Ash Moon Festival seemed to basically be an excuse to gather, get drunk, and have a street party. Still, there were rules and standards that she had to uphold. “You have to get dressed. Either that, or you can spend the rest of your weekend in jail.”

With a muttered curse and a hefty sigh that indicated he thought he was very much the victim in this scenario, Mr. Gallagher dropped the bundle of clothing he’d held in one arm and slipped on a parka. “Is that good enough?” As he asked, he zipped it up crisply. His attempt at having the last word might have worked if he hadn’t accidentally caught some of his short curlies in the zipper. Suddenly, he was howling with pain, and he sounded a bit like Michael would on the full moon. “Oh, my god, it hurts.”

Jody was paralyzed for a second, honestly not sure what to do. Thankfully, Michael stepped forward. Perhaps he had some extra sympathy since he had similar equipment, because he quickly unzipped the man’s coat and took a step back. “Maybe put your pants on before you do up the zipper.” His tone indicated a lack of sympathy, but there was discomfort in Michael’s eyes, as though he could easily visualize what Mr. Gallagher was going through.

Tears streamed down Gallagher’s face, but he didn’t argue this time or offer any smartass retorts. Instead, he carefully donned his underwear and pants, and Jody was amused at how far away he held the waistband before pulling up the zipper. Apparently, he didn’t intend to make that mistake again. Once she was satisfied he was dressing, she turned away from him, and Michael walked beside her.

“Honestly, I’ve got everything under control. Why don’t you knock off for a few hours and take a nap, Jody? Then you can come back on duty later when things might get a little tenser.”

She nodded at Michael’s suggestion. Originally, Aoife had them scheduled in staggered shifts, but after seeing how the partygoers comported themselves, she thought it was more sensible to take a break and have most of their presence available that evening after the visitors had plenty of time to get drunk and would no doubt be displaying their worst sides.

After parting from Michael, she walked to the SUV and drove home. When she got there, she had a text on her phone and opened it to read Drake’s reminder to meet him in the center of the square that evening for their date. She hoped he wouldn’t mind that she had to technically be on duty while they walked around and soaked in the ambience. It was Valentine’s Day, but that holiday had never meant much to her before this year, and she didn’t think it did to Drake either. She was pretty confident he’d be happy just spending time with her, even if while she was patrolling the festival attendees.

After texting back with a promise to meet him, and a warning she’d be on duty, Jody went inside and straight to her room. Since it was the afternoon, she didn’t think she would be able to sleep, but a wave of tiredness swept over her after she had been lying in the dark room for about half an hour. As she drifted off to sleep, she once more thought about Sally Gilling, wondering what the woman wanted from her.

***
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JODY WOKE UP AT THE sound of her alarm, which was set to alert her an hour before she was due to go back to the festival and relieve Michael. After a quick shower, she checked her phone again, hoping to have a text message from Drake. There was, and it was brief and reaffirming her acknowledgment of their meeting time, along with his assurance he didn’t mind if she was on duty. When she opened her email program, there was an email from Hal Wimley. He had forwarded Sally’s message to her, and she read it first quickly, and then slowed to read more thoroughly.

Sheriff Shaw,

I know you have no reason to believe me, but I need to warn you. Since I re-embraced my powers, I’ve been accepted back into the Harding family. My cousin Ingrid has been particularly supportive, and she’s visited me a few times, as the warden can confirm.

I hate to do this to Ingrid, but I’m concerned she might do something to Harrow Bay. She feels like I was wronged by the town and the people, and I know she’s planning to attend the Ash Moon Festival. I think you should be on your guard to make sure she’s not there to cause trouble. I don’t want to betray her trust, but Harrow Bay is still my home. I have friends and family I care about there. I have to make sure everything is kept safe.

Regards,

Sally Gilling

After rereading the third time, Jody was just as skeptical as she’d been the first two times. It just didn’t seem in character with Sally Gilling, at least the one she’d confronted before the woman had been sent to the Silver State Correctional Facility, to warn the town. 

On the other hand, she could see Sally having a vendetta against her cousin and deciding to settle it this way. Mrs. Gilling was nothing if not petty. She had proven that by her actions a hundred times over. Jody decided she would keep an eye out for Ingrid Harding, but she wasn’t terribly concerned about the situation.

Less than an hour later, she parked the SUV near where she was supposed to meet Drake, caught sight of Michael in the crowd, and met up with him. Violet from the bakery, along with Kenton Anderson, stood nearby, and they appeared to be waiting for Michael. She arched a brow. “You’re friends with Violet and Kenton now?”

He shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

She nodded, realizing he’d have no reason to be wary. Violet hadn’t been the one trying to manipulate him with a love spell, after all. “You’re off-shift unless something comes up and I need you. Have a good time.”

He grinned. “I sure will, and that’s why I was so eager to volunteer for afternoon duty, so I’d have the night off.”

Jody rolled her eyes. “Believe it or not, I wasn’t born yesterday or in the dark. I kind of figured that out for myself, Michael.” She winked at him to lessen the harsh sting in her words when he flinched. “Really, it’s all right. I’m sure you’ll appreciate the party scene far more than I will.”

With a grin, he lifted his hand in parting and ran toward Violet and Kenton. They disappeared into the crowd a moment later, and Jody started scanning anew.

She was looking for illicit activity in the throng, but mostly she was just searching for Drake. She caught sight of him a moment later, and she lifted her arm to wave to him. He approached and started to take her hand before he hesitated. “Is it okay if I hold the sheriff’s hand while you’re on duty?”

“I think that’ll be all right.” She took his hand, and they started walking around the crowds. They paused for spicy corn on a stick, and at another vendor, they acquired hot cocoa and candy corn, and Jody kept her eyes on the crowd. There was definitely a different vibe tonight. Where everyone had been more celebratory and lighthearted before, there was a new kind of intensity about many of them, and it left her slightly uneasy. 

She expected the party to intensify as the alcohol flowed, but there was something more to it. There was a chill in the air that wasn’t totally attributable to the weather. For every ten people who seemed to be having a good time, her gaze would settle on someone who appeared serious and somber, as though they had little patience for revelry, making her wonder why they were there.

As she turned to Drake to talk to him about it, her gaze settled on an old woman. She was somewhere between Willa and Isabel’s age but probably closer to Isabel’s. At first, she caught Jody’s attention, but she couldn’t figure out why. It wasn’t until the woman turned to face her more completely that she recognized the resemblance between Sally Gilling and this woman. She was positive it was Ingrid Harding, and she tugged lightly on Drake’s hand to get him to change direction. “I have to handle something.”

He didn’t argue. He just fell into step beside her, and they walked over to Ingrid Harding.

The older woman frowned at them, and she had steel-gray curls that weren’t moving even in the brisk wind. They probably wouldn’t dare, since they had been so artfully arranged and plastered with hairspray. She was short and stout, but the woman practically radiated power. It sent a chill down Jody’s spine, and it took more courage than she expected to cross the last few steps to meet with her. She nodded her head. “Ma’am.”

“Yes?”

“Are you Ingrid Harding?”

The older woman’s rheumy blue eyes widened slightly, and she blinked. “Yes, but who wants to know?”

“I’m the sheriff of Harrow Bay.”

Ingrid’s expression chilled. “Ah. You’re one of the Campbell women.”

“Shaw. Isabel Campbell’s my grandmother, and I’m guessing you’re Sally Gilling’s cousin.”

“I prefer to think of her as Sally Harding. The Gilling boy was just a mistake.”

“A mistake that lasted fifty-plus years,” said Drake with a slight hint of sarcasm.

She glared at Drake but didn’t deign to respond. Instead, she looked at Jody again. “Have I done something to offend you, Sheriff Shaw?”

“No, not at all... At least not yet. I just wanted to welcome you to Harrow Bay and let you know I’m here keeping an eye on everything.” She squared her shoulders purposefully as she interjected a note of warning in her tone.

It was obvious Ingrid heard it, but she chose to ignore it. She kept her tone cool and her expression cold as she nodded. “I’m sure that’s reassuring for most of the people here. If there’s nothing else, I have things I’d like to see to, Sheriff.”

“That’s all for now.” Jody watched her go, noticing she had several younger people in brown cloaks following behind her. It was strange how they all walked almost in single file, like she was the leader of the pack, and they all knew their place. It was disconcerting enough that Jody lifted her radio. She tuned in her frequency to Beez and said, “Beez, are you there?”
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