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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?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


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.”
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