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      “Hey, Des, can we get a couple more drinks down here?” Devi, one of my mermaid guests at our floating water bar, called.

      “Sure thing!” I shot her a thumbs up, then weaved between tables, scooping dirty glasses and bamboo food baskets up on my way back to the tiki bar. It was starting to cool down as October faded to November, but there was still quite a difference between the full South Florida sun on the patio and the shade inside the bar.

      After dumping  the baskets in a bus tub, I hustled behind the bar to drop the dirty glasses into the dishwasher and pull two clean ones from the cooler. While I mixed the drinks, an older man and woman in swimsuits claimed two seats at the bar.

      I smiled. “Hey, there. What can I get you?”

      The woman, a willowy blonde, returned my smile, and I couldn’t help but notice the size of the rock in her wedding ring as she steepled her elegant fingers in front of her. The center stone alone had to have been at least three carats, and two smaller sapphires flanked it on each side. It wasn’t the biggest I’d seen since we catered to many wealthy clients, but the setting was pretty.

      “We’ll have whatever light beer you have on tap,” she said, then winked at she man she was with. “Ted and I have been married for seventy years, and as much as we travel, we’d both be as big as houses if we went with those delicious but high-sugar fruity drinks all the time.”

      I reached into the cooler to pull out a couple of glasses as Dimitri, my second bartender, popped around the corner, his green hair expertly styled to look like he’d just rolled out of bed. He’d recently cut it short and was a big fan of changing colors regularly. I was a little jealous because as a faerie, he could do it at will in about ten seconds flat.

      “Hey, sweetie,” he said, giving me a hip bump as he clocked in. “Where we at? You doin’ okay?”

      “I’m good,” I said, frowning as I examined the contents of the cooler. “Where are all the beer glasses? We’re missing like half a dozen.”

      He nodded as he pulled a couple cucumbers from the small fridge. He liked to make cucumber-lime water for guests, and it was a big hit. “I know. I noticed it yesterday. They were there the day before, though.”

      I didn’t say anything else because talking shop in front of guests was bad business, but I turned it over in my mind. We’d had a string of stuff coming up missing lately. At first, I’d written it off to guests pocketing souvenirs, but that happened on the regular, maybe three or four a week. Never had we lost half a dozen beer glasses overnight.

      We’d lost a couple beach chairs, a beach umbrella, my favorite hoodie, and, oddly enough, somebody had stolen our Bigfoot bartender’s mustache wax. It was weird.

      I finished pouring the beers and set them in front of the couple, then slid menus in front of them and went back to making the drinks for the floating bar. The light trickling into the tiki caught the ring and glinted off the diamond. “That’s a gorgeous ring. You probably get that a lot, but I just had to mention it.”

      “Thank you,” she said, her face lighting up as she held her hand out in front of her. “Giles and I started our marriage dirt poor. Both our daddies were coal miners who sold their souls to the company store. We were raised in dirt-floor shacks, but we had big dreams.”

      It was then that I picked up the faintest trace of an Appalachian accent. I had some cousins in West Virginia, so I recognized it.

      Giles smiled at her and patted her hand. “Mathilda here was the one with the big visions. It was her idea to get out of there and start over somewhere where we had a better chance. We didn’t have any money to go to school, but we were both handy with a hammer. We’d had to be—she was an only child, so when her daddy was at work, if something went wrong, she had to help her mama fix it.”

      It was adorable how they told the story in pieces, as if they were one part of a whole person. I poured the drinks for my outside bar and set them on a tray.

      Mathilda picked the conversation back up, her gaze focused on something far away. “We went to Philadelphia and stayed with my aunt. Giles got a job at a lumber yard, and I took in laundry and tutored wealthy children. We pinched every penny and managed to scrape together enough to buy a run-down house in a decent part of town, and when my auntie passed, she left us her place. We fixed both of them up with scrap from the lumber yard and sold ours for twice our investment, then started over. It snowballed from there, and now we have more money than our grandchildren will ever spend.”

      Giles leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek, and I smiled at the charming way she still blushed with pleasure. “I got her the ring for our thirtieth wedding anniversary because she’d gone that long without one.”

      I raised my brows in surprise. “Well once you did it, you did it right!”

      He beamed. “I like to think I did, but she was worth every penny of it.”

      “Y’all give me hope,” I said, smiling as I picked up the tray and added a basket of chips and salsa to it. Leaving the couple in Dimitri’s hands, I headed back outside.

      The floating bar was exactly what it sounds like--a wooden bar built out over a spot they’d deepened on the beach. Stools were attached on each side so that you could stay partially in the water while having a drink and socializing. It was a huge hit with our mermaids and other waterfolk as well as land-walking guests who just wanted the novelty of sitting in the ocean while having a drink.

      I handed the drinks over to Devi and her husband, then turned to Amber and Dax, two more regulars who’d shown up. “Hey, guys! Glad to see you. How’s every little thing?”

      Amber rolled her eyes and flipped her brunette hair over her shoulder. “Generically, fine. Realistically, we’re arguing with the family about where we’re having Christmas. We usually go to Dax’s parents for Thanksgiving and mine for Christmas, but this year, his were up in the Atlantic visiting friends. Now they want us to stop there on our way.”

      I smiled. The one thing that never changed no matter what your genetics was that there was always family drama around the holidays. “Why don’t you just host it at your place and invite both sets of parents?”

      She glared at me while Dax grinned. “See, honey? Destiny agrees. That’s the best solution. We’ll just have them all here.”

      I cringed because it looked like I’d unintentionally stepped on a social landmine. I preferred to be the drink-serving version of Switzerland.

      Amber crossed her arms and scowled at both of us. “Absolutely not. Y’all don’t have to clean and cook and keep everybody from killin’ each other. Or control yourself enough to keep from killin’ one of them. It’s easier to go visit them, then leave when we want and come back to the peace and quiet of home.”

      I couldn’t argue with her there. I loved my family, but depending on who showed up, the best part of the day could be getting home to the blessed silence.

      I held up a hand. “I was just throwing out ideas. You could always bring the kids here for Christmas and skip the family thing altogether. We’re havin’ a big shindig. Or you could bring them here. Then you could spend time with them, then go to your room when you’re gettin’ close to the end of your rope.”

      Amber tilted her head and gave Dax a sideways glance. “That could actually work, you know. The kids love it here, and the parents all love gamblin’. We could pay for the vacation as their Christmas gifts, and our moms love the spa stuff.”

      Just a note—mermaids can come and go on land as they please. Amber and Dax don’t do it often because they’re usually just stopping by for a quick drink, but they usually got rooms a couple of times a year. Amber jokes that they can’t do it too often because Dax is so bad at poker that it takes them months to recover.

      “See?” I said, smiling. “Everybody wins. Plus, you don’t have to cook. We’re doin’ a spread fit for royalty here.”

      Devi laughed, then cast me a knowing glance. “That’s because from what I hear, you’re expecting actual royalty.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but I took guest confidentiality seriously. A lot of famous guests loved the Enchanted Coast, and the majority of them came here so they could unwind and pretend to be anonymous. Shoot, Elvis, who is very much alive, came at least a couple times a year. I loved it when he got a little tanked and performed in the casino. There was always at least one person who’d shake their head in disgust and say he was nowhere near as good as “the real thing.”

      In this case, though, Devi was probably referring to the mermaid royal family. Rather than deny it, I went with a non-answer and a sassy wink. She’d only heard half-right, anyway. The king and his family were arriving this evening. “All our holiday parties are fit for royalty, because you’re all princes and princesses in my eyes.”

      That brought Amber the rest of the way out of her mood, and she laughed. “You’re such a cheeseball. Are you bookin’ up fast, or do we have a bit to decide? I should probably get their input.”

      I pulled a face. “Don’t wait too long. We haven’t even made the formal announcement, but word of mouth has spread.”

      She glanced at Dax, who held up his hands. “Don’t look at me. You know I’m always up for a few days here. Like you said, you’re the one who’ll have to do all the cookin’ if we stay home, which means you’ll have to deal with both our moms plus my dad arguing over which way to cook the lobster.”

      “Sold,” she said without even pausing. “We’ll spend Christmas here. If they don’t like it, well, too bad. Des, will you book for us?”

      “Sure thing,” I replied, pulling out my phone. We had an in-house app that allowed me to do such things. “You want the cottages like you did last time?”

      We had luxury beach cottages and bungalows, and that’s what Amber and Dax usually went with so they could take late-night swims and let the kids play on the beach. Incidentally, that was what the king had booked for himself and his family.

      “Oh, heck no,” she said, looking at me like I’d sprouted a second head. “Stayin’ in the same cottage together would defeat the purpose of this whole thing. Four rooms, please. And you’re a doll for suggesting it. I owe you one. Are you goin’ home for Christmas this year?”

      I shook my head. “Nah. We’re short staffed here, so I’ll probably just go up after the first of the year.”

      Amber frowned at me. “Des, that’s three Christmases in a row that you’ve skipped. You need to take some time for yourself.”

      I sighed, ready to change the conversation and push aside the depressing thought of missing another holiday with my mom. “I know. I’ll think about it. Now, let me run up and get your drinks.”

      As I rushed back toward the bar, I tried to shake off the blues that had settled over me. My family was loud, obnoxious, and large, and holidays were as chaotic as they were beautiful. The same could be said for Christmas at the Enchanted Coast, though, and since Bob and I were splitting the management duties, I couldn’t take the time off. He had kids, and that wouldn’t be right.

      Maybe next year, but then again, that’s what I’d told my mom last year. At least I’d have my work family, and that would have to be good enough.
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      “What happened?” Tempest, my arctic fox familiar, asked as I circled around the bar. Concern shone in her big emerald eyes as she hopped from her bed behind the bar to a stool. “You were fine when you left. The vibe I’m getting now is definitely not fine.”

      “I’m good,” I replied. The last thing I needed was her dragging me about working too much, too. “Just a stray thought. I was thinkin’ about Mom.”

      “Ah,” she said, wrapping her fluffy black-striped white tail around her feet. “You should call her.”

      “Yeah, I will.” I made drinks for Amber and Dax, and I barely had time to deliver them before the lunch rush hit. By the time it was over, my feet were killing me, but I was back to my usual sunny yet sarcastic self. I attributed a lot of that to Dimitri. He was a big goof who made every shift fun no matter how busy it got.

      “Hey, girl,” Elena, my relief server, said as I was cleaning off the last table. “How are you?”

      Her dark hair was swept into a messy top knot, and she’d stuck a couple pens in it. Somehow, rather than making her look silly, it gave the pretty vampire a carefree, wholesomely sexy air.

      I smiled as I dumped empty bamboo baskets into a bus tub. “Ready to go home. It’s been a long day.”

      “I hear that,” she replied, wiping off the table for me. “Last night was a hell night. By the time I was done, I was ready to go home and pass out. I barely had time for a glass of wine before my sleep took me.”

      I washed my hands, then poured myself a glass of water and took my paperwork to the spot at the end of the bar where Dimitri was cutting fruit. He motioned toward a pile of paperwork by the register. “Blake sent you down the info we need to get ready for the royal visit. I took a glance, and those are some needy people.”

      “Fabulous,” I said, pulling my phone from my pocket as I sat down. The green light on my phone was blinking, indicating I had a voicemail. Hopefully, it was my boyfriend Colin saying he was on his way. He was a werewolf and a lawyer, so even though he was the attorney of record for the resort, he had responsibilities that kept him away for days on end.

      My heart sunk a little when it wasn’t from him, or from anybody else I knew, for that matter. I frowned as I clicked the play arrow.
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      Hi Destiny. This is Cassandra Douglas. You called me about a management job a few months ago, but I’d already taken another position. That didn’t work out, so even though you’ve probably already filled the one at the tiki, I was hoping you might have a similar position in another of your restaurants or bars. I’ll even start as a bartender and work my way up if necessary. Can’t wait to hear from you.
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      I closed my voicemail and rubbed my chin. I’d received hundreds of applications for the bar manager position, but only a handful of good ones. I’d interviewed a whole string of people, all of whom had been woefully lacking in one way or another regardless of how good they looked on paper. This woman had seemed like a dream, and I’d been hopeful.

      She was thirty-four years old, had fifteen years of experience in the restaurant industry, and had managed three bars in that time. Two of the three places had been high-end, and one of them had been for magicals only. That was a good sign. It meant she was used to dealing with some of the crap that we had to put up with on a regular basis. Experience managing a human bar was great, but you also had to be able to deal with cranky witches, snarky werewolves, and mermaids who’d had too much to drink. That added an extra layer of crazy to the job that most people couldn’t appreciate until they’d done it.

      I’d contacted her, but she’d already taken another job. At that point, Bob, who’d interviewed as many duds as I had, agreed to split the duties with me. We were both getting tired of it, though. He had a family, and I had … well, I had a cranky fox and a hot boyfriend nagging me to worry more about myself and less about the resort.

      I tapped my pen on my chin for a second, thinking. I should probably find out why her new job hadn’t worked out, but to be honest, I didn’t really care unless she’d stolen or done something horrible. I’d give them a call before I talked to her.

      “Earth to Des.” Dimitri waved his hand in front of my face to bring me back from my musings.

      I shook my head and smiled. “Sorry. Remember that girl who we thought would be perfect for the management position?”

      He scooped up the pile of freshly sliced oranges and dropped them into a storage container. “You mean the one who’d already taken a job somewhere else?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, snatching a slice before he could snap the lid on. “She just left me a voicemail. Apparently, the new job didn’t work out and she’s interested in working here. Says she’ll even start in a lower position to get her foot in the door.”

      He lifted a shoulder as he pulled a bowl of whole limes toward him and sliced into one. “I’m not giving up bar shifts, but if you think she can hack it as a manager, then get her butt in here, ASAP. You and Bob are both worn ragged. When y’all decided to take that on, I thought you’d gone out of your gourds.”

      I rubbed my face. “Yeah, well it was the only option at the time. That, or end up with somebody as bad as Cassiel or worse.”

      Cassiel had been the last bar manager, a fallen angel sentenced to the job as penance. Before he’d gotten the celestial boot, he’d been the angel of temperance. None of us could figure out how he’d managed to land that gig because he’d been an obnoxious drunk who’d spent his free time gambling and had made it his professional goal to make everybody at the tiki as miserable as he was. Basically, the opposite of temperate.

      Tempest jumped up on the bar beside me with a pickle in her paws. “I’m all for you hiring somebody. Anybody, really, if it means we get to take some time off. But before you call her, you’d better get hopping on the royal arrival. They’re gonna be here in just a few hours, and you haven’t even looked at that list yet.”

      “Yeah,” I sighed, waving my hand to magic the clipboard to me rather than getting up and walking around the bar. My heart about failed as I scanned the first few pages. “This is ridiculous. A bowl of Skittles on the nightstand with all the yellow ones picked out? Organic anchovies with gluten-free crackers? What even IS an organic anchovy? I mean, they’re all plucked out of the ocean and shoved in cans, right?”

      Dimitri grinned as he pushed a strand of green hair off his forehead. “That’s all you, sister. I have no idea what it is, and I’m glad it’s not my problem.”

      Elena slid onto the stool beside me and plucked a cherry from the fruit bin. “It wouldn’t be your problem, either, if you’d hired a manager rather than play Supergirl and try to do it all on your own. Is Bob at least helping you do this?”

      I shook my head. “No. He wanted to take the kids to the beach today, so I didn’t have the heart to tell him about it. I didn’t figure it would be a big deal.”

      The pretty vampire checked the list over my shoulder. “Only Gala apples? Do we even have control over what types of apples we get?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied, puffing a breath out. “I guess it’s time to check.”

      Before I could pull up the kitchen’s inventory list, Stephanie, a dark-haired Valkyrie who spent a lot of time at the resort, took a seat at the end of the bar. She was more than just a guest, though; she was a good friend whom I spent time with in my free time, too.

      “Hello, everyone. How are my favorite bartenders?” She took off her oversized shades and slipped one arm of them through the middle string of her bikini top.

      “Great, if you call pandering to a bunch of entitled royals a good time,” I grumbled under my breath.

      Her hearing was excellent, though, and she laughed. “I do not. I call that the opposite of a good time.”

      She slipped off her stool and joined me, craning her neck to see the list. “That’s nothing but a bunch of ridiculousness,” she scoffed. “Why, I’d tell them they could pick their own yellow Skittles out. That’s somebody who’s never had an attendant stand up to them.”

      I raised a brow and gave her a small half-smile. “That’s sort of the job of an attendant—to attend to their every need.”

      “Having yellow Skittles plucked from their candy bowl is not a need,” she replied, chin raised. “It’s an abuse of power and an arrogant expression of their self-perceived superiority. Why, if it were me, I’d make sure there were nothing but yellow ones. A little lemon in their lives would do them all good. True rulers wield their power to make the lives of everybody in their kingdoms better, not to turn every person with lesser status into servants. Besides, you’re the one holding the power here. It is your domain, so teach them boundaries.”

      Since Stephanie was literally created by a god, she knew what she was talking about when it came to executive privilege, but she didn’t quite get the social constructs of the service industry. She wasn’t wrong about the boundaries thing, though. I decided then and there that I wasn’t picking out the yellow Skittles.

      “What happened to that charming surfboard clock?” she asked, taking a sip of the fruity drink Dimitri had sat in front of her. “It added a certain flare to the place.”

      I glanced toward the back wall of the tiki where the clock had hung since before I’d started there. Sure enough, it was gone. “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” I exclaimed, scowling. “This is gettin’ ridiculous.”

      Stephanie tilted her head, and her floppy hat covered one eye. “What’s getting ridiculous, love?”

      I huffed. “We have a thief. I’ve checked the surveillance videos, and nada. I’m not sure how they’re doing it, but the items are just there one minute and gone the next. We’ve lost glasses, beach chairs and umbrellas, and even my favorite hoodie. It’s beyond annoying.”

      “When you catch them, cut off a hand,” she replied, plucking the cherry from her drink and popping it into her mouth. “That’ll mark the person as a thief and stand as a warning to others that you don’t tolerate that nonsense. If you want to be lenient, just take a finger.”

      I quirked one side of my mouth up into a wry half-smile as I scanned the rest of the to-do list. “As appealing as that is, the method went out of fashion a few hundred years ago.”

      She shrugged. “Pity. That’s why there’s so much petty crime in the world nowadays. No real consequences.”

      Not that I disagreed with her, but I was fairly certain the Enchanted Coast board of directors would frown on me for lopping off an appendage. Though on second thought, maybe they wouldn’t. Like Stephanie, they were old-school types including angels, witches, shifters, and even an ancient vampire or two. There was a good chance the practice wouldn’t seem as draconian to them as it did to me.

      “I’ll decide what to do with them when I catch them. For now, I better get prepared for the royal visit.” With that, I pulled out my cell phone and got to work pulling off a miracle.
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      An hour later, I was patting myself on the back as I looked around the cottage-turned-palace. It had a beautiful view of the sunset, but beyond that, it featured every creature comfort you could imagine. A virtual feast that included champagne and platters of fresh fruit, chilled oysters, and exotic cheeses sprawled across the long plank table in the dining room, and I’d stocked the fridge with a variety of fancy flavored waters, soda, and the craft beers they’d requested. Though Stephanie’s admonition had rung in my ears, I’d magicked all the yellow Skittles from the bedside bowl.

      Plopping down in a beach chair facing the ocean, I placed a quick call to the spa to confirm the two private masseuses for that afternoon, then basked in the glow of accomplishment. That didn’t last long, though. The ache was just starting to leave my feet when a massive wave crashed to shore. Six of the most beautiful people I’d ever seen emerged from the whitecaps carrying themselves with such a regal bearing that I had no doubt our guests had arrived. The man and woman in the center of the group carried golden tridents and wore crowns that shone with jewels. Two teenagers, a boy and a girl, flank them, and what I took to be bodyguards based on their build and bearing protected them on either side.

      Standing, I pasted on a welcoming smile and strode forward to greet them.

      “King Triton, Queen Muriel, welcome to the Enchanted Coast.” Though I didn’t bow, I did dip my head in deference. A witch bowed to nobody, but they were known to be fair, kind rulers, and that deserved respect.

      A wide grin spread across the king’s face, causing his salt-and-pepper mustache to curl up on either side. “You must be Destiny. I’ve heard good things about you from Amber and Dax. By the way, that’s the easiest underwater portal I’ve ever used. Well done.”

      Muriel stepped forward and held out her hand, then clasped mine at the forearm, which was the way of the merpeople.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness,” I said, returning her firm grip. “I hope you find everything to your liking.”

      “Please, call me Muriel,” she replied, smiling and tucking a strand of violet hair behind her ear. “We’re not big on formality, and I’d prefer to have as little fuss as possible while we’re here. It’s not often we get to mix with land folk, and I’m looking forward to a bit of the anonymity that the Enchanted Coast is known for.”

      Before I could stop myself, I glanced at their crowns and tridents. They were so shiny that they were nearly blinding.

      She caught me and smiled. “The crowns will go in the safe, and the tridents have an invisibility spell. We don’t plan to strut around with them. In fact, I’m so set on relaxing that I only brought a couple good outfits for dining. The rest of my wardrobe consists of shorts, sundresses, and bathing suits.”

      A woman after my own heart.  I smiled, and this time, it was from the heart. “Then please, let me show you around.”

      I spent the next fifteen minutes doing just that, and when we came to the Skittles room, King Triton turned and frowned at the younger of the two teenagers who’d accompanied them. “Astrial, did you put that ridiculous request in the packet? Just because you don’t like them doesn’t give you the right to ask somebody else to pick them out for you.”

      The girl, who looked to be in her early teens, ran a hand over her turquoise hair and pulled her slim shoulders back. “We’re royalty. If I don’t want to eat them, they shouldn’t be presented to me.”

      Muriel narrowed her eyes and ran a hand over the bowl, turning all of the candies yellow. “There,” she said, plucking one out and popping it into her mouth. “Teachable moment. Either learn to like lemon or walk yourself up to the store in the main resort, buy a pack, and pick ‘em out yourself.”

      I’d heard these were decent people, but you never knew quite what to expect from royalty and famous folks. How they allowed their kids to behave spoke volumes, and the fact that she didn’t let hers get away with being a brat said a lot about her.

      She winked at me as her daughter flounced from the room, stuffing her earbuds in as she went. “The only reason I’ve made it this far without choking her is because I was even worse as a teenager than she is, though I was more prone to skip school than aggravate the staff. I’m crossing my fingers that it’s just a matter of keeping her straight until she grows into herself.”

      I smiled as I glanced around the room, patting myself on the back again for transforming it from the bachelor pad vibe it had sported that morning into an elegant seaside villa. “I’m sure there’s hope for her yet. I was no peach myself. My brother, sister, cousin, and I made our parents’ lives hell from the time we could walk until we graduated from high school. Shoot, there are still things about me that make my mom crazy.”

      They’d sent their luggage ahead, so it was time for me to leave them to it. I handed them my card. “If you guys need anything at all, here’s my number. Feel free to reach out. I sent you an email with the codes to your door and safe, and there’s a resort directory by the phone in the kitchen.”

      Muriel unzipped a suitcase and started putting their clothes in the drawers, and I smiled. There were two kinds of guests—ones who unpacked and ones who didn’t. Muriel was a nester.

      “Thanks, Destiny,” she said over her shoulder. “You’ve caught every detail, and I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

      I nodded and backed out, then snapped my fingers and teleported back to the tiki. The place was in total chaos, so I jumped behind the bar to help Dimitri. Before I knew it, two hours had passed.

      We’d just finished cleaning up after the evening rush when my phone rang. When I pulled it from my pocket, I was surprised to see that it was Blake, the director of the resort and my former boyfriend.

      "Hey, what's up? I said, a feeling of dread washing over me. Blake rarely called unless there was something wrong. He paused so long that I thought maybe he'd butt dialed me. When he replied, I found myself wishing heartily that he had.

      "What's up is that I have King Triton and Queen Muriel in my office right now, and they're in a panic."

      I racked my brain trying to think of anything that I might've missed that would cause that kind of an uproar but came up blank. "Over what? I'll do what I can to fix it."

      He barked out a humorless laugh. “I’m glad you said that, because we’re going to need all hands on deck. As much as I wish it were just a matter of silk sheets when they’d requested cotton, it’s much bigger than that. Somebody stole the crowns."

      I closed my eyes and pulled in a deep breath, then released it slowly as the information sank in. "I'll be right there. Do what you can to calm them down, and assure them that we’ll figure this out. They didn’t just walk off.”

      I shoved my phone back in my pocket and motioned for Tempest to come with me. I sure was getting tired of putting out fires.
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      Even though I had special privileges on the resort due to my position, I couldn't teleport all the way to Blake's office because of security measures. The closest I could get was the front entrance to the resort, so that’s where I went.

      "Whoa, there! Where's the fire?” Margo, the giant sphinx that served as one of the resorts primary security measures, asked from her position on her pedestal when I appeared.

      My first impulse was to rush straight upstairs, but then I realized security was her thing. I stopped in my tracks and tilted my head back so I could look her in the face. “The hurry is that the king and queen of the mermaids have only been here for a few hours, and somebody's already stolen their crowns.”

      She raised a finely chiseled brow. “What a shame, and just when I thought things were going to be quiet.” She paused, concern creasing her brow. “That's particularly alarming news, because those crowns are way more than just jewelry that designates their status."

      The level of worry etched on her face jacked my anxiety up about twenty notches. I didn’t know anything about them, and I had a feeling I was about to get a rude awakening. "What, exactly, do you mean by that? I mean, they came in wearing them, and they are some serious bling, but I didn't realize there was more to it than that.”

      She nodded her head, her lips pressed together. "Oh yes. Quite a bit more, actually. Those crowns grant them the power to know everything that's going on in the sea. They also allow the king and queen to travel to anywhere on the planet in the blink of an eye. Well, anywhere underwater, of course. They need to be able to do that in order to manage a kingdom that encompasses every ocean and body of water in the world."

      When she put it like that, it made sense. I'd never really thought about the logistics of ruling the world even if it was just the underwater portion. I bit my lip, thinking. "So does that mean that whoever has the crowns now has the same powers?”

      She thought about that for a second. "That's an excellent question, and one I've pondered many times. How, exactly, the crowns function is a closely guarded secret, so I’m afraid I can’t answer that question.”

      That shocked me a little, because Margo had been around for thousands of years. As one of the most knowledgeable creatures on the planet, if she didn't have an answer, it was unlikely that anybody else would, either. I hoped that even though the merpeople were known for keeping their secrets, the royal couple would share that knowledge with me. If we were simply looking for a thief, that was one thing. If somebody now had both the magic of the crowns and the ability to go anywhere in the world with them that they chose, that was a horse of an entirely different color.

      I added it to the ever-growing list of questions in my head.

      Tempest, who was sitting on my shoulder, spoke for the first time. “I’m going to go out on a limb here and assume you haven’t detected somebody with thievery in their heart."

      That's how Margo's magic worked and why she was such an asset to the resort. She could see into people’s hearts, which was extremely helpful since folks up to no good were rarely willing to just openly admit it.

      She shook her head, and a little bit of sand drifted down on me. “I’m sorry, but I haven't. Things have been quiet, which is why I was hoping that we were finally going to get a bit of a reprieve."

      I gave her a wry smile because I’d hoped for the same. "Just when we thought it was safe to go back in the water, right?”

      Her face lit up, or at least as much as a stone face could. She'd been watching movies and catching up on the last hundred years of pop culture with one of the waitresses from Mario's, our in-house Italian restaurant. "That's a Jaws reference. Julia and I just watched the final movie in that series the other night.” She winked at me. “Also, if the power of the crowns transfer to whomever is wearing them, you're probably going to need a bigger boat."

      Despite the gravity of the situation, I laughed. Margo's main purpose at the resort may be as a security agent, but she was also my friend. We’d been through a lot together, and her longevity gave her a special view on taking yourself too seriously. If I had to pick one mantra that applied to her, it would be This, too, shall pass. That, in my opinion, was her true strength.

      After assuring her that I would keep her in the loop and securing a promise from her to do the same, I hurried up to Blake's office, which was on the top floor in the main resort. The two security guys who’d come ashore with Triton and Muriel stood to either side of his double doors, and the one on the left gave a brief nod as I passed.

      Blake’s secretary glanced up when I pushed into the reception area. She didn't even bother with a greeting before she motioned me back to his office. That alone was a solid indicator of the crisis level. Normally, God Almighty himself wouldn't have gotten clearance to go in until she’d pushed her little button and gotten permission from Blake.

      Once inside, I shut the double doors and waved a hand to cast a muffling spell. Though Blake was top-notch when it came to security, I didn't want to take any chances. My opinion when it came to that was that too much was better than not enough.

      The queen was pacing a path in Blake's oriental carpet on one side of the room, and the king was doing the same on the other. Blake, meanwhile, sat behind his ornate cherry desk glancing back and forth between the two. When he saw me, relief washed over his face. He was much better at dealing with numbers than people.

      "Thank the gods! I thought I was going to have to come down and get you myself. I called you like six times in the last half an hour, but you didn't answer.”

      I arched a brow at him. “First, I had no way of knowing you were looking for me because I was in the middle of a rush. My phone was on silent. Second, you could've just given me a mental shout out."

      Though we rarely used it, Blake and I had a telepathic doorway in our heads. It had been romantic and a little exciting back when we’d been dating, but now we just used it for emergency resort matters.

      He ran a hand through his chestnut hair, something he was prone to do when he was upset. "I know. But I didn't want to invade your privacy like that.”

      To give credit where credit was due, he had been respectful of my privacy, especially since I'd started dating Colin. Our work relationship had been awkward for a while after we'd stopped dating, but we’d finally found a comfortable middle ground, mostly because both of us had learned to respect the other's space. Now that it had been a couple of years, we’d gotten past the awkwardness and to a point we were actually friends again.

      "So what do we know?” I asked the room at large. “How did the thief manage to get into the safe? Those things have so many spells on them that it would be easier to break into Fort Knox."

      Apparently, I'd hit a sore spot because the two royals stopped pacing and glared daggers at each other.

      "Since he'll barely let me blow my nose without calling a security team to check the hankie for spies first, I just assumed he'd locked them up," the queen snapped, not taking her death glare off her husband.

      Triton gave as good as he got. "And I assumed since Ms. Susie Homemaker there settled in like we were going to be here for six months that she'd locked them up before we went to dinner."

      I stepped to the center of the room and held a hand up in either direction. "Okay, an internal war isn't going to help us find the crowns, so both of you, put your fingers away. When was the last time you saw them?"

      Triton scrubbed a hand over his face. “When we got there, we put them on the dining room table, so I assume that’s where they were when we left to go up to the main resort to have dinner."

      “Was that before or after you got your massages?” Tempest asked.

      “After,” they replied in unison.

      “Did you see them after the massage team left?” I asked, and they glanced at one another.

      “I didn’t,” Triton said.

      Muriel shook her head. “Me, either, but I also wasn’t looking for them. They could have been there and I just didn’t notice.”

      Blake spoke up. "Out of curiosity, why weren’t you wearing them?"

      Muriel shrugged. “Like I said earlier, we didn't want to draw attention to ourselves. Most people recognize us on sight underwater, but we’re not well known on land. That's why we only traveled with two members of our security team. As long as we dress like normal humans and skip the royal trappings, most people just assume we're an average couple on vacation."

      Triton's expression softened as he stepped toward his wife and placed a hand on her back. "Being the leaders of an entire under-sea world is exhausting. Sometimes it's just nice to hide in plain sight." He glanced down at Muriel. "I'm sorry, honey. It was wrong of me to snap at you."

      She put her arm around his waist and gave him a squeeze. "Me, too. We’ll find them. Dax and Amber have told me some stories, and I have utter faith that these two will make things right.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. A theft of this scale was bad enough without dealing with the main power couple being on the outs. With that fire out, I moved on. We needed to get to the bottom of this as quickly as possible, and in order to do that, I needed to know what we were up against.

      "On my way in, I spoke with one of the members of our security team," I said, not willing to name Margo because the fact that people believed she was just a grandiose statue was a side benefit that helped her do her job. If people knew what she really was, they’d go out of their way to shield their thoughts when they passed her. "She told me that the crowns are more than just fancy status symbols. She told me that they give you the ability to see anywhere in the sea and to teleport anywhere you want underwater. What she didn't know, though, was whether that magic transfers to whoever is wearing it or whether it’s tailored just to you."

      Triton raised a brow. "I'm not sure who this member of your security team is, but that's not commonly known information. Whoever she is, she knows what she's talking about, and I’d like to know how she came by the knowledge. That magic is a closely guarded secret, and I'd rather not discuss it."

      Tempest jumped to a chair and then onto my shoulder. "Well, I'd rather you’d have locked your crowns up so that this wasn't an issue to begin with, but it looks like neither of us are going to get what we want. We need this information to decide whether we’re looking for a common thief or whether there's possibly a power play going on. There's a big difference between the value of normal crowns on the black market and a magical object that lets you see anywhere in the ocean and can transport you instantly to anywhere on the planet."

      Blake choked at her bold words, but Muriel laughed. "Well said, little fox. I like you. It's refreshing to run up against somebody who doesn't kowtow to us just because of our positions.”

      Triton, too, was smiling. He glanced toward the door. "Under the circumstances, I believe you're right. We don't really have any other choice than to share what information we can about them. If we wanted to keep the secret, we should have better guarded two of the most powerful magical objects in existence. To answer your question, no, that magic doesn't transfer, but that doesn't necessarily mean that whoever stole it didn't have the same information you did. Perhaps they assumed that the magic went with the crowns."

      Blake glanced at me, and I could see the approval in his eyes. There was a touch of gratitude there, too, but he already knew by now that my top priority aside from the wellbeing of the people I cared about was always the resort.

      "Is there anything else we should know about them?” he asked. “I’d like to get my team on this right away, and the more information they have, the better they'll be able to do their jobs."

      Triton shook his head. "No, there's nothing else special about them, but I’d prefer to keep the magical attributes between us. If that were to become common knowledge, my family would be in greater danger than they already are.”

      I tilted my head, trying to decide if he was being honest about the qualities of the crowns or if he just didn't want to share anything else. His expression didn't give much away, though, so I was going to have to take what he said at face value.

      "Have there been any other recent attempts to steal them?” Tempest asked. “Has somebody come to you for money but you turned them down? Have there been any attempts to overthrow the crown?"

      Muriel rubbed the back of her neck. "No, yes, and no. Somebody would be out of their mind to attempt theft or mutiny at the palace or of our persons as long as we're in water. Between us, we're a formidable pair, and when you throw in our security team, it would be a death wish. As far as people coming to ask for money, we do get the occasional person coming around with a hand out, but things work a little differently in our realm than they do on land. Money's not that big of a deal to us."

      I knew for a fact that was the truth. I'd had merpeople as customers at the bar who'd paid me in everything from sea glass to rubies the size of my palm. They tended to place more value on the aesthetics of an item rather than whether or not it folded or jingled, and the underwater world operated on trade more than payment.

      Blake steepled his fingers in front of him, his expression thoughtful. "So we’re either dealing with a land walker who waited for their chance and grabbed them, or we’re looking for somebody making a power grab because they believe the magic transfers with possession of the crowns."

      I nodded. "That's pretty much my take on it too. I’m gonna go down to the cottage and see if I can pick up any magical signatures.”

      I glanced at Muriel and Triton. "Did you see anybody else around your cottage when you were on your way up here? There's nobody else supposed to be down there, so if they slipped up and let you see them, we have a place to start."

      They both shook their heads, and Muriel responded. "Nobody that was close. There were some folks body surfing further down the beach, but I think it was more toward the public part of the resort."

      I pushed a curl that had escaped from my ponytail out of my face. “Then you two go on and enjoy your vacation as much as you can. I don't think there's anything else you can do, and you can rest assured that Blake and I are doing everything in our considerable power to locate your crowns and make sure whoever did this is punished."

      Though that sounded like a huge brag, it wasn't. The resort had so many security features that I was comfortable that both the thief and the crown were still on the property. Now all I had to do was find them.
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      I'd no sooner stepped outside than my phone dinged with an incoming text from Colin. I smiled. He’d been working so much lately that we hadn't gotten to spend much time together. Hopefully that message was to tell me he was on his way. When I unlocked my phone and pulled up the message, it was better news than I could've expected. He was already on the resort looking for me. Rather than text him back, I just called him.

      "Hey," I said when he picked up. "Where you at?"

      "Hey yourself! I'm down at the tiki. Where are you?"

      “I’m at the main building. I’ve gotta stop and talk to Margo, but I’ll be there in five minutes. I'm afraid we’re probably not going to have that relaxing weekend we talked about, but I'll tell you all about it when I get there."

      I disconnected the call, then stopped when I got to Margo. I glanced around to make sure there was nobody in earshot, and once I was satisfied we had privacy, I laid my hand on her marble base.

      "I learned a little more about the magic that’s attached to the crowns. Apparently, it doesn’t transfer, but right now, I'm gonna run on the assumption that if you didn't know that, the thief probably doesn't either. Better to consider all possibilities until we know more.”

      She nodded once. "I think that's probably a wise choice. We’re not even sure the thief knows about the magic attached to them, but it's probably a safer bet to assume that they do. Did the king or queen have anything else to tell you?"

      I pulled in a lungful of clean sea air, then blew it out slowly. “Unfortunately, no. We’re pretty much going in blind. They couldn't even think of anybody who might’ve wanted to steal it. Nobody's made a power play lately, and they haven’t had any attempted break-ins or burglaries.”

      "To be fair," she said, turning her face toward me, "people would be insane to try to steal anything from them when they're underwater. Merpeople take a much harsher approach to an attack than a lot of people do, and it probably would've meant instant death to anybody who tried."

      "Yeah, those were pretty much Queen Muriel’s exact words," I replied. “Colin’s here, so I'm gonna take him down to the cottage with me. With any luck I'll pick up a magical signature. I think the best we can hope for is that this is just a common theft. We’ve had things coming up missing around the resort for a couple weeks now, so maybe whoever's doing that pilfered through the royal cottage while Triton and Muriel were gone and grabbed the crowns just because they were there."

      She tilted her head. “What do you mean, they were just there? What, did they just toss them on the dining room table with the rest of their belongings and leave them out in the open?"

      I lifted a shoulder. “From what I can gather, that's pretty much how it went down. He thought she'd locked them up, and she thought he had. In fact, I thought World War III was going to break out in that office for a minute because they were blaming each other."

      Margo shook her head again. "It doesn't matter if I live another five thousand years, I don't think I'll ever understand royalty."

      I laughed. “Me either, but to be fair, they worked that out pretty quickly on their own. They seem to be decent people, so at least that's one thing I don't have to worry about. I think I’d probably lose my mind if I had to deal with the theft and a bunch of entitled, spoiled rich people."

      “Small blessings, I suppose,” she said, turning her face back toward the ocean. “Hopefully you can get this resolved quickly, and then we won’t have to worry about it anymore. Now, go down and see what you can find at the cottage and on the beach, and I'll keep my mind open up here. Hopefully between the two of us, we’ll make short work of it, and we can all be back to business as usual by breakfast."

      I gave her pedestal a pat before I headed down the path toward the tiki. “Your mouth to the gods’ ears, sister. I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

      Colin was sitting on a stool with a cold draft beer sweating on a coaster in front of him when I got to the tiki. When he saw me, a broad smile split his face, and he stood up. “Wow, are you a sight for sore eyes, beautiful," he said pulling me into a bear hug.

      "So are you," I replied, giving him a quick peck. "I've missed you."

      He pushed me back to arms’ length and examined my face for a second as Tempest hopped from my shoulder to his. "What's the disaster du jour that you mentioned on the phone? Is it going to interfere with our plans for the next few days?"

      I laughed. "I didn't realize we had any solid plans, but it very well could. We have a pair of missing magical crowns to find." I said the last in a whisper only he could hear.

      He arched a brow and matched my tone. "Something tells me this isn't just a treasure hunt that you've organized for charity. Whose crowns have gone missing, and how did somebody manage to steal them?"

      Dimitri slid a glass of iced citrus water in front of me. "I would've brought you a beer, but if the rumors flying around here are true, you're gonna need to keep your head about you."

      I frowned. "And what exactly are the rumors that are flying around?"

      His lips curled into a secretive smile, and he winked at me. "Okay, maybe they're not flying around, but I did hear from a little bird that the mermaid king and queen were robbed."

      I thought back over the last half hour, trying to figure out who’d blabbed. The only ones who knew about it were the king and queen, Blake, me, and Margo. Well, and Tempest, but I know she hadn’t said anything.

      Dimitri waggled a finger at me. "I can see the little gears in that brain of yours turning, and I can't believe you're making the investigative faux pas that you are. You're overlooking the help."

      I rolled my eyes as I realized who he was talking about. The two security guys that had been with the king and queen and had been guarding them outside of Blake's office had surely also known. I wasn't sure how they'd managed to spread the info hither and yon, though. I said as much.

      Dimitri motioned with his head toward two youngish mermaids in the infinity pool. "Those are their wives. The guys called just a little bit ago to tell them they were gonna be late getting off, and the ladies have had enough to drink that their lips were a little loose when they were waiting for me to make them another pina colada.” He arched a green brow. “Like you, they made the mistake of forgetting about the hired help.”

      Since I had no comeback for that, I let it slide. Speaking of loose lips, though, I glanced around the tiki partly to make sure nobody was listening, but mostly because I held out a whisper of hope that the universe would bless me with a strange suspicious-looking face staring back at me. No such luck. The place was empty except for a table of fairies out on the patio and one lone vampire named Sven staring into the bottom of his rocks glass clear at the other end of the bar.

      Sven was a regular, and I knew for a fact that he had plenty of money and zero interest in any sort of political power. He got his fill of all that when he was alive and preferred to live a simpler lifestyle now that he was looking at forever. We’d had a discussion about investing one night when the bar had been slow, so I knew he'd been smart enough to buy into several of the major tech companies back when they were startups. The man had enough money to live high on the hog for several lifetimes even if he never made another dime, which was a good thing since he was now immortal.

      I took a long drink of my water. "You didn't by chance have anybody come in here with loose lips and admit to stealing these things did you?" I asked, squeezing a wedge of lemon into my glass.

      He shoved a hank of green hair out of his eyes then flapped a hand. "Oh, of course I did. They also told me what happened to Jimmy Hoffa’s body and spilled the tea about who killed Marilyn Monroe."

      Tempest jumped onto the bar and plucked an orange slice out of Dimitri’s outstretched hand. "Don't be ridiculous. Everybody knows Jimmy Hoffa is a vampire who just disappeared from the public eye because he got tired of the gangster life. You know as well as I do that he's running a cupcake shop over in Abaddon's Gate."

      Colin's gaze snapped to me. "Is she telling the truth?"

      I snickered. "Maybe. You know I never disclose information about celebrity guests."

      That much was true. In fact, Elvis had just been through the week before. As usual, he’d had a couple too many peanut butter-and-banana daiquiris and had given a live performance of “Blue Suede Shoes” right here in the bar. The funny thing was that even magical people were prone to finding answers that their brains could accept rather than believing their own eyes. Whenever he popped up like that, they all just thought he was an impersonator. As far as Hoffa, though, for all I knew, he was buried in a hole or wearing concrete shoes in some unknown location like everybody else assumed. That didn't necessarily mean I was right, though. Tempest knew a lot more than she let on, and it wouldn't have been the first time she’d kept something like that to herself.

      One of the mermaids laughed too loud, pulling my attention back to the issue of the crowns. I bumped Colin with my shoulder. “I have to go down to the cottage and check for clues. Wanna go with me?"

      "Sure," he replied, slugging down the rest of his beer and standing. "Maybe I can use my nose to help you out."

      Since he was a werewolf, that was a distinct possibility. He’d helped me on other occasions, and I wasn't about to look a gift horse, err, wolf in the mouth this time around. Tempest hopped onto his shoulder, and I took his hand.

      He gripped mine but sighed. "Can't we walk? You know teleporting still makes me a little queasy."

      "Nope," I said, making sure I had a good grip. "No time to waste. The faster we find them, the faster I can put this behind me. Having missing crown jewels floating around the resort is bad for business, plus I’d really like to enjoy some time with you this time around."

      I closed my eyes and focused on the cottage, and two seconds later we were standing in front of it.

      He bent forward for a second to get his bearings, then followed me inside, where he put his nose in the air and sniffed. I waited for him to do his thing, but a few seconds later, he gave me an apologetic glance. "I can smell all sorts of things and people, but this is a public space. I can't tell much beyond the fact that there have been mermaids, brownies, and humans in here along with a few different shifters. And you, of course. Since scents don't really have an expiration date, none of that is of much use right now. If we find a suspect I can match a scent to, that'll be a different story."

      We poked around for a bit, but I didn't find anything out of the ordinary. I also didn't sense any magical signatures, so that was out. I'd hoped that the thief had at least used an invisibility charm when he or she had come inside, but apparently they were brazen enough not to bother.

      "Do you mind telling me why the crowns weren’t locked up in the safe?" Colin asked, following me outside and leaning a hip against the post on the porch.

      I held up a hand. "Don't even open that can of worms. Apparently the queen thought the king had locked them up, and he thought she had. It's quite the point of contention, and I'd rather avoid a repeat of the argument in Blake's office. It was a simple misunderstanding, and they shouldn't have had to worry about it anyway."

      The resort had so many high-level security charms and spells on it that it should have been impenetrable, but just like anywhere else, criminals still managed to find a way sometimes. It was infuriating to me because I took our guests’ experiences seriously. The only real comfort I had was that the crowns did still have to be on the resort. As soon as they’d gone missing, protocol would have dictated that Blake lock the place down, and he was so detail-oriented that I would have bet my life he’d not only done that but was, at this very second, going over every single person who’d left the resort between the last sighting of the crowns and the lockdown.

      A soft breeze blew in off the gulf, and I stopped for a moment to admire the vibrant pinks and purples streaking across the horizon as the sun prepared to set.

      Colin snapped me back to reality when he put his hand on my arm, then held up a finger while he scanned the shoreline. Sniffing, he took my hand and led me toward the beach, continuing to smell the air as we went.

      The cottage sat back in a clearing, and it was surrounded in a moon of mangroves and scrubby pines. As we left the manicured yard and stepped into the wooded area, he stopped me. "Wait here for a second. I don't want you to see whatever it is I'm smelling."

      I took a couple of steps forward, a little irritated that he was trying to protect me. When I did, I saw what he was talking about, or at least part of it. A man’s bare foot poked out of the bramble of leaves, and from the bluish tint of the skin, it was safe to assume that either our robbery had just turned into a murder, or we were witnessing the biggest coincidence in the history of freak happenings. Since I didn’t believe in the latter, it looked like our thief was a killer, too.
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      Before we took so much as another step forward, I sent Tempest to get Blake. I had no problem poking around if we were just looking for a couple of missing crowns, but now that we’d crossed the line into murder territory, I didn't want to disrupt any evidence before somebody other than just us had checked it out.

      Thankfully, I didn't have long to wait. Within thirty seconds, Blake was standing beside of us, Tempest on his shoulder.

      Before he could say anything, I motioned toward the foot. "We haven't touched anything. This is as far as we came. Colin smelled it, and as soon as we saw the foot, we stopped, and Tempest went to get you."

      He closed his eyes and scrubbed a hand over his face, then released a breath and stepped toward the body. "We may as well get this over with. Let's see who it is, then figure out who killed him."

      Tempest hopped off his shoulder and scurried over to stand beside me. "Maybe we'll get lucky and he'll be wearing one crown and holding the other."

      Her attempt at semi levity felt a little flat because of the wobble in her voice.

      I scoffed. "Our luck doesn't run like that, and you know it. Besides, if this is the guy who stole the crowns, my guess is that whoever killed him has them now."

      "Yes," she pointed out, "but at least we have a place to start. We’re still inside the boundaries of the resort. Somewhere, we have a record of whoever is dead in those mangroves, so now all we have to do is follow the trail."

      That didn't make any sense to me, though. "So, what then? We’re dealing with two thieves, and one of them killed the other?"

      Colin shrugged. "There's no way to tell yet. Before we jump to any sort of conclusion, let's go one step at a time and get this body out here." He turned to Blake. "Do you need to call anybody before we do this, or are we good to go?"

      Blake shook his head. "No, there's not really anybody I need to call. I'll take care of all of that after we get him out of there and figure out who he is."

      I scanned the immediate area looking for footprints or any other sort of clue. There were drag marks in the wet sand leading from the water as well as flip-flop prints peeking out from underneath them. It looked like the person had been walking backwards and dragging the person in front of them.

      I pointed to them. "There. It looks like they came from the shoreline."

      Blake picked his way forward, then bent forward with his hands on his knees to examine the marks. He motioned toward one full print that wasn't obscured by the grooves in the sand left by the victims feet. He put his own foot beside it for comparison, and they were almost identical. "Size 11, but it's hard to tell how much the guy weighed because of the extra force he was exerting to carry the body. Plus, the sand is packed and wet. If it weren't low tide, we probably would've never seen this guy. I think it's safe to say we're looking for a man, though. Human form. It's too small for a giant or a Bigfoot, and it's too big for a brownie."

      I realize that last sentence might sound a little odd, but the Enchanted Coast caters to all different species of magical beings, and all of them are just as capable of murder as the others.

      Careful not to step on either the footprints or the drag marks, Blake and Colin moved forward. Rather than dig through the brush, Blake put a hand out and stopped Colin. "Let's do this the easy way."

      He held out his hands and muttered a few words, and the branches and brambles parted to reveal a dark-haired man wearing a Hawaiian shirt and khaki board shorts. He glanced over at me. "Do you recognize him?"

      I stepped closer to get a better look, then shook my head. "I've never seen him before my life."

      Despite the fact that he was dead, the guy didn't look too horrible. In fact, other than the bloodied gash on his forehead, he looked like he was sleeping. If I had to take a guess, he was in his late thirties or early forties. He wasn't wearing any jewelry, but there was a faint tan line on his wedding ring finger.

      "He was either wearing a wedding ring and somebody stole it, or he recently took it off,” I said, pointing toward his finger.

      Blake stepped closer and bent forward to examine it. "I don't think that was a wedding ring. It's too broad. Maybe a signet ring or class ring."

      I pressed my lips together and thought. "Maybe we should snap a pic of him and show it to the king and queen. If they recognize him, it might go a long way toward helping find both the murderer and their crowns."

      Blake pulled his phone from his pocket and snapped a few pictures of the body from different angles as well as the drag marks and the surrounding area. "That should do it. Now, I need to call my guys down here to take care of the body. I'll forward these pictures to you, and you can show them to the king and queen."

      Before I could respond, my phone rang. I fished it out of my pocket, but when I didn't recognize the phone number, I slid to reject the call.

      Tempest swatted me on the leg and  scowled. "Why didn't you take that? It might have been that chick calling again about the management position."

      I shot her my best are you out of your mind look. "Oh, I don't know why I didn’t answer. It's not like we’re standing here over a dead body or anything. I thought maybe that might take precedence over a job interview."

      Blake arched a brow at me. "Really? Because this guy is not getting any less dead. You, however, are working so hard that if you keep it up, you're going to be right behind him. Tell me who this person is and why you haven't already hired them."

      The entire scene felt surreal to me. We were standing on a beach staring at a dead guy and trying to figure out what his connection was to crowns stolen from the king and queen of the mermaids. That wasn't the part that felt weird though. The fact that they thought I was crazy for not taking a phone call was. I'm not sure what that said about them or me.

      "Her name’s Cassandra Douglas. She applied a few months back, but by the time I got around to her, she'd already taken another job. She has a ton of experience managing, and some of that is even in paranormals-only places. Apparently, the job she took didn't work out, and now she’s looking for a second chance."

      Colin's face lit up. "I remember you talking about her. You thought she'd be perfect and were super disappointed when you found out she'd taken another job. That was about the time when you and Bob decided to give up and just split the duties.”

      I nodded. "Yep, that's her. She was the only decent candidate we've really had. I feel like I should call her last job, though. I'm curious as to why it didn't work out, and I'm not particularly willing to take her word for it."

      "It's gonna take me a bit to deal with the logistics here," Blake said. "You  haul your butt back to your place or the tiki and call her last job. Unless she murdered somebody, set up an interview with that girl right now. I'll call you when we know for sure what killed this guy and who he is."

      I just shook my head, but once I thought about it, if I waited for things to calm down before I hired anybody, Bob and I would still be co-managing into our golden years. "As soon as I do, I'll go talk to the king and queen. I want to talk to the massage team, too. I want to know if they saw the crowns, and I'd also like to get a feel for them. If the king and queen showered at the same time, they may have seen an opportunity and snatched them." As much as I hated to think that any of our staff would steal, nothing was ever outside the realm of possibility.

      With a sharp nod, Blake waved me off. "For sure, but schedule the interview before you do anything else. After all this is said and done, you're gonna take a vacation."

      Colin winked at me, and I couldn't deny that a little bit of excitement zipped through me at the thought of handing over the managerial reins. As eager as Blake was for me to take a vacation, his enthusiasm didn't hold a candle to mine. As I took Colin’s hand in mine and transported us back to the tiki, I finally saw a light at the end of the tunnel. Now to just cross my fingers and pray it wasn't a train.
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      When we got back to the tiki, I was happy to see that there were only a few customers. It was in that odd lull where it wasn't quite dark yet, but it was a bit late for dinner. The sunset folks and night crowd would begin to trickle in soon, but for now, we pretty much had the place to ourselves. Elena had taken over for Dimitri, and rather than ask, she slid a beer in front of each of us. I smiled gratefully as I took a long pull from mine.

      She winked. "I figured you were ready for that. Looking for stolen crowns is thirsty work."

      I sighed. Since the murder was a secret, that meant everybody on the Enchanted Coast was going to know about it within the hour. I figured there was no need in hiding it from her.

      "I wish we were only looking for stolen crowns. Now we’re looking for a murderer, too."

      Her carefully pencilled brows about shot off the top of her forehead. "Come again?"

      Tempest hopped off of my shoulder and onto the bar, and I rolled my head in an attempt to get rid of some of the tension. "You heard me right the first time. We just found a body down by the beach on the other side of the royal family's cottage. We have no idea who he is but Blake's working on that now."

      Colin took a swig of beer, then tilted his head at me. "Wait, you said family not couple. Are there other people with the king and queen? I assumed it was just them. Where were the other people?”

      He had a point. I hadn't seen the two kids since I greeted them, and neither the king nor the queen had mentioned them. "Yeah, they brought two teenagers, a boy and a girl, with them. I didn't even think about it until now."

      "It seems like a question we should probably ask," Tempest said as she reached across the bar toward the garnish tray. “It wouldn’t be the first time in history rich, rebellious teenagers did something like that.”

      Elena swatted at her. "That is not your personal buffet, brat. If you want something, I'll get it for you, but stop pilfering."

      Tempest drew down her fuzzy eyebrows, but that was the end of her rebellion. Elena is one of the very few people on the resort who didn't fall victim to the big green eyes, and my little fox knew it. "I'd like some orange slices and two cherries, please."

      Elena plopped a cocktail napkin and the requested fruit down in front of her. "See? How hard was that?"

      "Thank you," Tempest said as she bit into an orange.

      "I hate to interrupt snack time," Colin said with a pointed stare, "but maybe we should focus more on murder and less on food."

      While they fussed back and forth, I pulled out my phone and texted Blake. We really did need to know where those kids had been. As mutinous as the daughter had looked on her way out, it wouldn't surprise me to learn that she’d taken them just for spite to freak out her parents. That wasn't even considering the boy, whom I assumed was their son. They hadn't introduced them, and I hadn't asked. The instruction sheet for the cottage had only included the number of people, not their identification, so he could just as well be the daughter's boyfriend, though she looked a little young for that.

      Since he was dealing with the body, and reception was shaky at the beach, I wasn’t surprised when he didn’t answer me right away. I scrolled back to the missed call from Cassandra. She’d left a voicemail, but it was brief: just her name and a short message saying she was following up. I checked the clock on my phone, and it was only seven. That was a little late to catch a manager, but I really wanted to know why the job she'd taken hadn’t worked out. I realized I was going to have to ask her for that information since I had no clue where she'd worked.

      I pulled in a deep breath and called her. She answered on the second ring.

      "Cassandra? This is Destiny Maganti calling from the Enchanted Coast. You left me a couple messages. I'm sorry it took me a bit to get back to you but today's been kinda crazy."

      "Hey, Destiny, thanks for returning my call! I realize it's been a few months since we spoke, but I'm really regretting not interviewing for that management position. You probably already filled it, but I've read so many good things about you all since then that I’d really love to get my foot in the door any way I can."

      Tempest was leaning so close to me eavesdropping on the call that I thought she was going to fall off her chair. I leaned toward her a bit and pulled the phone away from my ear so she could hear.

      "Actually, I haven't filled the position yet. I had a hard time getting quality applicants, so one of the other lead bartenders here and I have just been splitting the duties. Are you going to have to make a big move if you take the position? We’re on the Gulf of Mexico, and most of our staff live here on the resort. We have employee housing because we’re pretty far away from any major city or even a small town for that matter."

      She laughed. "I'd wondered about that. A year ago, the idea of uprooting my life and moving eight hundred miles away to live on a beach resort would've terrified me, but a lot has changed since then. I'd welcome the opportunity to live there as long as it's not dorm-style housing."

      "Oh, no," I rushed to assure her. "I mean, we do have dorm housing but that's mostly for the young single kids. As a manager, you get your own cottage. Do you have kids or are you married?"

      "No kids, and I'm not married anymore. That's one of the big changes I was talking about. I could really use the change of scenery. Before I agree, though, do you allow pets? I have two dogs.”

      Ah, a dog person. I found myself liking the woman almost as much as I liked the idea of having a few days in a row off. I almost told her she had the job right then and there, but I pumped the brakes. I needed to see her in action, and I needed to meet her in person before I made any kind of a decision.

      “Dogs are fine, though you’ll have to keep them leashed. Your cottage actually has a fenced yard. If you don't mind me asking, how come the job you took didn't work out? Please tell me you didn’t kill your boss or steal the company jet.” I held my breath, hoping she didn't throw something at me that would disqualify her.

      She laughed. “Nothing like that, and I’ll be happy to give you their info. They were too set in their ways. The place was profitable, but a lot of their policies and ways of doing things hadn't been updated in years. When I started making suggestions, they took offense. Also, my direct superior had zero sense of humor, so we weren't exactly a great personality match either. We butted heads more than we ever saw eye to eye."

      That didn't sound too horrible. I had to ask the final question, though. "Did you quit, or did they fire you?"

      She paused, but not long enough to worry me. "It was a mutual decision. I hit the end of my ninety-day probationary period, and when I went in for my interview, she offered additional training, and I politely declined. It wasn't a matter of training, it was just a matter of not being a good fit. I couldn't see myself ever being happy there, and if I've learned one thing over the last year, it's that my happiness has to come first."

      I let that roll around in my brain for a minute while I searched for holes and tried to sniff out bullshit. I found neither, so I decided to go ahead and pull the trigger. "When can you come down for a tour? I'd like to meet you face-to-face, and you really do need to see the resort before you decide to take the plunge."

      Excitement tinged her voice. "I can either come tomorrow for a couple of days or else I'll have to wait until the end of the month. My dogs don't travel well, so I need to get my neighbor to watch them. She's getting ready to leave on a European vacation in a few days, though."

      I cringed. Inviting her down while we were potentially still in the middle of a murder investigation wasn't ideal, but I didn't want to wait a full month, either.

      "Tomorrow will be fine," Tempest said before I could gather my thoughts. I glared at her.

      "I'm sorry?" Cassandra said. "Was that you Destiny?"

      "No, that was Tempest. It's a long story, but you'll meet her when you get here. I guess if it works for you, we'll see you tomorrow."

      One of the beauties of the Enchanted Coast was that we had portals to just about every major city in the world. As long as you could get to that city, you could get to the resort. You did have to come in via one of our portals, though, and you had to leave the same way. There was no other way around the security.

      We said our goodbyes, and I hung up. Colin, Elena, and Tempest were all staring at me with matching expressions of excitement.

      Elena gave a little squeal. "How excited are you? Once you get somebody in here and trained, you're gonna be a free woman again."

      Colin's lips curved into a wide grin. "I don't know about her, but I'm beside myself. We're long overdue for a vacation. Shoot, at this point, I'd be happy just to have a private weekend getaway where nobody was calling and interrupting her because a big party just booked or somebody went and got themselves murdered."

      I knew I should have been way more excited than I was, but the idea of handing over the reins wasn't as thrilling as I'd thought it would be. I shook off the odd feeling and allowed myself to feed off their good moods. After all, I was about to have my life back.
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      When Tempest begged for more fruit, it occurred to me that we hadn't eaten supper. Between getting caught up at the tiki during the dinner rush and then dealing with the crowns and the murder, I'd forgotten all about it. Don't get me wrong — I'm not one of those girls who "simply forgets to eat." This was an unusual circumstance because I do enjoy my food as much as the next girl. Or lumberjack.

      We still hadn't heard back from Blake by the time we finished eating, and the stress of the day finally caught up with me. I leaned back in my chair and placed my hands on my full belly. It was nine o'clock, and I’d been going full tilt since seven that morning.

      "I don't know about you two, but I'm ready to head back to the house. I'm beat and just wanna take a shower and veg for the rest of the evening."

      Tempest placed a black-tipped white paw to her mouth and let out a belch that would make any high school football player proud. "I'm with you. I didn't get even a single nap all day today."

      That was a big deal for somebody who took no less than five naps a day ordinarily.

      Colin let out a contented sigh as he popped the last bite of his garlic bread into his mouth. As a werewolf, he had an appetite big enough for two people, but apparently the giant porterhouse, loaded baked potato, and salad he’d just packed in had been enough.

      He put his fist over his mouth to stifle a yawn. "I'm with you, though I don't know how much vegging I have in me. I got up at five so I could finish up early and get here while there was still some daylight left. I see a shower and a soft bed in my immediate future."

      Elena waggled her eyebrows. "Sounds like Destiny has a great evening ahead of her."

      He cocked a brow and laughed. "She does if her idea of a great evening is to curl up and go to sleep before nine.”

      As much as I'd missed him, exhaustion etched his face, and I had a feeling the bags under my eyes were just as big as his. "That sounds like a perfect evening to me."

      Elena rolled her eyes. "You two sound like an old married couple, and you’ve only been dating for what — a year or so now?"

      I gave her a wry smile. "At this point, it's not the time, it's the miles."

      Colin put his hand on my knee and squeezed. "Exactly. And besides, now that there's a solid chance that you'll be able to give up the managerial duties, we’ll have a lot more time to spend together. You can go back to your regular waitress and bartending schedule and let somebody else handle the rest."

      Elena's expression turned serious. "I really hope she works out. I know you and Bob say that you don't mind splitting the duties, but you've both worn yourselves ragged. This job is hard enough without trying to do the work of two people. We all also realize that you go above and beyond to make sure that Bob doesn't miss any more time with his family then he has to. That makes you a fabulous friend, but it's time for you to take care of yourself."

      I was so tired that tears sprang to my eyes at the sentiment. I didn't mind doing the work, and I didn't do it for the recognition, but it was nice somebody noticed. She pulled our dirty plates from in front of us, then made a shooing motion with her hand. “Off with all of you. Go home and get some rest, and I'll see you tomorrow. You have a murder to solve, and I might need your help with a party of twenty showing up for brunch. You need to be fresh."

      I still had to interview the massage therapists and find out where the prince and princess had been during the time the crowns went missing. All that was going to have to wait, though. I had a full belly and heavy eyes, and the only thing I was interested in interviewing was the inside of my eyelids.

      Fate apparently wasn't done with me for the day, though. I'd just stood up to leave when a large blond man wearing a white uniform rounded the corner of the tiki. Unless I missed my guess, he was a bear shifter.

      "Destiny?" He directed the question to me because I was the only woman in the bar aside from Elena at that point, but I didn't recognize him.

      I stepped forward. "Yeah, I'm Destiny. What can I help you with?"

      He stopped a few feet from me and shifted his weight from foot to foot. "My name is Cornelius. I was one of the massage therapists who was at the royal cottage today. I understand you have some questions for me?"

      I studied him for a second and sent out a magical feeler to see if I could pick up any sort of emotion. His expression was open and curious, and the only thing I could pick up was a bit of confusion. My guess was he didn't understand why he was there.

      "I do." I wasn't sure how much to tell him because if the missing crowns weren't already common knowledge, I preferred to keep it that way as long as possible. I wasn't sure how I was going to go about getting the information I needed without asking obvious questions, though. He saved me from my internal debate.

      "I assume this has something to do with the missing crowns?"

      So much for him not knowing why I needed to talk to him. Oh well. That made things easier for me. "It is. Did you see the crowns while you were there?"

      He nodded. "I did. They were on the end of the dining room table sitting right next to the champagne bucket."

      Colin stepped forward. "Was that when you first got there or when you left?"

      That was an excellent question. Since he likely gave the massages in the queen and king's private bedroom suite, there was a chance the thief had snuck in while they were doing that.

      "I saw them as soon as we went in. The prince answered the door, and we had to wait in the living area while the king and queen got ready."

      Okay. So far so good. If they were there on his way out, too, we had a narrower window. "What about when you left? Did you see them again?"

      He scratched his head. "I don't think so. I was carrying my table and my supplies, so I didn't really look that direction. I can't say whether they were there or not."

      He looked a little worried, so I smiled to reassure him. "That's okay. You've been a big help, and I appreciate you searching me out. You went down with a partner, correct?"

      "I did. Wendy Morris. She's new here, but she seems like a cool chick. This was the first time I’d worked with her, but I've talked to her in the staff meetings before. I think she works in the morning. I'm off, though, which is why I wanted to talk to you tonight. You didn’t ask, but she wasn’t out of my sight the whole time we were there. No way is she the thief.”

      "Thank you,” I said, smiling at him. “You saved me some time tomorrow. Are you gonna be around in case I have any more questions? I hate to interrupt your plans on your day off, but I'd prefer that anybody directly involved with them yesterday stay on the resort until we get everything sorted."

      He lifted his shoulder. "My girlfriend and I were going to go to Abaddon's Gate to do some shopping, but we can hold off on that. We’re just as happy to take a picnic to the beach."

      "That would probably be best then," I replied. "I'll just take your number if you don't mind."

      He rattled it off, and I thanked him again, then turned to Colin and Tempest. "All right you two. Let's get a move on before anything else waylays us. I'm exhausted."

      I didn't have to tell them twice, and within the hour, we were all in bed sound asleep.
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      I woke up the next morning to the magnificent smells of frying bacon and fresh coffee. Since I hadn't gone grocery shopping in lord-only-knew how long, I wasn't sure how such a thing was possible. Far be it from me, though, to question gifts from the bacon gods.

      I rushed through my morning routine and tamed my curly hair as best I could with a giant claw clip. Just as I made it downstairs, my toaster oven dinged, and a shirtless Colin plucked out six slices of golden brown toast and slid them onto a plate beside a platter piled high with bacon. I wasn’t sure which was more drool-worthy.

      "Hey, beautiful," he said, slathering a liberal amount of butter onto each slice. "I woke up early, but you were sleeping so well that I hated to wake you up. I figured I'd come down and make some breakfast. It looks like we have a long day ahead of us, so we’re gonna need sustenance."

      I gave him a quick hug from behind as I passed him on my way to the coffee maker. A stack of fresh pancakes sat to the right of the stove accompanied by a small dish of berries and a can of whipped cream.

      I plucked a blueberry from the bowl and popped it into my mouth. "I don't know where you even got the stuff to make all this, but give me the number for the food fairies so I can thank them."

      He laughed and swatted at my hand with the spatula when I dove in for another strawberry. "I'm the food fairy. I stopped and grabbed groceries on my way here yesterday because I know you never keep anything more complicated than cold cereal."

      Tempest sat on one of the chairs, a slice of bacon in each hand. "You can't be offended by that because you know as well as I do that it's the truth."

      I slid a pod of caramel mocha coffee into the coffee maker and hit the start button after making sure my cup was aligned underneath. "Oh, I'll never be offended when somebody cooks me breakfast while letting me sleep in."

      By the time my coffee was finished, breakfast was on the table.

      "So what's first on the agenda for your day off?" Colin asked, passing me the syrup. He put the last two words in air quotes.

      I waved my fork in the air. "Oh, you know, not much. Just solving a murder/robbery for the king and queen of mermaids. Do you feel like taggin' along?"

      He touched a finger to the side of his cheek, pretending to think about it. "Hmm. That doesn't sound too exciting, but I don't suppose I have anything better to do. Count me in."

      Tempest dunked a piece of pancake into the little well of syrup sitting beside her plate. "You're also presumably hiring a new bar manager today. Don't forget that. I'm ready for a vacation, and if you blow that off any more, we're never going to get a go anywhere. I’ms startin’ to feel like we’re livin’ in the Hotel California.”

      I scowled at her, or at least as much as a person can scowl when they’ve got crispy bacon and fluffy pancakes in front of them. "I'm not gonna forget. If you remember, I'm the one traipsing around in hundred-degree weather while you're takin' a nap in front of a fan behind the bar. Believe me, I'm more than ready to hand that particular job over to somebody else."

      "Speaking of, why did her last job say she quit?" Colin asked as he snapped a piece of bacon in half.

      I cringed. In all of the excitement, I'd forgotten to ask her for the contact information of the place where she’d worked. "According to her, they just weren't compatible. Apparently, they were pretty behind the times, and when she tried to update things, they got a little territorial."

      He nodded. “Yeah, that's not uncommon. I know when we hire new administrative assistants at the firm, there's usually a little bit of shuffling while everybody finds their new place in the pecking order. Everybody has their own way of doing things, and even though two people may get the same job done in two different ways, that doesn't mean they're going to work well together."

      I lifted a shoulder. "Honestly, as long as I get some days off, I'm willing to give her a little latitude."

      Tempest pointed toward the plate of bacon and nodded her thanks when Colin handed her a couple more slices. "I know Bob's going to be happy, too. He doesn't like to complain to you, but I can't even tell you how many times I've heard him tell Jolene that he can't get time off to go do something with her and the kids."

      That made me feel bad. I'd suspected for a long time that he'd agreed to share management duties with me more to take some of the load off my shoulders rather than to make a few extra bucks. My resolve strengthened to give Cassandra a try.

      "What time is she going to be here?" Colin asked.

      "Excellent question," I replied. "We didn't actually work out any of those details. I should probably text her and ask her."

      I stood and rinsed my fingers so that I wouldn't get syrup on my screen, then fired off a text. Thirty seconds later, my phone dinged. "She’ll be here at ten-thirty, which works perfectly. It's not even nine yet, so we'll have time to go down and check the area around the cottage and where we found the body a little closer."

      Colin furrowed his brow as he stood and collected our plates from the table. "Don't you think Blake's people went over everything with a fine-tooth comb? What do you expect to find that they might've missed?"

      I shrugged. "Who knows. I just have a feeling that I need to go look."

      The feeling had been nagging me since the day before, and if I’d learned one thing in my lifetime, it was to never ignore my gut.

      Twenty minutes later, we were ready to go. Since the cabin was all the way on the other side of the resort from my cottage, teleporting was the logical way to go. Colin grumbled a little under his breath about it but didn't give me any guff.

      We landed at the edge of the clearing on the opposite side of the house from where we'd found the body.

      "Where do you wanna start first?" he asked.

      Tempest, who'd ridden on his shoulder, hopped down. "I don't think we should bother the royals if we can avoid it. Their vacation is already disrupted enough. If they can manage a little bit of relaxation time this morning, then we should leave them to it unless we absolutely have to bother them."

      I nodded in agreement. It chafed hard any time a guest was having a bad experience regardless of whether or not they were royalty. "Let's just walk along the beach. That seems to be where my gut is pulling me."

      Though we were looking for clues, Colin took my hand as we walked. It was a beautiful morning even though it was already starting to get hot. "Don't you miss the changing of seasons?" he asked.

      I shook my head and smiled as a sandpiper chased a receding wave then turned and ran as a fresh one rolled in. "No. I hate cold weather. The only time I really miss it is at Christmas time. I'd be perfectly content if it could snow at seventy degrees."

      We'd made it to a point just past where we'd found the body when I saw a large set of footprints. I pointed at them.

      Colin followed the direction of my finger and stepped toward them. "I didn't exactly pay attention to the size of the king's feet, but he's about my size. Whoever wore these shoes is at least two sizes larger than me, and I have big feet for my height.”

      “So, not the killer, then,” I said, both disappointed we hadn’t found our guy and relieved he hadn’t been this close to the king and queen. Colin shook his head.

      “And not the king, either,” Tempest said. “As mermen, I can't picture the king or either of his security guys wearing shoes this close to the water."

      I hadn't thought of that but it did make sense. "They’re headed away from the cottage, so let's follow them and see where they go."

      "Is there anything further down the beach?" Colin asked.

      I nodded. "Yeah, there are two more private cottages this direction. We spaced them out a bit so that they have the feeling of privacy. I'm not really familiar with this end of things since it's fairly new, so I'm not quite sure how far apart they are."

      We followed the prints for another five minutes before we caught sight of the next cabin. Smoke rose from behind it, indicating somebody had built a fire in the pit behind the house. I grabbed Colin's arm and pulled him away from the beach and toward the wooded area.

      "What?" he asked. "I think it's a good idea if we talk to those guests. Maybe they saw something."

      "That's the thing," I replied, peeking around the edge of the tree and hoping to catch sight of somebody. "There's not supposed to be anybody in there right now. We have it listed as empty."

      I examined the scene a little closer and was both surprised and irritated when I saw the beach chairs and umbrella that had gone missing from the tiki arranged in front of the cottage. Tempest patted me on the leg to get my attention and pointed at them. "It looks like we just found out where our stuff's been going. Now what’re we gonna do about it?"

      I bit my lip, thinking. Logic told me that I didn't know who was in there or how powerful they were, so it would be best to call Blake's security team. My temper, on the other hand, wanted to charge forward and yank the thief out of there by his hair. The tracks we’d been following led right up to the cottage, so based on that and the fact that there was a fire burning in the backyard, I was fairly certain we’d caught him at home. That was enough for me. If we waited for Blake's guys, we might miss the chance to nab him.

      "Colin, you sneak around the back and come in from that direction. I'll go straight up to the front of the house. Tempest, you stay back a bit so you can see the bigger picture. If he gets away from us, get them."

      My little fox liked to live the life of luxury, but when it came right down to it, she was tough as nails and dirty in a fight. I had confidence she could hold her own and then some.

      "I hate that plan,” she said. "I don't like the idea of you going into the house by yourself."

      I raised a brow. Apparently she didn't have as much faith in me as I had in her.

      She rolled her eyes when she saw my expression. "Oh, get over yourself. You know as well as I do that we work better as a team."

      I sighed. Once she set her mind on something, there was no need arguing with her. You'd have better luck debating a stump. "Fine. Let's get a move on. I don’t wanna risk losing them."

      "I don't know if I like the idea of you two approaching from the front. It's wide open, and that leaves you open to attack. You have nowhere to go." Colin said, placing a hand on my arm.

      "Oh, for the love of Pete," I exclaimed. "Fine, we’ll take the back and you go in the front."

      At that point, it didn't really matter to me who went where as long as we  got the job done.

      He nodded, satisfied. "You two work your way around back. I'll give you two minutes to get in position, then I'll go in the front."

      Before he could change his mind, I motioned for Tempest to hop on my shoulder, and we edged our way around to the rear of the cottage. Sure enough, a fire crackled in the pit, and a tall, lanky man with a handlebar mustache sat in yet another beach chair beside of it holding a stick with a breakfast sausage stuffed onto it over the fire. I pulled my magic to the surface and stepped into the open, noting in the back of my brain that at least I knew where Bob’s mustache wax had gone.

      "Nice chair," I said, smirking. "I'd ask where you got it, but I already know you five-finger-discounted it from my tiki bar."

      He jumped about a foot in the air and dropped his sausage into the fire. I called a ball of blue magic to my  palm, and he put his hands up in the traditional sign for surrender. Considering his gaze darted between me and the back of the cabin, I didn't trust him not to run. Rather than take him at his word, I slung my magic toward him. It wrapped around his arms, binding him, and the force of it pushed him back into the chair.

      "I got him," I called loud enough for Colin to hear me. Rather than have to listen to the guy's story twice, I waited.

      Colin strode around the side of the house, and I shivered at the raw power oozing off him. He may look like a well-groomed city lawyer most days, but he was a werewolf at heart. That ruggedness was always just under the surface.

      "Nice job," he said to me as he moved in front of our prisoner and crossed his arms over his chest.

      "Thanks," I replied, then turned to the thief. "Now would be a good time to tell us why you've been stealing from my resort, and why you're squatting here. Who are you, and how long have you been here?"

      Sweat beaded the guy’s brow, and it wasn't because it was that hot. His blue eyes were wide with fear as his gaze darted between the three of us.

      Tempest ran up to him and jumped on his lap,  paws on her hips, and bared her teeth. "She asked you a question. Answer it."

      I smothered a smile. I was pretty sure the guy had just wet himself.

      "Mark," he replied with a waiver in his voice. "Mark Simons. I've been here for a couple weeks. I didn’t mean no harm. I just didn't have anywhere else to go."

      There was no way he should have been able to get past all the wards on the resort, so I needed to know how he'd managed it. "How did you get on the property?”

      His face flushed, and he turned his gaze down to his shoes. "I came here with some buddies a few weeks ago. It was a two-week work retreat, but I had a little too much to drink on the third night and things got out of hand. My boss fired me on the spot. Since I was staying with him back in Atlanta, that left me in a bad spot. I reckon I should've gone back and just dealt with it, but I needed some time to think. We’d been out fishin' a couple times, and I seen these cottages down here. I figured it looked like a good place to get my head together."

      Tempest held up a paw. "Wait a minute. Are you telling me you came and just never left?"

      He nodded. "That's exactly what I done."

      I pressed my lips together and push them to the side, thinking. That's how we missed him. Chances were good that his boss had checked the whole party in when they got here, and when they left, he’d checked them all out. That was a hole in our security I was gonna have to fix.

      "Where were you yesterday evening?" Colin asked.

      The guy shrugged as well as he could with the magical bands wrapped around his torso. "Right here. This is where I’ve been for the last two-and-a-half weeks when I wasn't up pilferin' supplies from the tiki bar. Why?"

      I wasn't sure telling him what had gone down was the right decision, so I just shook my head. "It doesn't matter. I need you to come with us now."

      He nodded as his shoulders slumped in defeat. "I didn't mean to do anything wrong. I just didn't know what else to do."

      I struggled with feeling sorry for him. For all I knew, he was a really good actor and had killed that guy the day before after they’d fought over the crowns. My gut, however, was telling me a different story. No matter how guilty this guy looked, he didn't do it. That meant we still had a murderer on our hands, but I'd have to deal with that after I took this guy to Blake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I texted Blake to see where he was at, and as luck would have it, he was in his office.

      "Do me a favor, please. Lift my restrictions so that I can teleport three plus Tempest into your office. I only need to do it for this one time."

      Originally, Blake was the only person who'd been able to teleport on the resort at all, including coming on or teleporting off of the resort, but over the years, he'd also granted me some of the privileges. Mine were more limited, though, because I could only go as far as Margo on the property. I couldn’t teleport on or off the property, and to enter into the main building, I had to walk in just like everybody else did. Tempest, on the other hand, could go anywhere she wanted to. For some reason, Blake felt that she needed access. It was a good thing, too, because we'd used that on numerous occasions in emergency situations.

      "Why?" he asked. "Not that I mind doing it."

      I sighed as I examined Mark, who was still sitting in the chair bound by my magic. "It'll be easier to explain once we're there. Trust me, it's not a good idea for me to walk through the building right now."

      His voice rose in pitch. "Are you okay? You're not covered in blood or anything are you?"

      I laughed. "No, but it's weird that your mind went there. Let me know when the security is down, and we'll teleport right in."

      "It's done. You can come as soon as you're ready."

      "Then I'll see you in a few seconds." I hung up the phone, then motioned to Colin and Tempest to gather around Mark. Colin took my hand, Tempest jumped on my shoulder, and I laid my hand on Mark's arm. Five seconds later, we were inside Blake's office.

      Before I took my hand off Mark's arm, I realized he was shaking. I glanced at his face, and his eyes were round with terror.

      "What just happened? How did you do that? Where are we? I thought you were a shifter like us.” He motioned toward Colin.

      "Nope," I said, popping the P. "I'm a witch, and I teleported us here. This is Blake, and he is the administrator of the resort. We're in his office. And now you're going to tell your story to him."

      Blake sat behind his desk, his fingers steepled in front of him as he watched us. His gaze shifted to me. "Maybe it would be best if you told the story."

      Tempest jumped off my arm and onto his desk. "There's not really much to tell. Destiny had a gut feeling that we needed to walk the beach down by the cottages. We walked past the one where the king and queen are staying and farther down to the next one. This guy was squatting there, and we captured him."

      She stopped speaking and licked her paw as if that was all there was to the story.

      "I'm gonna need a little more than that," Blake said, rubbing his chin.

      Our unwilling guest spoke up. "My name's Mark Simons. I was a guest here. I came here with my boss on a business retreat a few weeks ago, but he fired me while we were here. I didn't have anywhere to go if I'd gone back home, so I decided to just hang out here in one of them cottages until I figured out what to do next."

      Blake blinked a few times while he absorbed that. "So, you're telling me you've been on the resort for the last few weeks and nobody's known about it?"

      Mark nodded. "Yep, that's it in a nutshell."

      Blake turned his attention toward me. "I assume this solves your problem of missing items?"

      "You assume correctly," I replied. "In fact, he had his butt planted in one of the tiki chairs when I nabbed him, though I’d like to know why security footage didn’t pick him up. I didn't go inside and check for any of the other stuff, but I'd bet dollars to donuts it's in there.”

      "And you'd win that bet." Mark squirmed in his chair, but I had to give him credit for honesty. Of course, it wasn't like he wasn't busted red-handed, so lying wouldn't have done any good anyway. Still he owned it, and I respected him a little for that.

      "I swear I didn't do any damage," he said. "And I'll pay for the food and water that I took. As far as the rest of the stuff, the glasses and everything, you'll find it all in the cabinets at the cottage." He looked back and forth between us. "It's a little odd that you don't keep all that stuff in there anyway. It sure would make things easier for the people who had to set it up when you have guests in there."

      I wasn't quite sure what to do with that, because he was right. In fact, the housekeeping crew who was responsible for setting them up before guests arrived and cleaning them after they'd gone had already put that in the suggestion box.

      "So what about the crowns?" Blake asked. "You were just strolling down the beach and decided to help yourself to them?"

      Mark furrowed his heavy brow. "Now you lost me. I don't know nothing about any crowns, and I haven't gone in any of the cottages except for the one I've been livin' in."

      "Then what about Tony Gleason?" Blake pushed up from his desk and began pacing.

      Mark shook his head and turned his hand palm up, though he had a bit of a hard time because the bands were still around his chest. "I don't know no Tony Gleason." He turned his gaze to me. "Would you mind lettin' me loose? I ain't going nowhere, and they're uncomfortable. I'm a little claustrophobic, and they're makin' it hard for me to think."

      Blake waved a hand toward his door and the latches clicked. I knew then that nobody was leaving that room without Blake's permission, so I released my magic.

      Mark rubbed his wrists even though they hadn't been bound. "Thanks. Now, maybe you can tell me who this Gleason guy is. He wasn't in our party, and I don't remember talkin’ to anybody by that name while I was up here in plain sight."

      That was a solid question since I didn’t recognize the name, either.

      “Is it safe to assume you've managed to put a name to the body?" Colin asked.

      Blake nodded. "It is. We got the results of the fingerprints back overnight. He worked for a construction company up in Atlanta."

      That caught Mark's attention. "Wait a minute. I worked for a construction company up in Atlanta. You get a bunch of us through here?"

      I shook my head. "We sure don't. Most of our guests are executives or celebrities. We do have a handful of regulars, but nobody comes here from Atlanta just to have a beer or two."

      "Do you happen to have a picture of this feller?" Mark asked.

      I pulled up the least gruesome one I could find from the ones Blake had sent me of the body, then twisted my phone around and showed it to Mark.

      Confusion etched his face. "His name ain't Tony. That's Benny Eubank. I work with him, and he was down here with us. In fact, he's the reason I got fired."

      "Maybe you should tell us exactly what happened there," I said, crossing my arms across my chest and leaning against Blake's desk.

      Anger clouded his expression. "The no-good SOB accused me of cheatin’ at poker just because he was losing. I might a had one too many  bourbon and cokes and popped him in the mouth. My boss took his side, and that was that."

      "I must've missed the part about why you couldn't go back home." Blake joined me in front of his desk, mirroring my pose.

      "I was living with my boss up there. My wife threw me out a couple months ago, and I didn't have anywhere else to go."

      "I'm gonna lay it out for you," Blake said. "The people staying in the cottage down from you are the mermaid king and queen. Someone broke into their place and stole their crowns, and while we were investigating that, we found a body between their cottage and the one you're staying in. The guy you know as Eubank.”

      I watched Mark's face carefully for any signs of deception, but all I saw was confusion fading to fear. He seemed to be grasping the gravity of the situation.

      "I swear on my grandma's grave, I didn't steal nothin' from that cottage, and I didn't kill anybody. I'm guilty of trespassin’ and squattin’ in that cabin, and that's all. Well and borrowing the stuff from the tiki."

      I glanced at Blake, who had a much better internal lie detector than I did. He shrugged, letting me know he wasn't picking up anything bad.

      "I'm leaning toward believing you, but I'm not sure what to do with you," he said after a minute.

      "You could turn me loose," Mark replied. "I understand what I did was wrong, and you probably want me to leave and never come back. I'll do that."

      Colin shook his head. As lead counsel for the resort, he no doubt wanted to keep everybody related to the case close. "You can't go anywhere until the robbery and murder are solved." He glanced at us. "I recommend locking him in a room up here."

      Mark turned to Blake. "I feel magic coming from you, so I know maybe you could just lock me in the cottage. Put up a perimeter so I can't escape, but I really don't want to stay up here around all these people. I don't do well in crowds, and I really don’t want to be locked up in a room. That gives me the heebie-jeebies just thinkin’ about it.”

      Blake lifted his shoulder. "I suppose that's as good a solution as any. If the king and queen find out about you, they're probably gonna act first and ask questions later. I prefer to avoid that if at all possible, so it's better for everyone involved if you keep a low profile down there."

      I checked the time on my phone, and was surprised to see it was after ten already. "Whatever we're gonna do with him, we need to do it now. I have an appointment in fifteen minutes, and I don't wanna be late."

      Blake chewed on his lip for a minute. "Take him back to the cottage and cast as many wards on the place as you can. We can't let him leave, but I don't think locking him in a room up here is the best idea."

      I nodded and stepped toward Mark, then laid a hand on his shoulder. "You ready? I have a feeling the first time we teleported, you didn't exactly enjoy it."

      "I'm ready," he said. "You just caught me by surprise the first time. We don't have witches where I grew up. I've never done that before, and it kinda weirded me out. I swear, I won't try to escape, and I really appreciate you lettin' me stay there."

      Colin shook his head and sighed. "It's not exactly our pleasure, but it's the best of two bad choices."

      With that, I snapped my fingers and took him back to where I'd found him. I cast the strongest wards in my repertoire, then made sure he had enough food and water to get by.

      He started to thank me, but I held up my hand. "For the record, I don't think you did it, but I don't think hiding you from the king and queen is the right thing either. Just stay here, keep a low profile, and give us time to solve the crimes."

      With that, I snapped my fingers and went back to the tiki.

      A tall brunette who I assumed was Cassandra was the only person sitting at the bar. She smiled when she saw me. I returned the smile and did my best to keep an open mind as I sat down to interview the woman who was likely going to take over the position I'd nearly killed myself to fill.

      I held out my hand. "I'm Destiny Maganti, and it's a pleasure to meet you."

      I liked the way she looked, and her manners were spot on. I wasn't sure what would happen after the honeymoon period was up, but if this interview went well, I was going to give her a chance. After all, my private life depended on it.
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      The interview with Cassandra went better than I could've expected. I found myself liking her in spite of myself. I wasn't sure why I felt so territorial. I hired staff all the time, but maybe it was because this was a job close to my heart. A manager was the heart of a restaurant and had a lot to do with not only how it ran, but how our guests perceived us.

      Bob and Elena were both working. Since we were in the middle of the  morning and there weren't many customers, Elena took over so Bob could sit in. We spent a half hour putting her through her paces, asking questions about everything from how she'd handle potential scenarios with staff and guests to her knowledge about bookkeeping and running a bar.

      I was a little surprised that most of her solutions were exactly the way we would handle things. We'd interviewed no less than twenty people, and she was the first one who had come even close. I felt like a load had been taken off my shoulders because if she walked the walk as well as she talked the talk, she'd fit right in with our little oddball team.

      When we both ran out of questions, we took some of hers. They were thoughtful and on point, and gave me even more faith that she knew what she was doing.

      Bob and I exchanged a long look, and he smiled and gave me a nod of approval.

      I leaned back in my chair and thought for a second. "When can you start your trial period?"

      She laughed. "Right now. I'll need an hour or so at some point to go collect a few things from my apartment, but that can wait until this evening. I'm paid up 'til the end of the month, so there's no big rush. I can't even tell you how excited I am to get started."

      I spent the next hour giving her a tour of the tiki and explaining our system while Bob handled the lunch rush. I was pleased to see that doing little things such as picking up empty glasses on the way past a table seemed second nature to her. That was a true sign of somebody who'd spent a lot of time in the industry. I introduced her to Amber and Dax and a few other regulars who were at the water bar, and she seemed to take everything in stride. Once the rush was over, I turned her over to Bob so he could start training her on the bar.

      My phone dinged with an incoming text from Blake, and when I checked it, there were only four words followed by enough exclamation points to put me in a mild panic. "Get up here now!!!"

      Since Bob was going over the end-of-shift paperwork with Cassandra, I felt okay leaving them to it. I interrupted long enough to let them know I was leaving. "Blake needs me up in his office, but I'll be back in a little bit to help you get settled."

      Bob glanced up from the paperwork. "Do we have any housing ready for her?"

      I nodded. "Cabin three, but I should probably send housekeeping over to put a shine on it. It's sat empty for the last few months."

      She flapped a hand. "You don't have to go to all that trouble. I hate to clean, so I learned a lot of cleaning spells before I even graduated from high school. I can have the place spic-and-span in less than half an hour."

      Normally, I'd have been okay with that, but since we were in the middle of the whole crowns-and-murder thing, I wanted to check the place out beforehand to make sure there were no unpleasant surprises.

      "Okay, then, if you're sure. Go ahead and finish up the shift here with Bob, then take the afternoon to explore the resort."

      Elena be-bopped around the bar. "I don't have anything going this afternoon, so if you want, I can give her a tour."

      I glanced at Cassandra to see what she thought of that idea.

      She lifted a shoulder. "That works for me. Like I said, all I need to do is run back home to grab some clothes and personal items at some point."

      With that settled, I snapped my fingers and teleported to Margo. Since Blake had used so many exclamation points, I didn't take the time to do anything other than say hello on my way past her.

      Blake's assistant motioned me back to his office with a wave of her hand, cringing a little. "Good luck, Des."

      With that ominous bit of well wishing, I pushed through the double doors and into his office. The tension was so thick inside that it was almost tangible. The king was pacing, his hands clasped behind his back and his face clouded with anger. The queen sat in one of the wingback chairs in front of Blake's desk, and though she was sitting still, her expression was no less thunderous than her husband's.

      I glanced back and forth between them, then turned my gaze to Blake. "What's going on?"

      He pulled in a deep breath and blew it out through pursed lips. Before he could respond, the king whipped around to me.

      "What's going on is that we know you found a suspect, and we want to talk to him."

      Though I wanted to ask how he knew that, I didn't think that was the best question to ask right then.

      Despite the irritation curling in my belly at being addressed in a manner that bordered on disrespectful, I kept my tone neutral. "I'm not sure where you got your information, but we don't have a suspect."

      As far as I was concerned, that was the truth. Sure, Mark had been squatting and stealing things from the tiki, but I knew in my gut he was innocent of the murder.

      The queen glared at me. "Cut the crap. We know you found somebody squatting in the cottage right down from ours."

      I raised a brow. Though it was my policy to treat our guests with the utmost deference, that didn't mean I didn't expect the same in return. "Let's hit the pause button here for a second. Though we deeply regret this whole situation and are doing everything in our power to rectify it, we clearly state in our registration package-which you signed-that we do not take responsibility for lost or stolen valuables. That's why we provide you with a safe. Now, if everybody wants to dial it down about ten notches, we can discuss this like rational adults."

      Blake looked at me like I'd lost my mind, but the queen snapped her mouth shut. The king's expression remained mutinous, but he took a seat beside his wife.

      Once he was settled, I strolled around the desk and took a position beside Blake. "You're right. We did find somebody squatting in that cottage. However, after extensively questioning him, we believe he may have valuable information, but we don't think he was directly involved."

      "I still want to talk to him," the king growled. "It's awfully convenient that he was in the cottage right down from us within walking distance and knew the person who was murdered."

      It was Blake's turn to frown. Nobody aside from me, Colin, Tempest, and him should have known that. "May I ask where you got your information?"

      "No," the queen replied. "You may not. Now, when are you going to allow us access to this man?"

      Though it was ultimately Blake's call, I thought about our options. If we let them interview Mark, it might de-escalate the situation. On the other hand, in their current moods, I didn't trust them not to do something rash.

      Blake tapped his finger on his desk. "I have no problem letting you talk to him, but that's all you can do — talk. While it is our policy to follow the letter of the law and allow the aggrieved parties' laws to prevail, that only applies to people that we've determined are guilty. The resort is an entity of its own, and shy of our board of directors stepping in, I'm the one who determines the ultimate outcome of any investigation."

      The king was practically grinding his teeth to nubs, but the queen seemed to be calming down. She laid a hand on his knee. "We spoke to Amber and Dax this morning, and they assured us that you are people with the utmost integrity and that you put your guests first. We're willing to grant you the latitude you request, but we would like to interview this man."

      I glanced at Blake and knocked on the mental door to our telepathic link.

      What do you think? I asked.

      I think the king's about to pop his cork, but I'm not sure we're going to get him off our backs unless we let him interview Mark, he replied.

      I thought for a minute. It's not like they can snatch him and run or do any harm to him.

      The resort had so many security and protection spells on it that even the most powerful magical creatures couldn't use magic to hurt another guest or flee from inside the main resort. Because of the sheer magnitude of such magic, the protection spells applied to magical rather than manual harm outside of the main building, but as long as we remained in Blake's office, Mark would be safe.

      I made my decision. I say we let them talk to him, but only in here.

      Blake gently closed the mental link, then turned to the power couple. "You can talk to him right here in my office."

      He turned to me and nodded. "Go get him. You have the same access you did last night."

      In other words, he hadn't put the restrictions on my teleportation back in place yet. I wasn't sure I wanted the king and queen to know that, though, so I strode out of the office and left from the hallway. After assuring Mark that he was perfectly safe and explaining to him that the royal couple wanted to talk to him but couldn't take him away or do him any harm, he agreed to speak with them, not that he really had any option. Once we'd teleported back to the hallway outside of Blake's office, I glanced at him. "You ready?"

      He pulled in a deep breath and slowly blew it out, then pulled himself up to his full height. "Ready as I'll ever be."

      I paused for a second to gather myself because I didn't entirely trust the king and queen to behave, then pulled the doors open and guided Mark into the lion's den.
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      The interview went about as well as could be expected, and by the end of it, the king and queen were satisfied that Mark wasn't directly involved. However, we did get some info on the rest of the guys he was with. Blake was following up on that because a couple of them seemed shady. Though Mark wasn't sure of anything, he did suspect a couple of them weren't exactly on the up and up because they lived lifestyles outside of what their salaries at the construction company would've allowed.

      By the end of the interview, both the king and the queen had calmed down considerably and had agreed to give us forty-eight hours without interruption. That wasn't a lot of time, but at least it bought us some breathing room.

      While I'd been interviewing Cassandra and soothing the ruffled royal feathers, Colin and Tempest had been taking it easy. By that, I meant they'd been spending some time in the casino. Strictly speaking, Tempest was banned from there because she was suspiciously good at blackjack and interrupted the dealers to bum food, but Blake was willing to look the other way as long as she was with Colin.

      I was annoyed that, once again, I'd lost so much time with them. It seemed like between Colin's job and mine, we never really got more than a few interrupted days a month together. Hopefully, Cassandra would work out and that would free up my time.

      Once we were finished, I texted Colin to let him know I was free. He and Tempest were going to meet me at Marco's for dinner, and Cassandra was going to hang out at the bar so Bob could show her around and start her training.

      I didn't have time to do much, but I did pop by my house to change clothes. At the last minute, I realized I'd forgotten to check on Cassandra's cottage, so I snapped over there for a quick look-see. Thankfully, there were no dead bodies, though there was plenty of dust. Rather than take the time to clean it myself, I decided to leave that to her since she'd volunteered.

      I only had ten minutes left after doing that before I had to meet Colin and Tempest, so I stopped by my place for a quick change of clothes. Like every other place on the resort, Marco's didn't exactly have a dress code, but it was a nice place and I preferred to dress up just a bit when I went.

      I'd just finished pulling my hair back into something a little neater than a ponytail when Colin texted and said he needed twenty minutes to take a business call. I decided to use the extra time to check in on Cassandra.

      "Hey, Destiny," she said when I took a seat at the bar. She looked completely at home as she poured a draft beer.

      "Hey," I replied. "How's everything going? Settling in okay?"

      She nodded as she mixed up a rum runner and sat it alongside the draft beer on a tray for Elena. "I am. In fact, I've already made a few changes to the ordering system on the computer. It should streamline things a little."

      I joined her behind the bar, and she showed me what she'd done. Since that system had been my brainchild, I was a little wary. I did my best to keep an open mind, and when I saw some of the changes she'd made, I realized they were an improvement. In fact, I was a little disappointed in myself that I hadn't thought to do it her way.

      I stood back after that and watched her interact with the customers. Stan, a Cupid and one of our regulars, laughed and joked with her at the bar. Though he was friendly by nature, it usually took him a minute to warm up to new people. That didn't seem to be the case with Cassandra, though. I slid onto the stool beside him and waited for her to move away and take care of another customer.

      "What do you think?" I asked.

      He cast me a sideways glance and grinned. "I think you've managed to finally find a good one. I've decided to call her Cass 2.0."

      It hadn't even occurred to me until then that her name was similar to our former bar manager's. As far as I could tell, though, that was as far as the commonality went. Whereas Cassiel had been bitter and angry, not to mention drunk, most of the time, Cassandra seemed to be an absolute delight. In fact, as I watched her flit around and interact with my regulars, an unreasonable little jab of jealousy poked at me. Giles and Mathilda, the couple I’d spoken with the day before, laughed at something she said, and the fairies seemed to have taken to her, too.

      I did my best to smile at Stan. "I hadn't even thought of that. Good one."

      Since I still had a couple minutes, I wandered into the office to grab the inventory sheets. I scratched my head when I saw that my desk was clean, organized, and free of the disorganized stacks of folders that usually covered it. I pilfered through the drawers looking for the folder I needed, but it was nowhere to be found. A quick glance at my phone told me I only had five minutes before I was supposed to meet Colin and Tempest, and I really needed to place that order this afternoon.

      I about jumped out of my skin when Cassandra touched me on the shoulder.

      "I took the liberty of organizing all those files. You'll find them in the cabinets organized by admin stuff, staff, and inventory."

      I gave her a tight smile and headed to the filing cabinet. Sure enough, everything in there was neat and orderly, and it only took me a second to find the inventory sheets. She'd organized them by date, so the one I was looking for was right on top.

      "Wow," I said, "you've really been busy."

      "Yeah," she replied. "When we slowed down, I figured there was no time like the present."

      I thought about the changes she'd made to the ordering system as I glanced around the neat, orderly office. I knew I was being irrational, but I couldn't help feeling a little bit like she was Destiny 2.0 rather than Cass 2.0.

      "Hey," she said, concern and a little doubt in her expression. "I didn't mean to step out of bounds. I just figured I'd help out. I know you've had your hands full around here, and I wanna do everything I can to step into my new role as quickly as possible so that you can have some time to yourself. From what everybody's told me, you've earned it."

      I did my best to push away the negative feelings because it wasn't fair to her and smiled even though my heart wasn't really in it. "No, you did a great job. This is your workspace now, and I'm glad you're here. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm going to do exactly what you just said and go have dinner with Colin and Tempest."

      I felt like a jerk when the last thing I saw before I snapped my fingers was the doubt scrawled across her face.

      As promised, Colin and Tempest were waiting for me outside Marco's. Colin furrowed his brow in concern when he saw me. "You okay? You look all smiley, but I know you well enough to know you're not as happy as you're trying to convince me you are."

      Tempest tilted her head and examined me. "He's right. What gives?"

      I shrugged. "It's stupid. Let's just go in and get something to eat. I'm starving."

      Colin laid his hand on my arm. "Whatever it is, it's not stupid because you're obviously upset about it."

      That right there was one of the many reasons I loved that man.

      "It's just that I popped into the tiki to check on Cassandra, and she's already made improvements to the ordering system and has somehow managed to whip the office into complete organization. The customers seem to love her, and Stan's calling her Cass 2.0. She's been here all of one day and has already made the place better than I have in the last year as manager. "

      Tempest cocked a furry brow. "You're right. That's stupid. She's already doing exactly what you hired her to do. You haven’t been a full-time manager. You’ve been a part-time manager, full-time bartender, and also organize all the special events. There’s only one of you, so I don’t get why you’re upset that she’s done a couple things when that’s literally all she has to do. Plus, here you stand, ready to have dinner with us."

      Leave it to my little fox to call a spade a spade. I clenched my teeth and tried to smile because she was absolutely right.

      She sighed and hopped onto my shoulder. "Look, why don't we head over to Abbadon's Gate and have dinner there instead of here. It's still early enough that we can do a little shopping and maybe stop for some chocolate-covered bacon. We'll grab some of the salted caramels you like, too."

      "That's sounds like an excellent idea," Colin said. "In fact, it can serve double duty. Maybe you can get a hold of Michael and we can ask him about Mark's coworkers. If they're into something shady, maybe he's heard of them."

      That actually wasn't a terrible idea, and I really did want to get away from the resort for a while. Michael was my brother and worked for the paranormal equivalent of the FBI. He always kept a finger on the pulse of the criminal underworld and might very well be able to help us.

      I texted Bob and asked if he and his wife Jolene would mind showing Cassandra to her cottage. It wasn't thirty seconds later that he texted back saying it was no problem. With that taken care of, Colin held his hand out to me, and I took it to transport us to the edge of the resort property. A couple of hours wandering the streets of the nearby supernatural town might just give me some much-needed perspective, and it would give us a chance to check into the crowns and the murder. Win\win.
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      Because Michael was always so busy, getting ahold of him was often like trying to nail Jell-O to the wall. We lucked out this time, though, because he answered on the first ring.

      "Hey, brother," I said. "You don't happen to be in the Gate, do you? I need to talk to you about something."

      His tone was light and happy, which was a recent welcome change from his typical stoicism. “I am. I was just on my way to eat, though."

      I gave Colin and Tempest a thumbs up to let them know he was around. "That's perfect. We actually came over to eat, but I haven't seen you in forever. Are you alone, or do you have a date?"

      He'd recently started seeing one of the waitresses from our favorite diner, and I didn't want to cut into his personal time since he had so little of it.

      "I'm on my own this evening. She's visiting family, so would you like to meet me at the diner?"

      Since we were less than a block from there and we all loved the food, it was a no-brainer. "We'll be there in five. If you need longer than that, we'll go ahead and get something to drink and wait on you."

      He laughed. "I just walked in the door. I'll snag a booth instead of the little two-top I usually eat at."

      Five minutes later, we pushed through the doors of the diner, and my stomach rumbled when the tantalizing scents of frying burgers, french fries, and freshly baked bread surrounded us like a warm hug. Michael was waiting for us in a booth in the back corner of the restaurant, and I smiled. I didn't get to spend nearly as much time with him as I'd have preferred, so it was good to see him.

      We'd no sooner slid into the booth than our waitress showed up to take our order.

      After she was gone, Michael glanced between the three of us. "Not that it's not amazing to see you, but you said you had something you needed to talk to me about."

      "We do, though I'm really glad to see you, too," I replied. I filled him in on everything that had been going on at the resort.

      He paused as our waitress sat our drinks in front of us. When she was gone, he shook his head. "When you stumble into trouble, you sure do it right. We've been looking for Gleason for over a year. An employee robbed a jewelry store, and fingerprints found at the scene were the only way we knew who he was. He'd been using an alias. Then a few months later, another jewelry store was robbed in Florida. Same MO, and we found a partial print there, too. We suspect he had a partner in that one, but we haven't been able to figure out who."

      "What made you suspect that?" Colin asked as he poked a straw in his tea.

      “He was careful to take out the security cameras, but a hidden one caught him leaving through the front door and getting into the passenger side of a tan sedan," Michael replied.

      I rolled my eyes. "Why is it always a tan sedan?"

      Michael laughed. "It's not. Sometimes it's a black one. Nobody gives a second look at vehicles like that, so I suppose it's the logical choice."

      Tempest, who had stayed outside to spend some time with Michael's wolf familiar, Rocky, slipped through the doors when a Bigfoot couple strolled in. She jumped up onto the booth bench, then made her way onto Michael's lap. "What did I miss? Rocky says you guys have been traipsing all over the country. He wouldn't tell me what for, though."

      Michael gave her ear a scratch. "That's because that's all supersecret, little fox. What you missed is that we've been chasing the guy you found dead for almost a year. He's pulled off some big robberies, so it wouldn't surprise me if he's involved in the crowns deal."

      "That's all well and good, but he didn't have the crowns when we found him, and he didn't get dead by himself," she replied, reaching for the sippy cup that the waitress had brought for her.

      "Your keen eye for investigation impresses me," he said, giving her a little nudge so that he had enough room for his plate when it came.

      She glared at him. "Sarcasm doesn't become you."

      He raised a brow at her. "Oh, that's right. I forgot that's your forte, but you don't have the market cornered on it."

      Though anybody listening would think they didn't like each other, the exact opposite was true. That was just the dynamics of their relationship. He'd helped bottle-feed her when we had found her and her sisters as kits in the woods behind our house when we were kids, and he loved her as much as I did. For her part, she returned the sentiment and also had a serious crush on Rocky.

      "Did this Mark guy give you the names of his other coworkers?" Michael asked.

      I nodded. "He did, but if Gleason was using an alias, it wouldn't surprise me if the other ones were, too."

      He worried his bottom lip and thought for a minute. "What are the odds that the room they stayed in has been empty since then?"

      I lifted a shoulder. "We're in slow season, so there's a chance. They stayed in an executive suite, and those aren't rented as much as the regular rooms are."

      I pulled up the resort app on my phone. "I can check if you just give me a second."

      I scrolled through the booking calendar until I found the suite number the construction company had booked, then pulled it up to see who all had stayed there since then. "It looks like we got lucky. Nobody's stayed there since they left."

      His eyes lit up like they did every time he got a new lead on a case. "I know the resort is its own legal entity, but I really want to catch this guy. Do you think Blake would mind if I stepped in to help?"

      We paused as the waitress delivered our food. Once she had gone, Colin replied. "Since I'm the resort's head legal counsel, I can answer that question for you. Not only would we not mind, we'd welcome the help."

      "Excellent," Michael exclaimed as he dug into his meatloaf. "When can we start?"

      I grinned at his weird enthusiasm. You'd have thought we'd offered him a free vacation.

      "We only have forty-eight hours," I said, swirling my gravy through my mashed potatoes. "I'm good with heading over there as soon as we're finished eating if you are."

      He nodded once as he squirted a blob of ketchup onto his plate. "Then we have a plan. Now, respect that country-fried steak and give it its due. After that, we have work to do."

      I had to admit, the relief I felt gave my appetite a boost. For the first time since this had all begun, I saw a glimmer of hope that all would end well for the royals, the resort, and Mark.
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      We finished up dinner and headed back to the resort. My mood was much improved, which was probably helped along by the fact that I hadn't worried about the bar even once since we'd left. Having a new manager was gonna be a good thing, and I just needed to wrap my head around it.

      Blake was in a meeting with the directors, and I wanted to stop by the tiki and get Dimitri's opinion on Cassandra. He was an excellent judge of character, and as a fairy, he had a little more insight than the average person. It was one of his gifts.

      The bar was popping when we got there, so we slid onto barstools and waited for him to have a minute. I was more than a little bit surprised when Cassandra trotted out of the office, made her way to the computer, and ran off some reports.

      "I don't like her," Stephanie said from beside me. I jumped a little bit because I hadn't known she was there.

      I tilted my head at her, a little concerned. "Anything in particular?"

      Stephanie's dark gaze was pinned on Cassandra as she stirred her drink, never taking her eyes from my new hire. "Everything in particular. She's changing things, and I don't like change.She's also chatty, and I don't like chatty."

      That much was true. As a Valkyrie, Stephanie was a no-nonsense person who didn't often take time for idle gossiping. That wasn't to say she didn't do it, but she had a very tight circle of friends and preferred to keep everything within those boundaries.

      Since I was in that circle, my initial impulse was to allow my mean girl to come out and play, but that wouldn't have been fair. "It's kind of her job to be chatty, and I know she's changing a few things, but they seem to be for the better."

      She glanced at me, her dark brows drawn down. "It doesn't bother you that she's coming in here and replacing you? Because it bothers me. Say the word, and I'll have Buttercup snatch her up and drop her on some deserted island out in the middle of the Atlantic, or maybe the Arctic would be a good place for her."

      I smiled. Buttercup was the massive black Pegasus that served as her warhorse. Though the name suited him once he decided he liked you, he was terrifying until then. "We'll put a pin in that, but let's leave it on the table just in case."

      She shrugged but didn't take her gaze off Cassandra. "Just say the word."

      The witch in question noticed me and rushed over, a big grin on her face. "I wish I would've just taken this job when you offered it the first time. I already feel at home, and it's only been one day."

      She was so genuine that I couldn't help but return her smile. "It looks like you're off to a running start, but you don't have to stay here all night. Go explore the resort. I know you said you had to go home and get some stuff, and you've gotta be exhausted. It's been a long day for you. Since your cottage is dirty, grab a room up at the hotel. On us. Just tell Dimitri to book you in and he can give you your door code right here.”

      She picked up some dirty glasses and popped them into the dishwasher. “Thanks! It has been a long day, but I have a ton of energy right now. I guess it's because everything is new and shiny, and I'm excited to be here. I've already thought of a dozen improvements I want to make around here.”

      "How would you like to go for a ride on my warhorse?" Stephanie asked, her expression deceptively calm.

      I choked on my water and nudged her with my elbow as poor Cassandra’s expression went from excited to confused.

      Steph looked at me and lifted a graceful shoulder. "I stand by what I said."

      Resisting the urge to laugh, I gave her shoulder a quick squeeze. "I need to go talk to Blake, but I'll catch you later. Behave yourself."

      Bemused by the exchange, Cassandra offered me a tentative smile. "I think I'll go ahead and take you up on your suggestion and head home to get my stuff."

      I nodded. "That might not be a bad idea."

      My phone dinged with Blake's ring tone. "I have somewhere to be, but maybe we can have drinks Tuesday night if you're not busy," I said to Stephanie. That was her regular night at the resort, and now that I had time, I looked forward to spending some of it with her.

      She agreed, and I motioned to Colin, Tempest, and Michael. They joined hands with me, and I teleported us all to Blake's office. I kind of hoped he didn't revoke that privilege because it sure did come in handy.

      Once we got there, he was waiting outside the doors. He shook Michael's hand. "Glad to have you. Are you ready to go check out the room?"

      Michael nodded. "I sure am. Destiny showed me the pictures, but I'm at a bit of a loss. Where could the murderer be hiding? I mean, there's nowhere on the resort he could go without being seen, and his boss checked them all out, right?"

      We stepped onto the elevator that would take us to the executive suites on the floor below. Blake pressed his lips together in consternation. "If you'd asked me that twenty-four hours ago, I'd have said there was no way he was hiding somewhere. Now that we’ve discovered a flaw in our check-in and check-out protocol, I'm not sure what to say. I checked the security cameras from that day, but I don't know what any of them looked like. I can't guarantee that they all left, which means one of them could've stayed behind."

      The elevator doors opened, and we stepped out, nodding to the little group of guests waiting to get on.

      "That has to hurt your feelings," Michael said. "I know how much pride you take in the security here, but to be fair, I would've never thought of that, either."

      Blake ground his teeth together. "It's not your job to think of that, though. It's mine, and I dropped the ball."

      My heart went out to him because I knew how serious he was about his duties. "You gotta cut yourself some slack. Aside from large groups, most people do check out individually. Besides, that's shady. We deal with families mostly, so when one of them checks out, all of them do."

      "Yeah," he replied as he led us down the hall, "but my security measures are to protect those families. It's my place to make sure there are no holes."

      I let it go because I knew that no matter what I said, he wasn't going to stop beating himself up. The best thing we could do was solve the case and resolve the security issue.

      We stopped in front of a large set of double doors, and Blake waved his hand over the lock and muttered an incantation. The locks clicked, and he opened them.

      Stepping inside, he made a sweeping gesture with his hand. "Go ahead and do your thing, Michael. If you need anything from me, I'll wait right here." Michael pulled some gear from one of the pockets inside of his duster and got to work. My plan had been to walk around and see if I could find any clues, but I was fascinated by what he was doing. He had a leather pouch full of blue dust, and he sprinkled it over the furniture, muttering what I assumed was an activation spell as he went. Fingerprints appeared and glowed blue on each surface he dusted.

      Blake raised a brow. "Either those guys touched everything while they were in here, or our maids need to do a better job of cleaning."

      One side of Michael's mouth quirked up into a smile. "You'd be amazed at how many surfaces a person touches in a day. My guess is that your maids are doing a fine job."

      He pulled a scanner of some sort from another pocket and ran it a couple of inches away from each area that had prints. When he was finished with the main area, he examined the scanner.

      "Did you find anything?" Colin asked.

      He shook his head. "You said there were four guys aside from Mark in here?"

      "Yeah," Blake replied. "Five in total. Why?"

      Michael pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket and examined it. "Because I have gotten prints from six different people, but five of them officially match the names on this list. Well, other than Gleason's, of course. He was the only one using an alias."

      "Who's the sixth set belong to?" I asked.

      Michael glanced at the scanner. "Daisy Black."

      "That's one of our cleaning ladies," I replied. "She's been here for years, and I know her personally. No way is she a thief or murderer. She's a grandmother and a really kind person."

      Michael lifted his shoulder. "I'm not usually a fan of taking somebody at surface value, but according to her prints, she's legit and she's never been arrested for so much as jaywalking. She was born and raised in Abbadon's Gate, so that's really saying something."

      Blake's shoulders slumped. "So we're no further ahead than we were?"

      Michael wobbled his hand back and forth. "Yes and no. At least we know now that the rest of the guys who stayed here are who they say they are. That doesn't necessarily mean that they were involved in the theft or that they didn't kill Gleason. It just means that they’ve never been caught doing anything wrong aside from a couple of them having traffic violations. I'll run them all down and see if any of them have been doing anything suspicious, but for now, I hate to point a finger at any of them."

      So much for that little glimmer of hope I'd had at dinner.

      Michael turned to me. "Can you take me to talk to this Mark fellow?"

      I nodded. "Sure, I'm not sure what he's going to be able to tell you that he hasn't already told us."

      He gave me the same look he'd been giving me my entire life that said he thought I was being ridiculous. "Just take me to him. Believe it or not, I'm as good at my job as you are yours."

      That was a fair point. "Okay, then. You want to talk to him tonight, or wait 'til tomorrow?"

      "No time like the present. The longer we wait, the slimmer our chances of catching the murderer or finding the crowns."

      I held up my hand. "Say no more. While we’re down there, it won't hurt to check the other cottages, either. If he's hiding in one, it's possible somebody else is occupying one of the others."

      As I took their hands to teleport them to Mark's cottage, I crossed my fingers and hoped for the easy solution.
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      As much as I'd hoped Michael would glean some new information from Mark, that didn't turn out to be the case. When we left his cabin a half-hour later, Colin and Michael looked as disappointed as I felt.

      My brother put his hand on my shoulder as we strolled along the beach toward the next cabin. "Don't let this get you down. Most police work is just like this. It's not like you see in the movies where we solve everything in one night. Remember, I've been chasing this guy for over a year, and I’m better than average at my job. Just have a little faith."

      I sighed and paused to take off my shoes so that I could feel the cool earth beneath my feet. As a water witch, it soothed me, and right then, I needed all the comfort I could get.

      "That's the thing, though," I said, pushing my toes into the wet sand. "We don't have another year. We don't even have another week. Shoot, we barely have another day. If we don't solve this quickly, Mark is in big trouble. Not to mention, it's not a good look for the resort that we've had another murder or that the king's and queen's crowns were stolen."

      The moon was full and glittered off the surface of the ocean. The water was unusually calm even for the Gulf, and the stars were clear and bright in the sky. Rocky and Tempest were chasing each other through the woods, and Colin and Michael were talking about football as if we weren't trying to catch a murderer. Normally, my surroundings would've been enough to relax me. This, however, wasn't a normal situation.

      "Look," Colin said a few minutes later, "I realize that you take everything here personally, but it's a resort for magical creatures. Let's face it — we may not have more criminals than the human world, but our criminals have the ability to do much worse things. To be honest, I'm surprised you guys don't have more crime than you already do."

      That didn't make me feel any better.

      We were coming up on the next cottage, so I crept away from the water line and closer to the trees in case somebody was there.

      "It looks deserted," Tempest said when we got to the edge of the property. She was right. The windows were dark, and there was no smoke coming from behind that would indicate somebody had a fire going in the pit. Still, I wanted to be sure, so we took a few minutes to go inside and check each room. Much like Cassandra's cottage, the entire place was covered in a fine layer of dust.

      "Nobody's been here in a while," Michael said once we'd examined each room. "Let's move on to the next. How many more are there?"

      "Just one," I replied.

      Fifteen minutes later, we’d cleared it, too. I sighed. "Well, this entire night has been a bust."

      Michael scowled at me in the moonlight. "No, it hasn't. We learned that the people Mark was here with seem to be on the up and up, and now we know that nobody's camping out in these cottages. I'll go follow up and make sure that all of the construction guys are where they're supposed to be. Just because they’re using their real names doesn't mean that they didn't have a part in it."

      "Not to add to the stress," Tempest said, "but the guests are gonna start getting restless because they're not allowed to leave. We still have the resort locked down, and we're coming to the end of the weekend. People are gonna want to get home."

      "They’re gonna want answers, too," I added. "All we told them was that the resort's been locked down for security measures."

      Tempest huffed a breath out through her nose. "If you think for one second that everybody on this resort doesn't know what happened, you're outta your mind. I'd venture to say that everybody knew within a half an hour of it happening."

      She probably wasn't wrong. I knew all of our staff knew, so it wasn't a far stretch to believe that all the guests did, too. It was strange that nobody had asked me about it, though.

      Rather than teleport back, we opted to walk. It wasn't that far, and it wasn't like we had any leads to follow up on. Or at least, I didn't.

      When we came to the royal cottage, though, I held out my hand. "I think it's best if we teleport from here. I don't want to run into either one of them."

      Once we were back at the tiki, Michael said his goodbyes. "I'm going to go to Atlanta right now and check out those guys' alibis. I'll let you know what I find out, and if you learn anything new, get in touch."

      Since there really wasn't anything else we could do that night, Colin and I decided to continue our walk down the beach. It was still early, and I smiled when the moon flashed off familiar jewel-toned tails several yards out into the water. Amber and Dax's kids were playing in the surf, so I called to them. They popped their heads to the surface, and I was surprised to see that the prince and princess were with them, although I suppose I shouldn't have been. According to Blake, that's where they'd been when the crowns were stolen.

      "Rock the fishbowl, Des," one of them called.

      I smiled. That's what they called it when I created waves. After checking to make sure nobody else was in the water or on the beach, I held up my hands and muttered the spell. Within just a few seconds, large whitecaps swelled in the distance and rolled in as seven- and eight-foot waves. The kids squealed in delight as they splashed and played in them.

      Colin smiled and squeezed my hand. "You're great with kids, you know that?"

      I shrugged. "I suppose. Or at least I'm good with older kids. I'm not a huge fan of babies. They make a lot of noise and ooze goop out of all their orifices."

      He bumped me with his shoulder. "Come on now, admit it. Babies are adorable."

      I scoffed. "Yeah, they're adorable when they're sleeping and when you can hand them back to their parents."

      He glanced at me sideways and studied me for a second. "Does that mean you don't want kids?"

      Wow, had this conversation taken a turn for the serious. We'd never discussed much beyond what we were doing the next weekend, let alone what the future might hold.

      "I don't know," I replied after thinking about it for a second. "I mean, I guess in the abstract, I've always planned on it. In reality, though, I haven't really given it much thought."

      He breathed a sigh of relief. "Good. For a second there, I thought maybe you were gonna flat-out say no."

      He was a few years older than me, and werewolves were all about family, even more so than most people. I guess it made sense that he'd put more thought into it than I had.

      "No," I said, feeling a little more sure. "I definitely want kids someday. I'm just not ready yet."

      He shook his head. "Oh, no. I didn't mean right now. Just sometime in the future."

      I grinned. "Good to know you're not planning on getting started immediately. I have to work tomorrow, and I was kinda planning on enjoying some time off in the near future."

      He waggled his brows at me. "I like the sound of that. We might not plan to start a family right off the bat, but we can practice."

      My face warmed when he mentioned that level of commitment with me, and I was glad it was dark enough that he probably didn't notice. He swung me around and pulled me into a kiss. With the moonlight surrounding us and the warm Gulf breeze brushing against our skin, I sank into it and just enjoyed the moment.
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      Since it was still early and we'd slept well the night before, we decided to hit the casino for a little bit. I was glad Colin was there because otherwise, I would've been at loose ends. Normally, I was at the tiki wrapping things up.

      I'd just put another five dollars into one of the nickel machines when somebody slid onto the seat beside me.

      "I just love these one arm bandits," Mathilda said, smiling as she slid her resort card into the slot. "Giles is a big fan of poker, but there's just something about the randomness of pulling the arm and wondering what symbols are going to pop up that appeals to me."

      I smiled back at her. "I know exactly what you mean. Colin and Tempest like to play blackjack, but I'd rather play these, too. Plus, I don't spend nearly as much money."

      Unlike at a lot of the human casinos where the arms had been replaced with a button to make the symbols spin, we'd stuck with the old-school ones. It was fun to watch other players because so many of them had rituals. Some people believed that the faster you pulled it, the better your odds, and others believed that slow was the way to go. Personally, I was grounded in logic and understood that it didn't matter how fast or how slow you pulled it. All that mattered was whether or not the odds would finally fall in your favor.

      We sat in companionable silence for a few minutes, each of us playing our own machines.

      "You know," she said casting me a sideways glance as she pulled the arm down, "doing stuff like this is a luxury. Back in our poor days, we'd lay in bed at night and imagine doing stuff like this sometime in the far future when we'd made our fortune."

      Her eyes shone with the distant memory, and I tried to imagine what it would be like to be with Colin for as many years as she'd been with Giles. Oddly, the thought was comforting. My mind drifted back to our earlier conversation, and I wondered if our relationship had passed some invisible new line. If it had, I was okay with it.

      "It must be comforting to know somebody as well as you know him and to have somebody know you as well as he does," I said as my machine lit up. I hit the button to add the ten dollars I'd won to my current total.

      She thought about that for a second. "Most of the time, yes, but sometimes it's nice to do the unexpected. You know, mix things up a little. Do something he doesn't expect. It keeps things fresh."

      I laughed. "I'm almost afraid to ask."

      She winked at me. "You probably should be."

      We played for a while more in companionable silence until I'd spent my limit. I glanced around the casino to see where Tempest and Colin were, and sure enough, they were at the blackjack table. "You have a good night," I said to Mathilda, then grinned. “Especially if you plan to mix things up."

      She cackled and slapped her leg. "You do the same, sweetie."

      Just as she said that, her machine lit up, and she squealed in delight. She'd hit it for five hundred dollars, and despite the rock on her finger and the rubies and sapphires dripping from her neck and ears, you'd have thought she’d won the lottery.

      The air inside the casino was stuffy, so I decided to walk outside to get some fresh air and to talk to Margo. We used to spend a lot of time together back when I was dating Blake, but since we'd broken up, I hadn't spent as much time with her, especially since I'd started managing, too.

      "Destiny!" she said, her stone face lighting with pleasure. "I was hoping you'd stop and see me. How's the investigation coming?"

      I climbed up on her pedestal and sat between her paws. "The investigation is at a standstill, so we decided to spend some time at the casino. It's hot in there, though."

      I leaned my head back against her cool stone chest and closed my eyes as the Gulf breeze dried the sweat on my skin.

      "Is that sadness I'm sensing in your heart?" she asked gently.

      I answered without opening my eyes. "I don't know. Not sadness, really. I'm just feeling a little out of sorts today."

      "Ah," she replied. "I wondered how you were going to deal with the change."

      I twisted my head around so that I could look up at her. "How did you know? I just hired her today."

      She chuckled, and her chest rumbled behind me. "I'm an old creature, child, and I know you well. Remember, though I don't do it on purpose, I can see what's in your heart. I know how much you love your job, and change, no matter how good it is, is never easy."

      I sighed. "I know I'm being silly. It's just, she's already made changes that improved the place, and I can't help but feel like I should have done all that myself."

      Margo was quiet for so long that I was beginning to think she wouldn't answer me. "Sometimes we stand so close to things that we can't see what's right in front of us. Without you, the tiki wouldn't be the success that it is. And have you considered that by hiring her, you're the one who’s improved the place?"

      I hadn't really looked at it like that. "So what you're saying is that her improvements are my success?"

      "In a roundabout way, yes. That's what good leaders do. It's not a matter of doing it all yourself because nobody can do that. A good leader delegates, and make no mistake — no matter who's managing that tiki bar, everybody looks to you as the leader. You're not losing anything by hiring her. In fact, you're gaining a lot."

      That was one of the best things about Margo. She had the wisdom of the ages and always knew just the right thing to say. I sat there with her for a while just enjoying her company as we chatted about everything and nothing, and by the time Colin and Tempest came looking for me, I felt like a new woman.

      I hopped down from her pedestal and laid my hand on her paw. "Thanks, Margo. You have no idea how much better I feel."

      Her stone lips curled into a gentle smile. "Of course I do. Remember, I know what's in your heart."

      "Speaking of," Colin said, "have you had any luck possibly finding a thief or murderer?"

      She frowned. "No, which annoys me. The only reasons I can think of is that either they haven’t passed me or the person feels no remorse for doing any of that. In fact, if I'm not picking it up, they don't even think they did anything wrong."

      That confused me. "So, wait. You can only tell if they're a murderer if they think it was wrong to do it?"

      She sighed. "Not exactly, but what I do isn't an exact science. Usually a person like that has a dark soul. They've been doing horrible things for so long that there's no humanity left in them. Or in the case of a newly minted murderer or criminal, they're still riding the high of doing it. That leaves a black mark in their hearts that I can pick up on, too. As far as I know, nobody here is like that."

      Just trying to think that through bent my brain a little. "If it makes you feel any better, we haven't been able to find anything that indicates they're still here, either. The thing is, though, they almost have to be. Blake locked the place down as soon as we realized they were missing, and nobody had left in the time between when they were stolen and when he did that."

      "Maybe it's time to shake things up, then," she said.

      "What you mean?" Colin asked.

      "I mean, start letting them leave."

      I frowned. "If we let them leave, the crowns will go with them."

      She tilted her head at me. "Will they, now? It seems to me, that gives you the perfect opportunity to catch the thief. They're not going to leave them here, so they have to have it on their person when they go through the portal.”

      I slapped my forehead. "Margo, you're brilliant."

      Colin rubbed the back of his neck. "I'm afraid I'm not catching on. How, exactly, are we going to catch them?"

      "Set up checkpoints," she replied. "It states right in the regulations that we have the right to search property and person. Why not do it as they're leaving?"

      I pulled out my phone and fired off a text to Blake. It was the best idea we had, and I was a little disappointed that we hadn't already thought of it.

      Within just a minute or so, he replied. As of the following morning, he was going to let everybody start to leave. It was possible that we'd have the crowns and our killer by lunch.
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      I was so excited I could barely sleep, but I finally drifted off around three. When my alarm went off at seven, I poked my hand out from under the covers to turn it off.

      "Oh, no you don't," Colin said. He was curled up behind me, so I not only heard him, I felt the timbre of his voice rumble in his chest. "We have a murderer to catch and crowns to retrieve."

      Tempest, who'd slept at the foot of my bed, bounded up and licked my eyelids. I scowled and tried to shove her away. "Knock it off! That's gross."

      I wiped the back my hand across my eyelids to get rid of the fox spit, but that wasn't the sort of thing conducive to going back to sleep.

      "Come on, sleepyhead," Colin said, pulling the covers back. "You get up and get ready, and I'll go make us some coffee."

      After splashing some water on my face and getting dressed, I felt a little more human. I padded barefoot to the kitchen where Colin shoved a steaming cup into my hand. The luscious fragrance of chocolate and caramel rose from the mug, and I took a careful sip. I nearly groaned in pleasure. It was perfectly sweetened and just the right temperature to drink without burning my lips off.

      "Thank you," I said, rising on my tiptoes to give him a kiss.

      "You're welcome," he replied, returning it then swatting me on the butt. "I'm gonna go get dressed, then we can head up to the resort."

      While he did that, I sipped my coffee and scrolled through my messages. Michael had texted after I'd gone to bed to say that all the guys were where they were supposed to be. He was  going to talk to the boss and would get back to me if he learned anything.

      By the time we made it up to the main resort, Blake's security guys were already on standby near the banks of portals. Though there were several entry and exit points situated around the Enchanted Coast, he'd only opened the main ones in the resort lobby. People were already in line, grumbling as they opened suitcases, trunks, and valises so that the security guys could search them.

      "This is an outrage!" a dowdy old witch bellowed as a security guy roughly the size of a refrigerator searched as delicately as he could through her trunk. "I demand to speak to management."

      I cringed a little but stepped forward. I wasn't technically a manager, but I was as close to a second in command as Blake had. I figured I could take one for the team considering little old ladies weren't exactly his specialty.

      "Hi, my name's Destiny. If you could just give us a little bit of latitude, we'll have you on your way in no time."

      She drew herself up to her full height, which was just under five feet. I wasn't about to make the mistake of assuming that just because she was small, she couldn't do any damage. Most of the women in my family were tiny, but had I been forced to give odds on them or Mr. Refrigerator, my money would've been on them.

      "I should've been on my way yesterday," she barked. "Instead, I've been stuck here. Now that I've finally been given permission to go home, I've been informed that the only way to do so is to let this pervert" — she poked the poor security guy with a short, pudgy finger — "tiptoe through my fine washables. It's an outrage is what it is."

      I pasted on my pleasant, professional smile, but before I could get a word out, she shook her finger at me. "I recognize that expression. You're about to blow some kind of smoke up my butt to convince me that just because you gave me a free dinner last night and offered me a coupon for one night free in the future that I should forgive the inconvenience. Hogwash."

      Since that had been exactly what I was about to say, I snapped my mouth shut. Colin stepped forward, catching Tempest before she could fly at the old bat. "We do understand what an inconvenience this has been," he said. "And it was gracious of you to give us the latitude we needed in order to bring justice to another guest. I'm sure you find that reassuring because now you know that if you ever have a problem at the Enchanted Coast, we'll pull out all the stops for you."

      She huffed a self-righteous breath out through her nose. "I wouldn't ever have a problem like this because I know better than to bring my fine jewels on vacation with me. And what little bit I do bring, I put in the safe. Seems to me, a king and queen should know better than to just leave their crowns layin' around where anybody can pick 'em up without so much as a how do you do."

      I choked back a laugh and did my best to keep a straight face. If she weren't being such a pain in my butt at that moment, I would've liked her. And it wasn't like she was wrong.

      "I beg your pardon!"

      I cringed when I recognized the queen's outraged voice.

      The little old witch slammed her fists on her ample waist and glared at the willowy figure barreling down on her. "I think you should. If you were able to keep hold of your belongings, I wouldn't have been stuck here an extra day."

      The security guy snapped her suitcase shut, and I sighed with relief. I stepped between them and put my hands out. "Okay, ladies. Let's try to keep it civil. Nobody here is at fault, so let's just try to make the best of a bad situation."

      The old lady narrowed her eyes and took the full measure of the queen. It didn't take a psychic to realize she found the woman lacking, but to her credit, she snatched up her suitcase and headed toward the portal without another word.

      I turned to the queen. "I'm sorry –"

      She held up her hand and interrupted me. "You have nothing to apologize for, and I can't say that I blame her for being mad, either.  In her shoes, I'd probably be the same way."

      My heart went out to her because the bags under her eyes were big enough to count as carry-ons, and her face was pinched and worried.

      "Why don't you go get some coffee?" I said. "Have you had breakfast?"

      She shook her head. "No, but I'm not hungry. Triton and I haven't stopped fighting, and I haven't even hardly seen the kids since we got here. They've been playing with Amber and Dax's kids. That's a blessing, I suppose, but I was really looking forward to some family time."

      I reached out and put my hand on her arm even though she didn't take her eyes off the line of people steadily making their way through the portals. "Standing here watching isn't going to help. Go get some caffeine. For that matter, Colin and I will go with you. I could use a second cup myself, and there's not really much I can do here, either."

      She sighed. "I suppose you're right. This just feels like a nightmare that's never going to end. If we don't get those crowns back, I don't know what we're going to do. It will essentially be the end of our rule, and our world will fall into chaos."

      I hadn't really thought about what would happen if we didn't recover the crowns, but now that I did, I could understand her anxiety. I also didn't blame her. Even though they weren't locked up like they should've been, it was a simple mistake. Everybody made them.

      "We'll get them back. I promise." With that, I guided her around the group of people waiting to be searched until she froze in her tracks. I looked up, trying to figure out what had stopped her. She dug her nails into my arm so hard that I was pretty sure she’d drawn blood. All I saw was Mathilda waving at me, her smile bright.

      "That's my ruby," the queen virtually screeched as she took off toward my new friend.

      Mathilda's eyes grew round, and her hand fluttered to her chest. I put my hand on the queen's arm, but she was like trying to stop a freight train.

      She slid to a halt in front of Mathilda, then reached out and tried to snatch the ruby necklace from around her throat.

      Mathilda blasted her with a ball of energy, then bolted forward toward the banks, elbowing people out of the way as she went.

      "Don't just stand there," the queen barked to me. "Get your security guys. Her necklace! That's the ruby from the center setting of my crown!"

      Her words finally penetrated my brain, and I motioned for security to surround the woman who was almost to the portal. If she made it, she'd be gone.

      Mathilda blasted her way through the rest of the line and dove toward the open door of the portal. I pulled my magic to the surface and did the only thing I could think to do – I summoned a lasso of energy and threw it. At the very last minute, it wrapped around her ankle and I jerked it tight. Mathilda fell  to the ground in a full face plant, and I jerked my magic back toward me, dragging her backward on her belly along with it.

      The queen bolted forward and flipped Mathilda over so that she was on her back. The same ruby necklace that she'd been wearing the night before gleamed on her chest, and she put her hand up to cover it. The queen was having none of it, though. She looped her fingers through the chain and gave a vicious jerk.

      The stone glowed and pulsed once it made contact with Muriel's fingers, and tears ran down her cheeks. "She's destroyed it. The crowns are no more."

      It was then that I realized Giles wasn't with her. "Her husband. Where's he at?”

      The queen didn't even look at me. "Didn't you hear me? My crown is destroyed and my kingdom will fall."

      I waved a hand at her dramatics. "Yeah, I heard what you said. But what I'm saying is that her husband is around here somewhere. She only has one stone from your crown. You've recovered it, and it apparently still has its magic. We don't see any of the other stones, and the king's crown is nowhere to be found. Pull yourself together and help me."

      I didn't mean to be so abrupt with her, but now wasn't the time for her to fall apart. I knew she was a strong ruler, and that's the person I needed beside me. Fortunately, it seemed to work.

      She blinked as if I'd slapped her, then pushed to her feet and examined Mathilda. "The diamonds in her ears go in my crown as well, as do the sapphires on her fingers."

      "See," I said, trying to infuse as much urgency into my voice as possible,  "all is not lost yet. We still have to find her husband. I'll bet you anything he has the rest of them and the king's crown."

      Though Mathilda had disrupted one of the portals, the others continued to function with a steady flow of guests leaving through them.

      "Shut them down," I yelled to the security guys as I bound Mathilda with the same magical bands I’d used on Mark. "Nobody else is allowed to leave."

      Discontent flowed through the crowd, and people started shouting and complaining. I clapped my hands and muttered a spell to silence them. I wasn't a big fan of using my magic on people like that, but right then, I didn't have the luxury of being nice. I could apologize later.

      A small ripple was moving through the crowd toward the portal furthest away from me. A blast of blue light struck the security guy in the chest, and the doors to the portal swung open.

      "Oh no you don't!" I yelled. I teleported to him, thanking the stars that Blake hadn't rescinded that privilege yet. Before he could process that I was standing in front of him, I had him bound in magical manacles. I snatched his suitcase and flung it open, and a bag of jewels flew out.

      "Where are the crowns that they go in?" I fixed him with a glare that let him know I was in no mood to argue.

      He pressed his lips together, and I jabbed him with a bolt of electricity.

      He yelped.

      "Don't make me ask you again." I drew my finger back to shock him again, and he held his hand up.

      "They're under the bed in our suite. We figured they'd be safe hidden there long enough for us to get away."

      "And what about the murdered guy done by the beach?" I figured I might as well wrap it all up while we were sitting there.

      His gaze shot toward his wife. "That was all her. It was her nephew twice removed or some convoluted hillbilly crap like that, and he wanted more than they originally agreed on. He tried to run away with the crowns, and she snatched them out of his hand. When she did, he fell and hit his head on a rock. It was an accident."

      I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead, then looked around for Tempest. I found her sitting on Mathilda's chest, her teeth bared. "You better go get Blake."
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      Despite the queen's fear, the crowns ended up being just fine. Thankfully, we had a fairy on the resort who was experienced in magical jewelry making, and he had the crowns back together and working in a little bit of no time.

      After all the excitement died down, Colin, Tempest, and I decided to go to Abaddon's Gate to visit my cousin Mila.

      "Are you nervous about leaving the resort?" Colin asked an hour later as I stuffed an extra outfit and some granola bars into my day bag.

      I thought about the question for a minute and was surprised to realize that I really wasn't. "Nope. Bob's training Cassandra today, and to be honest, I have utter faith that everything is going to be okay. I called her while you and Blake were wrapping up the legalities, and she's perfectly happy to start her training today. Bob agreed, and he's every bit as capable as I am. Today is our day."

      He reached out and took my bag from my hand and laid it on my bed, then pulled me into his arms.

      "That sounds like just the kind of day I want to have." He leaned down and rested his forehead against mine and gave me a little squeeze.

      I'd finally found a manager, the resort was back to business as usual, and I was getting ready to spend an uninterrupted day with the most amazing man I've ever met. We’d also made plans to go spend Thanksgiving with his parents and Christmas with mine.

      Life didn't get any better than that.
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      I just want to say thank you for continuing to follow me. The last year has been fraught with a couple serious health issues that have limited my mobility and caused me extreme chronic pain. Through all of that, though, my stories and the knowledge that you would be there to read them have gotten me through. Because of the pain, I haven’t been able to write much at one time, but I have managed to get the stories told, even if they’re not quite as long as I’d have liked. I’ve managed to put one issue behind me and am hopeful that I’m getting close to resolving the other.

      

      Anyway, I just wanted to take the time to say thank you for continuing to read my stories and to let you know that even though you may not have known it, writing for you has gotten me through an incredibly hard time in my life! Happy holidays!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONNECT WITH ME!

          

        

      

    

    
      I love to write, and staying in contact with my readers helps me create characters and plots that you will enjoy too. I share a lot of insight and laughs with the folks in my Facebook group, The Cracked Cauldron. You should join us!

      To receive notifications about new releases, deals, and other exciting news, join my exclusive readers’ group here. I’m a reader too, so if I come across a good deal by a great author, I may share it in the weekly update, but I won’t spam you with salesy BS. I may include obscure trivia, though; you’d be amazed what I learn while researching!

      If you’re not an email-list person, keep track of what’s going on by following me on Bookbub or on my Amazon author page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OTHER SERIES BY TEGAN MAHER

          

        

      

    

    
      The Enchanted Coast Magical Mysteries (Destiny Maganti)

      Cori Sloane, Witchy Werewolf

      Haunted Lodge Mysteries (Toni Owens)

      Celestial Academy: The Witch (Shelby Flynn)

      Paranormal Artifacts Cozy Mysteries (Sage Parker)

      Witches of Abaddon’s Gate (Mila Maganti)

      Coming Soon: Gulf Coast Reaper Chronicles (Wren)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT TEGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I was born and raised in the South and even hung my motorcycle helmet in Colorado for a few months. I've always had a touch of wanderlust and have never feared just packing up and going on new adventures, whether in real life or via the pages of a great book.

      When I was a little girl, I didn't want to grow up to be a writer—I wanted to raise unicorns and be a superhero. When those gigs fell through, I chose the next best thing: creating my own magical lands filled with adventure, magic, humor, and romance.

      I live in Florida with my two dogs. When I'm not writing or reading, I'm racing motorcycles or binge-watching anything magical on Netflix. 

      I'm eternally grateful for all the people who help make my life what it is today - friends, readers, family. No woman is an island.
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