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Love is spreading like a virus...

LOVE IS IN THE AIR in Harrow Bay, and it’s spreading like a contagion. Between the canoodling couples practically stripping in the street and the swift escalation of her own newly developing relationship with Drake, Jody becomes suspicious. There seems to be more to this love than natural causes. It’s making people desperate and obsessed to be with the objects of their affection. It brings out the best—and worst—in the residents of Harrow Bay.

As Jody tries to figure out who has cast a love spell on the town, Beez has an unexpected visitor, and Willa finds her feelings for her friend escalating so rapidly she can’t ignore them. Isabel is focused on bringing down Sally, and she’s willing to turn to desperate means to do it. 

Cupid’s arrow has struck the town, but Jody fears it’s more like a missile, and she worries about the impending explosion if they can’t get the raging hormones and loving desperation under control.
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JODY

She whimpered as she stretched, painfully reminded of her aching back. It had happened earlier in the morning, when one of the two fugitives she’d helped Drake track down to deport to Hell had tossed her through the air, and she’d landed against the ground with a considerable amount of force. Fortunately, it had been covered with grass and not cement, or she might’ve been in the hospital rather than in mild discomfort when she moved.

There was a knock on her office door, and she called, “Enter,” before the door opened a second later. She wasn’t surprised to see Beez, since the level of knocking suggested it had to be him. He slipped in and let the door close behind him. She arched her brow when she noticed he had a cup of coffee in his hand that he brought to her. “Thanks. What did I do to deserve this?”

“I noticed you’re moving a little stiffly at lunch. I thought you might want a pick-me-up.”

She sipped it with appreciation, noting it was much better quality than it used to be. “This is pretty good.”

“It has that cinnamon vanilla creamer stuff you like.”

Jody frowned as she eyed him, carefully setting down the cup. “Okay, what do you want?”

He struggled to look innocent, which was difficult with his porcine face and natural inclination to look like he was engaged in mischief regardless of what he was doing. “I don’t know what you mean, Jody.”

She snorted. “Sure you don’t. Thanks for the coffee, and I appreciate you digging out the creamer since I know it’s hard for you to reach, but let’s just skip all this and tell me what you want.”

He settled into a chair across from her desk and crossed his arms over his chest. He looked outraged at the accusations. “Can’t I do something nice for you?”

“I suppose, and maybe you’ll prove that someday, but we both know there’s more going on, so spit it out.”

He huffed a sigh. “Fine. I was just trying to be nice and put you in a good mood.”

Jody reached for her coffee again and sipped as she eyed him through a narrowed gaze. When she set down the mug she said, “Hit me with it.”

“It’s about the hot sauce company...” He trailed off.

“Yes?”

“They want to send a representative here to discuss my role. They mentioned shooting some commercials and such as well.”

Jody was already shaking her head. “Absolutely not, Beez.”

He frowned at her. “Why not? There was a nice endorsement check, and I’ve already signed the contract. If I don’t do what they want, I have to return the advance.”

“I’m sorry, but we can’t risk it. How are you going to meet with someone and pretend like you’re still CGI, or a puppet, or whatever ruse you use on your social media accounts?” Jody shook her head. “As soon as someone meets you for real, they’ll realize you aren’t lying or distorting the truth about the various events around the area, and it puts the entire town at risk.” Seeing his dissatisfaction, she softened her tone. “I understand why you’re disappointed, Beez, but if it can’t be done online, then you’re just going to have to bow out.”

Looking sullen, he nodded slowly. “I assumed that’s what you’d say. I did try to set up all the details through Zoom, but he wants to meet the handler and figure out how I work.” He shook his head, clearly exasperated. “I tried to explain to him that was all confidential, but Kenton Anderson was quite insistent.”

“I’m sorry he’s that way, but if he won’t listen, you’re going to have to cut ties.” She leaned back slightly. “It’s not like you really need the money, is it? You live here rent-free, and we all share food, and there aren’t many places you can go outside of Harrow Bay.”

He frowned. “It’s not just about the money. It’s about the recognition. The more fans I have, the better my health.”

Jody understood he was a fame demon, but she couldn’t risk the town even if it might boost his health. “I have to say no, Beez.”

She half-expected him to continue arguing, but instead he just shrugged. “Yeah, that’s what I figured. I’ll handle it.”

“By handle it, you mean you’ll ensure the hot sauce rep doesn’t show up in Harrow Bay to ask questions?” She gave him a suspicious look as she asked.

“You’re the one in charge, Jody, so I do what you say.” He sounded annoyed, and his disappointment was visible, but at least he didn’t shout or try to change her mind as he left the office.

Jody was frankly skeptical of how easily he had given in. She made a mental note to keep checking on the state of affairs to ensure they didn’t end up with surprise visitors from Hellfire Hot Sauce in the coming days. She wasn’t certain how they would handle that sort of situation. Anyone who spent time in Harrow Bay and met Beez wouldn’t fail to notice they were in a magical town. They might choose willful ignorance, much like her mother had, but they would still know on a deep level. The moment the hot sauce rep tried to figure out how Beez was created, that would be the end of Beez’s contract and likely his small social media empire.

She’d barely returned to studying, since it was another dead day, when there was one more knock at her door. This one was higher, and Aoife stuck her head in a moment later after Jody invited her to enter. “Michael and I were wondering if you’re ready?”

Jody glanced at the clock. It was a little before five, but there was nothing going on, and Tara would be there for a while yet. “Sure, why not?” She closed the book and locked it in her desk drawer before pushing back from the desk and walking around to joining Aoife. 

Michael waited for them in the foyer, and Beez stood beside him. She was amused to note Michael wore a fake werewolf mask that currently perched atop his head. “Hiding in plain sight?”

He grinned at her teasing. “It was a gift from Gabby. She thought it was hilarious, and I’ll probably see her at the carnival, so I didn’t want to not wear it.”

Jody nodded her understanding, and the four of them set off a few minutes later. A Halloween Carnival was being held in the big lot between the junior high and the high school, and Jody stopped her SUV in the parking lot a few minutes later. Parking was already a premium, but she managed to squeeze the SUV into a spot, deciding not to take an unofficial parking spot, though only Aoife or Michael would’ve given her a ticket for doing so.

They hadn’t bothered to change, coming straight from the office to the carnival, but Jody shed her duty belt and gun, locking them in her console before slipping the key in her pocket, grabbing her wallet, and slipping out of the vehicle. Her phone was tucked into her pocket as well, and she was as ready as she was going to be.

Aoife and Michael stood nearby, having driven separately so they could each head home after the carnival. Beez had ridden with Michael, and the two of them were talking quietly. As Jody looked up, she saw Jason running toward them, and he must’ve been watching for his mother. He seemed happy to see her, plowing into Aoife and giving her a side-hug. “You’re early.”

“Don’t tell anyone, but my hard-ass boss let me sneak out a little early.” Aoife winked at Jody as she said that.

Jason frowned. “Does that mean I can use the A-word?”

Aoife sent him a stern look. “Nice try.” She ruffled his thick curls, and he pushed away her hand in an exasperated fashion before they started walking together to the open field.

“It’s bigger than I expected,” said Jody. When her deputies had told her the school in Harrow Bay usually did a Halloween Carnival, she’d expected it to be more amateurish, but it looked like the town had sprung for an actual carnival. There were several rides, a line of booths, and more food choices in one long row than existed in all of Harrow Bay on a normal day. Her stomach rumbled as she caught the scent of a funnel cake while walking past that, but she resisted for the moment.

As they got into line for tickets, Tyla approached. She seemed embarrassed, so she stayed a few feet away from her mother, but she obviously wasn’t so embarrassed that she was going to refuse the ride bracelet Aoife bought for her. Jody was glad she didn’t have kids, particularly when she observed teenage behavior.

Tyla darted into the crowd as soon as she had her bracelet, not responding to Aoife’s reminder to be careful, as Aoife and Jason headed off in the opposite direction. The line moved a little more, and Jody skirted around Michael when he was called by name. He stepped out of line to respond to the person who’d called him, and Jody glanced from the corner of eye, recognizing Dora from the donut shop and her daughter, Heidi, who was around Michael’s age. 

It was her turn for tickets, and she contemplated whether she would get full value out of a ride bracelet. It had been years since she’d been on any of them, but she decided to go for the unlimited option. The clerk was just putting it on her wrist when someone tapped on her shoulder. She turned her head, anticipating it to be Michael, but it was Drake instead. She gasped softly and smiled. “I didn’t expect you back from Hell so soon.”

“Intake wasn’t too busy today.”

Jody realized the clerk was avidly listening to their conversation, so she stepped out of line, allowing Drake his turn at the booth before Michael got into line behind him, still talking quietly to Heidi and her mother. When Drake had his bracelet, he joined her.

“I thought you weren’t going to make it.” He’d warned her he might not earlier in the day. They’d planned to go together, though they hadn’t used the D-word. Jody wasn’t certain she’d call it a date, since it was a group activity, but she’d been disappointed to learn he might not make it, and she was equally excited now that he had arrived.

She supposed she should be worried about the reaction, but she was determined to stick with her choice to try to have a career and a love life.

They joined the line for the rollercoaster, spending the next few minutes talking about the two demons he’d deported that morning with her help, and time seemed to fly quickly. Soon enough, they were boarding the rollercoaster in a shared car. The confines were tight, forcing them to press against each other, and Jody didn’t object when he reached over and took her hand. She held lightly to his until the worker came by and admonished them to put both hands on the bar. 

She did as he requested, but as soon as the ride was underway and Drake took her hand again, she didn’t pull away from him. She felt ridiculously nervous, like this was her very first date ever, and as the rollercoaster zoomed up the track before hitting the first plunge, she knew it wasn’t strictly the ride making her heart race so wildly in her ears. Drake’s presence and proximity took the lion’s share of the credit for that.

The twists and turns pushed them together, with her sometimes invading his space, and him sometimes entering hers at other times. By the time the exhilarating ride finished, she couldn’t let go of his hand if she’d wanted. She felt like she was glued to him, but she had no objection to it as he helped her out of the seat, still retaining his hold on her hand.

“I don’t remember those being quite as exciting in the past,” he said with a knowing chuckle.

Jody laughed. “Same. Maybe I just didn’t have the right company before.”

Whatever he was going to say was erased by the rumbling of his stomach, and he flushed lightly. “Sorry, but I skipped lunch. Are you hungry?”

Jody’s stomach growled before she could answer. “Apparently, I am.”
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JODY

As she and Drake drifted over to the food court area, Jody was surprised to recognize her grandmother’s face in the crowd. She released Drake’s hand and stepped closer, putting a hand on Isabel’s shoulder. 

Her grandmother startled before turning to look at her with a frown. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

Jody ignored the admonishment and tried to keep from grinning. “Sorry to startle you, Gram. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I didn’t expect to come,” said her grandmother with a hint of grousing in her tone. She’d been grouchier and more withdrawn the last few days, still clinging to the assertion Sally Gilly had killed Artie. Jody hadn’t discounted that possibility, but she hadn’t really had an opportunity to look into it either. Until they got the autopsy report on Gram’s boyfriend, there wasn’t a whole lot she could do anyway.

“It’s my fault,” said Willa cheerfully. “I insisted Mother get out and take in some fresh air.”

“Harassed and harangued, not insisted,” said Gram, shooting a baleful look at her daughter.

If that bothered Willa, it didn’t show. “She needs some fresh air. It will do her a world of good and change her perspective.”

“If you believe it will suddenly convince me Sally Gilling is innocent, you’re expecting way too much from a kiddie carnival.”

Willa ignored her mother’s contribution as she smiled halfheartedly at Drake. “It’s good to see you again, young man.”

Jody laughed, since Drake wasn’t really all that young. He was roughly her age, at least in appearance. She’d never asked for a specific age, suspecting he might be quite a bit older than she was ready to accept, since he was half-demon.

“Look, the Willis Bakery cart is here,” said Aoife as she drifted near them.

“What’s that?” asked Jody.

Aoife paused and turned toward her. “Amos Willis used to run the bakery, but he died a few months ago. They always had the best cupcakes and chocolates, and not just in Harrow Bay. Amos won several awards and mentions in travel magazines throughout the years. I’m hoping his granddaughter is just as good as he was, but I don’t think she has much experience.”

“Yeah, they had to track her down and tell her about her inheritance,” said Michael as he approached. He had his arm casually around Heidi’s waist, though there was no sign of Dora.

Heidi was frowning. “Mother was hoping they’d never reopen.”

“She’s probably afraid Violet’s donuts might rival Amos’s,” said Beez. He didn’t appear at all ashamed when he said, “Amos could make donuts way better than your mother.”

Heidi glared at him. “You just keep your opinion to yourself.”

Beez shrugged his shoulder, looking unbothered by her response as he turned and walked to the cart.

Jody was intrigued, and she couldn’t resist eyeing the Halloween cupcakes on display, along with an assortment of handmade candies as they crowded around the cart, save for Heidi, who lingered in the background. She looked put out, but it was obvious Michael wasn’t going to be dissuaded from trying the treats.

“Please help yourself to a candy,” said the chubby young woman behind the cart. Her frilly white apron contrasted nicely with her dark brown hair and rather plain features. She seemed shy, and she particularly blushed when Michael reached forward to take one of the white chocolate candies. “That one’s my favorite,” she said softly.

He popped it into his mouth in one bite, bit into it, and closed his eyes with a moan. When he opened them, he gave Violet Willis a look of admiration. “That was delicious. I swear, I can’t tell the difference between yours and Amos’s.”

Violet flushed, clearly blooming under the praise. “I never knew my grandfather, because I guess he didn’t approve of my father, so my mother ran off. She taught me all about candy-making and baking. I didn’t realize it was the family business, or that it was in the blood, so to speak, until the attorneys tracked me down and told me I had a legacy waiting here in Harrow Bay.” She leaned forward in a confidential voice, whispering, “I dipped into Amos’s famous cookbook that he left for me. I guess he had multiple offers to buy the recipes, but he never sold them.”

“It’s really good,” said Michael. He grinned and winked at her before turning to rejoin Heidi.

Jody listened for a moment when he tried to persuade the other woman to try the candy, but she was obviously set against it. Jody shook her head at the stubbornness as she moved forward, selecting a chocolate bat. When she bit into it, the surprising mix of lemon and cardamom hit her tongue, and it should’ve been strange, but it was deliciously enhanced by the delicate ruby chocolate. “Yum.”

About then, Heidi must’ve changed her mind, because she pushed her way through and snatched up a dark chocolate jack-o’-lantern. She popped it into her mouth, chewed for a second, and then turned and spat it out. “Ugh, that’s disgusting.”

Violet flinched. “I... I’m sorry. I must have done something wrong on the recipe.”

“The only thing you did wrong was come to Harrow Bay. You don’t belong here, and your business is destined to fail.” Heidi jostled the cart then, and it was difficult to tell if it was an accident or on purpose, but the tray of complementary candies slid off the side and fell to the ground.

For a moment, Violet looked devastated, but then she turned and rushed away, tears streaming down her face. Jody was compelled to move after her, concerned for the young woman. She glared at Heidi as she walked past her, but Heidi wasn’t looking at her. Instead, she was looking at Michael, who had an obvious expression of disapproval directed toward the other woman.

Jody followed her into the bathroom, finding the young woman weeping by the sink. She had a damp paper towel that she was pressing to her face, but her cheeks were already blotchy, and her eyes had turned red.

“I’m sorry about Heidi. Her mother runs the donut shop, so I imagine they feel threatened by the reopening of your bakery.”

Violet blinked. “I don’t even plan to make donuts.”

Jody grinned. “Maybe you should then.”

Violet tentatively chuckled. “Maybe, but I’m still learning how to make Grandpa’s signature things. He had a few special occasion recipes, but he didn’t offer them very frequently...at least from what I can tell in his notes.”

“I’m sorry Heidi’s being kind of a bitch, but I hope you’ll come back and man the cart. Do you have more of your chocolates?”

“I don’t have any made, but I could probably whip up a batch. I brought a few supplies with me just in case I ran out.”

Jody walked out with her a few minutes later, waiting until Violet had returned to her cart. The young woman began pulling out things and putting them on the counter behind it, but her heart didn’t seem in it. She seemed sad, and a tear was still streaming down her cheek every now and then.

She was startled when Drake put an arm around her, and she looked at him, but she didn’t move away. “Heidi was unnecessarily cruel.”

Drake nodded. “Once you left to go after the girl, she kept teasing Michael about Violet having a crush on him just because she was nice to him.” He shook his head. “If he were smart, he’d steer clear of Heidi.”

“I can’t argue with you there. She’s not a very nice girl.”

He shrugged. “There’s more to life than nice girls, Jody.” He smirked and winked at her. “I was actually talking about her family’s somewhat murky past. Rumor has it Dora used dark magic to get her husband to notice her. When it started to wear off, as it inevitably does, he left her high and dry with only Heidi and the donut shop.” He shrugged again. “But that could just be rumor, because she’s adamantly anti-magic these days, so who knows?”

“I didn’t know you were the gossiping type.”

He shrugged. “It’s hard not to hear things, but as to the veracity, who can say? You know how people like to gossip, and it sometimes has a dark edge to it. Most likely, Dora had nothing nefarious happening with her husband. They probably just had a falling-out, and he took off. It happens every day without the influence of dark magic.”

Jody nodded, recalling she’d been the one to take off more than once when a relationship started to feel too serious. She was determined not to do that this time though, and she deliberately curved closer to him. “If Violet does have a crush on Michael, she seems a much better choice than Heidi from temperament.”

“Maybe, but you don’t know her either.”

“That’s true. It’s a good thing Michael makes his own choices.”

He nodded before glancing around. “Do you want to try bumper cars?”

Jody grimaced. “No, I don’t think my back is up for that today.” She shivered when he ran his hand lightly down her spine. “I’m still feeling the injury from earlier, but I can handle most of the other rides and walking around.”

“Let’s go to the games then. I want to show you how strong I am.”

She rolled her eyes. “You hardly need to show off.”

Drake winked at her. “Sure, I do. It’s hard enough to impress you, so I have to use every opportunity at my disposal.”

With an indulgent chuckle, Jody took his hand when he offered it, and they started walking across the grounds, heading back to the games. She wasn’t about to reveal it to Drake, but he’d already impressed her in more ways than any other man had ever been able to. Likely if she could tally all the ways she’d been impressed by men in the past, he’d still exceed them even when added together.
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WILLA 

Isabel had finally stopped complaining about being forced to come, and she was no longer threatening to wait in the car. Willa took that as a victory, even though it had required not saying a word when her mother ordered deep-fried jalapenos on a stick, scarfing down six of them in less than ten minutes. Without comment, she’d reached into her purse and took out a roll of antacids. She’d flipped off a couple with her thumb and offered them to her mother, who took them without protest. At least her stomach wouldn’t be burning, but the other effects were sure to bother them all.

“You made it,” said Patty from beside her.

Willa paused, turning to find her friend standing in front of her. Liesel was with her mother, and though Willa offered her a nod and a cool greeting, Liesel didn’t even look at her. She just said something to her mother and started walking the other way.

Willa shook her head, having given up on getting through to Liesel. She wasn’t entirely certain why Liesel had taken such a strong dislike to her, or why she thought she was trying to get something out of Patty, but it was frankly ridiculous. Patty insisted it was because Liesel wanted to control everyone, and Patty wasn’t kowtowing to her demands, so she was directing her ire toward Willa. Either way, Willa felt bad about not getting along with Patty’s daughter, but not so bad that she was going to end her friendship with Patty.

“We were heading toward the Ferris wheel before Liesel changed her mind. Do you two want to ride with me?”

Isabel shook her head. “I’m not much for rides these days. I did see fiery hot nachos though, so I’m going to get some of those.” She turned to Willa, tapping her lightly on the shoulder. “Have a good time with your friend.”

Willa was reminded of the times when she’d been a little girl, and her mother had sent her out to play with her friends with the same words. She frowned though. “Are you sure you’re all right alone, Mother?”

Willa waved a hand. “I’m fine. I haven’t seen Sally Gilling in the crowd, and if I do, I promise I won’t take her on head-to-head. Her downfall is going to be a lot subtler than that.”

Willa wasn’t entirely reassured by her mother’s words, but she nodded and watched Isabel walk away. She couldn’t force her mother to remain at her side, and she was somewhat reassured that Isabel wouldn’t declare World War III openly with Sally Gilling if they happened to run into each other at the Halloween Carnival.

“I don’t think you have to worry about it,” said Patty.

Willa realized she’d been ignoring her friend as she watched her mother walk away, so she turned to her. “Sorry?”

“I come to this event every year, and I’ve never seen Sally Gilling attend. Back when her husband Bill was still alive, they used to run a Harvest House out of their church on the same night, and she never bothered to come to any of these after he passed away. She’s probably holding court at the Senior Center and perhaps denouncing the evil of the town and the wickedness of all of us for participating in the carnival.” Patty shook her head and rolled her eyes. “The woman’s a legend in her own mind.”

Willa laughed. “You said something about the Ferris wheel?”

Patty nodded, and they fell into step with each other. Willa tried not to notice each time Patty’s arm brushed against hers that it was difficult to breathe for a moment. Instead, she cleared her throat and schooled her thoughts to focus only on the ride ahead of them. “You know, I don’t recall the last time I was at a carnival, and I’m pretty sure I haven’t ridden one of these things since maybe Jody was a little girl.”
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