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      With one major mystery solved, Emmy and her friends planned to finally concentrate on something a little more enjoyable—hot guys. But their hopes are dashed when the dramatic arrival of a mysterious stranger heralds the beginning of yet another whodunnit.

      Extortion, murder, kidnappings. It seems like Angel Bay is going to Hell in a handbasket. With so many people keeping secrets, just about everyone becomes a suspect. Emmy knows it just might take collaboration with the dark side to get to the bottom of things—in more ways than one!
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      The oversized wicker chair on the front porch of our gift shop created the perfect morning perch. Closing my eyes, I filled my lungs with the crisp air fresh off the shimmering blue waters of Angel Bay.

      “Heaven on Earth,” I whispered into my cup of tea.

      “Good morning, Harry,” I greeted my companion. I doubt the cool air was a treat for him—even with the tiny blue sweater Chloe had knitted for him.

      Just to clarify, Harry is a bearded dragon who had been abandoned when Midge, the previous owner of our store disappeared, and her belongings washed up on Angel Beach. We found him in the store when Heaven sent us here on assignment.

      He’s a friendly little guy and a good listener when I need to take stock of my life—out loud and without judgment. I’m sure you know what I mean.

      “This is my Heaven, all right, Harry. I don’t think it’s too far off to describe our new home like that, at least in some ways. After all, I believe I have a qualified opinion on the matter.”

      Harry blinked nonchalantly.

      “Of all places, why was I sent here, you ask?” Sipping my tea, I scanned the sunny bay and idyllic waterside town of Angel Bay.

      “That’s a very good question. As you probably guessed, I wasn’t sent here alone. Chloe and Jade, my partners and my best friends, came along for the assignment. And I think it’s because we all have one thing in common, we’re misfits.”

      Harry raised his little hand, seemingly to ask another question.

      “Yep, I’m sure. We’re all misfits. We were told we’d never be real angels because we were each conceived and born in Heaven. And according to the matriarchy, that’s cheating the system. Apparently. Blah, blah, blah. But back to my sisters. Well, not biologically speaking, we aren’t. But we’re so close, the three of us like to think of ourselves as sisters.”

      Harry bobbed his head from side to side. I’d read, in one of our books on bearded dragon research, it was a common gesture for the little critters.

      “Anyway, Heaven stepped in and gave us a mission: to fulfill our destiny and become full-fledged angels by performing angelic work for the benefit of the mortal citizens of Angel Bay, to bring peace and justice to the community, and to live up to the high moral standards expected from angels.”

      While Harry didn’t exactly laugh—because I don’t know if bearded dragons can laugh—his mouth dropped open as if he thought it was pretty damn funny that high moral standards were our goal.

      “Seriously. Yeah, moral standards. And we’ve been trying. The problem is, we’ve been more or less dumped here with vague instructions and zero help from above.” I jabbed my index finger toward the sky.

      “In fact, we’ve realized this is a do-it-yourself mission. We can’t even call home for advice.” Defiantly tilting my face toward the heavens, I raised my voice.

      “Even if we consider that we might have been abandoned, we’ve vowed to prove our angelic worth.”

      I heard Harry sigh. Seriously.

      “We’re practically angels, but we’re also young women who have been thrown into the confusing and temptation-filled mortal world. There’s work, and paying bills, feeling like crud, and trying to decide what to eat. Or what to wear. Sure, we had a short crash course in Mortal Living 101 with Mrs. Portobello, but nothing she could have taught would have ever prepared the three of us for the mortal plane. We were the only heavenly beings, up to this point, to never step foot in the human world. We weren’t born on Earth. We didn’t die and pass on to Heaven. We were born in Heaven. There wasn’t a single thing about our upbringing in Heaven that could have prepared us for living on Earth. Then there was the even shorter time with Natasha, our program director. The only thing we ever learned from her was that we didn’t make the Heavenly portals blink red or green when we passed through, making us the only beings who were completely undetectable.”

      I sighed, quite dramatically. It felt good to expel my thoughts, even if I was expelling said thoughts to a bearded dragon.

      “Is that all I’m worried about, you ask? Not even close! I haven’t even touched on relationships—friendly or otherwise. Which brings up the big wide world of boys, and all the different and frightening ways our bodies react to them. Things we know nothing about and could never have prepared for. You know, boys, love, sex.”

      The more I thought about our predicament and talked it out, the more thoughts filled my mind.

      “What about your parents? They had a loving relationship,” I said in my best bearded dragon voice. Funny thing, even when I spoke as Harry, I gave him the same silly British accent Chloe did.

      “You’re right, Harry. My parents did have a wonderful marriage filled with love, but I don’t know how they reached that point in their relationship. I’ve never witnessed the mechanics of watching someone fall in love or lust. Our only guide in these earthly matters has been our well-read collection of paranormal romance books, the complete series of Dark Beasts.”

      “Beeeaaaassstssss,” he whispered.

      “Oh yeah, and it’s come in handy. I’m not talking about the sometimes vague and often weird metaphors for sex the writers use in the books. What I’m talking about is learning how to understand the beasts. The male variety.”

      “Tell me.” I could swear the lizard whispered.

      “So, there’s this guy I met. He’s around my age, in his early twenties. A sexy, hot biker by the name of Zane. The attraction I feel for him is off the charts. He’s kind. He’s smart, super good looking, and extremely confident. For a young man, he seems so…wise. Like he’s really into ancient philosophers, and not in a boring way, quite the opposite. But there is something dark about him, along with a certain swagger. He’s oozing erotic energy. His kiss makes me feel like such a naughty angel.”

      I remembered everything about the way Zane’s kiss made me feel.

      “And that turns me on.”

      “Yessss,” he whispered.

      I eyed Harry suspiciously, shrugged, and decided to keep on going. Life was already strange. At this point, would it really make a difference if our bearded dragon actually had the ability to speak?

      “Of course, it has to be complicated. His mother, Eve, happens to be Angel Bay’s resident witch. His father is some rich playboy devil, who I have yet to meet. And I mean like the real deal kind of devil. I don’t know if he has horns and such…and oh yeah, there’s the local motorcycle gang, the Hellions. They are a colony of wild demons whom Eve conjured up from Hell. But Zane has me so fricking hot, I don’t even care. It’s crazy, I know. But his kisses and the way he touches me. I can barely control myself. And in my dreams, I certainly let myself go wild. But what’s crazier, imagining I’m having a conversation with a reptile, or that I’ve decided I’m ready to give in to my carnal desires for Zane? I’m serious. Next chance I get, I’m going to go for it. All the way.”

      “Such a filthy ho,” Harry growled.

      “What? How—” I nearly shouted, spinning to face the little dragon.

      Lo and behold, it was Chloe voicing the part of Harry all along. She’d been lurking nearby the whole time. At some point, the little smart-ass had crept up to the table and picked up Harry.

      “That was a very interesting summary. My favorite part was how you see me and Jade as your best friends and sisters.”

      “You really shouldn’t sneak up on people. I might have to take back everything nice I said.”

      “I know Harry is a good listener and all, but next time you want to sort out whether you’re going to act on your depraved desires, just come and talk to me or Jade.”

      “The two of you are the worst influencers in my life!” I teased. I just couldn’t help it. She was making it too easy.

      She rolled her eyes and continued like I hadn’t even said a word. Figures…

      “By the way, you left out something important that we still need to look into—those wilderness areas Eve and her demon bikers were so determined to save from the developers. Doesn’t it make you curious? I mean, what’s their interest in the land?”

      “I assumed they didn’t want more people moving into the area who might discover their secret. I guess I haven’t given it much more thought.”

      “Maybe. But they might have their own malicious intent. They could be making moonshine… or maybe they’ve set up a secret drug lab in the woods. Who knows?”

      “We can’t always think the worst of people, Chloe. Not even if those people are witches and demons.” I tried to reassure Chloe—and even myself, if I was being completely honest.

      “Maybe it makes me a lousy angel, but I trust those Hellions about as far as I can throw them, and that’s not very far. Doesn’t it bother you that Zane hangs out with them a lot? He’s practically a member of their biker gang, just saying.”

      Chloe’s question was a familiar subject. I’d asked myself the same question dozens of times, but managed to knock it back down like I was playing mental whack-a-mole. I tried not to look too hard at his personal friendship with the Hellions because I worried I’d find a fatal flaw in Zane.

      Still, Chloe and I shared a certain personality trait, not curiosity exactly, but something more that drove us to investigate everything. As for me, it was because I needed to know the world around me was good and just. And to fix the things that weren’t.

      I had to change the subject.

      “Do you know if Jade had any luck trying to call Mrs. Portobello or Natasha?”  I asked, hoping we’d finally made contact with our Angel Academy instructors.

      “Nope. Nothing. Just like always,” Chloe sighed.

      Her answer was really no surprise. We’d repeatedly tried to call and text our connections in Heaven, the polite and humble Miss Portobello and the ominous and intimidating Natasha. Other than receiving a single text message advising us to help the good people of Angel Bay, we were, so far, unsuccessful in trying to communicate with them.

      Jade stormed onto the front porch, carrying a small radio that squealed with the most annoying noise known to human or angel. “Batten down the hatches, ladies. We’ve got a severe thunderstorm warning with possible tornadoes heading our way.”

      “Are you sure the storm is going to hit Angel Bay?” I asked, completely surprised by the development.

      “Yep. Check out those dark clouds. Something’s brewing across the bay, and quickly.” She pointed toward the clouds, which had already grown into an ominous dark mass. “Look how choppy the water is now.”

      The gentle waves I’d found beautiful not so long ago, now thrashed over the sandy beach. Large whitecaps curled in the distance, driven by an unexpected gusty breeze.

      Jade and I battled gale-force winds that were suddenly upon us to take down the “Open, Come On In!” flags.

      Chloe hurriedly wrapped Harry in her arms. She rushed him inside, securing him safely in his habitat.

      Gathered behind the safety of the service counter, we watched the dark clouds rapidly approach. A continuous drumroll of thunder rolled over the open water, thrilling us. You have to understand, there are no storms in Heaven. Consequently, we were awed by the beautiful yet frightening dark power of nature.

      “Look at that lightning. It’s awesome and scary at the same time.” Chloe summed up our feelings.

      Within minutes, the dark clouds unleashed a torrential downpour. We gasped, having never witnessed such a display. It was like nothing we could have ever imagined.

      Day had become night. The lights flickered in our store before everything suddenly went dark.

      Jade futilely slapped at the light switches, trying to force the power to come back on. White and blue flashes from the nearby lightning invaded the darkened store, followed by several loud cracks of thunder that shook our building and everything in it.

      “Jesus Christmas! This isn’t cool anymore!” Chloe squeaked.

      Jade was focused on striking a match. “Ta da!” she yelled, announcing the successful lighting of a lantern. “I knew this kerosene lantern would come in handy one day.”

      Grabbing another pack of matches, I went to work lighting several candles until a cozy yellow glow enveloped the store. “There—” I was just about to compliment my own work when I spun around and saw him. Paralyzed by the surprise encounter, I greeted the stranger with a silent, stupefied stare.

      He was well built and seemed tall, easily over six feet. The stranger was well-dressed in a black three-piece suit with a white button-down shirt and a blood red tie. He was undeniably handsome with his high cheekbones and rugged jaw. His impeccably styled jet-black hair added to his allure. He looked as if he were perhaps in his forties, yet younger at the same time. And somehow, he was perfectly dry. Astonishingly, not a drop of rain had hit him.

      “Strange,” I mumbled.

      “Sorry to have surprised you.” He spoke with an accent which I assumed was British. “I’m Ash,” he said, extending his hand.

      “Emmy,” I replied with a limp handshake.

      “Is Emmy short for something? Ash asked.

      “Uhh, Emerald,” I stammered.

      “What a beautiful name.”

      “I—I didn’t realize we had any customers.”

      “Of course. I’m sorry. Allow me to explain. I happened to dodge in here just before the rain came crashing down.” He smiled at me.

      I wasn’t sure if I amused him or if he was just being pleasant. It seemed like his eyes pierced deep inside of me, as if he were searching for something. What he searched for, I had no idea.

      I finally released my hand from his strong grip. “Feel free to look around, Mr. Ash. The power’s out, but we have plenty of candles.”

      “Ash. Please just call me Ash. And I have been perusing your excellent selection of antique books. It’s very impressive.”

      “Thanks. Most of the inventory was already on the shelves when we took ownership. We still haven’t inventoried all of them.”

      “I was pleasantly surprised at this old edition of The Lesser Key of Solomon. I’d like to purchase it,” he said, handing me a tattered leather-bound book.

      Unfamiliar with the title, I handed it back. “Name your price and it’s yours.”

      Chloe and Jade wobbled closer like a pair of low-budget robots. It was painfully obvious they were completely spellbound by the mysterious and handsome stranger.

      My entranced friends gently bumped into me, forcing an introduction.

      “These are my business partners and friends, Jade and Chloe.”

      Giving them each a light handshake, he replied, “Call me Ash. It’s nice to meet you. Such lovely young ladies. I believe I’ve found my new favorite shop.”

      Removing a folded wad of hundred-dollar bills from his coat pocket, he handed it to me. “I trust this is a fair payment for the book. Good day, ladies,” he said, and left as quietly as he had arrived.

      As soon as Ash left, the rain stopped, and the dark clouds disappeared. The power in the store flickered back to life.

      “That was weird.” Jade crossed her arms over her chest and snuggled into herself like she was trying to shake off a sudden chill.

      I shrugged and counted the money before placing it in the register. Weird was a relative term these days. “He gave us five thousand dollars for that old moldy book,” I said, completely shocked.

      “Oh my God! We just met a real honest-to-goodness sexy ass vampire!” Chloe yelped.

      I must have looked at her like she’d grown a pair of horns. “What in the world are you talking about?”

      “Oh, come on, Emmy. You had to notice—the sudden storm, the dark clouds, the power outage, the super-hot mysterious guy with an accent who suddenly appeared in our store? He was just like the vampire from Dark Beasts, book nineteen.”

      “The Boy Necks Door?” I asked.

      “No, the other vampire book.”

      “It Stakes One to Know One?”

      “That’s the one!”

      Jade clucked her tongue off the roof of her mouth. “He was hot, for sure. And here I was thinking maybe he was a movie star, or perhaps a salesman peddling timeshares. But a vampire? Of course. It’s so obvious. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it.” She shrugged, mocking Chloe.

      “I’m ninety-nine percent sure he wasn’t a vampire. I’m more interested in why he paid so much for that old book. It was practically falling apart. I probably would’ve given it to him for free,” I said, trying to remember the title of it.

      “I, for one, will be keeping an eye out for the mysterious Mr. Ash. And when I show you the undeniable proof that he’s a vampire, I just might accept your apologies—no guarantees.” Chloe huffed.
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      Four peaceful weeks had passed since the well-dressed stranger had visited our store. That’s not to say things weren’t uneventful, at least on the romance front. The enigmatic force that drew Zane and me together was stronger than ever. We saw each other every single day. Sometimes just for lunch, other days for an evening walk, and other times an evening out together. But not a day went by without one of his sweet kisses and his erotic touch.

      I knew as sure as I knew the sun would come up in the morning, if left unchecked, things between us were heading to a new level. I felt like one of those surfers carefully balancing themselves to enjoy the thrilling speed from the undisputable power of a massive wave. Eventually, the wave would break on the shore, crashing down on the surfers who decided to ride it out to the end.

      So, that was me. The virgin surfer trying to decide when, or if, I should break free before the undeniable forces of nature crashed over me. To be honest, I was more thrilled than afraid.

      But in Angel Bay, things are never as peaceful as they may appear. And a distracting mystery was just what I needed to get my mind off things.

      “Good morning, Mary,” I said, welcoming our next-door neighbor, Mary O’Brien. “You’re our first customer of the day. Can I help you find anything? Chloe put together some nice little baskets filled with a variety of herbal teas. They make great gifts.”

      “Oh, no thanks. I just stopped by for…for a little advice.” She glanced skittishly around the room.

      It seemed strange for my forty-year-old neighbor to come to me, a twenty-two-year-old amateur for advice.

      “Okay, but full disclosure—I’m sadly inexperienced in just about everything from business to romance.”

      “Us too,” Chloe said.

      Jade and Chloe’s surprise arrival caught me off guard. And leave it to Jade to be brutally honest.

      “Jeez, Mary. You look rough, like you’re barely holding it together. Are you okay?”

      “I don’t mind telling you girls, I’m falling apart like a hooker’s panties on payday.”

      “Yeah, we’ve been practicing white magi—” Chloe said before I cut her off.

      “We’ve helped quite a few people. What’s troubling you?” I asked.

      “Perhaps ‘advice’ wasn’t the right word to describe what I need. I should say I’m looking for some assistance. Gossip around town is that you girls have a special, if not a rather unconventional, skill set which you’ve used to solve a variety of problems.”

      Mary was unusually fidgety.

      “Go on,” I prodded her.

      “First, this must be strictly confidential.”

      “Of course. Completely,” I said.

      “Good. I’m glad I can trust you.” She dug around in her purse. Retrieving her cellphone, she unlocked the screen and took a deep breath before handing it to me.

      “These pictures were emailed to me. I don’t know who sent them, but it was someone using a fake identity.”

      I had to blink three times before I understood who the nearly naked woman was. “Mary! These are pictures of you!”

      Each image showed Mary scantily dressed or nude, in one seductive pose after another.

      “Who? What? Why?” The words flew from my mouth.

      “I’m being blackmailed. Whoever sent these pictures is demanding I transfer nine thousand dollars to his account within ten days or he is going to send them to Tim, and tell him I’ve been having an affair, or worse.”

      “So, Tim wasn’t behind the camera? Did your secret lover take the pictures, or was it someone else?” Chloe asked, trying to comprehend the situation.

      “No! I mean, yes, someone other than Tim took these, but I don’t know who. I have no memory of posing like this, and trust me, I’d remember. It’s like I have this big, dark, empty place in my mind when I try to remember when these pictures were taken. I just don’t understand it.”

      “The easiest explanation would be that the pictures are fakes. There are a lot of people who are quite good at creating bogus photos with their computers,” I suggested.

      “I thought maybe that was the case, but then I noticed this.” She tapped the screen until it zoomed in on a small dark spot on her inner thigh.

      “See that? It’s a bruise. I got that bruise last month when I bumped into a sharp corner on my deck. Nobody but Tim knew it was there. And this mole here. How could anyone fake that? They’d have to know some very intimate details about my body. These are legitimate pictures. And it’s scary to think that there’s someone out there—other than my husband, who took photos of me like this.”
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