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      “If there was only one person you could spend the rest of your life with, who would it be?”

      I loomed over my fiancé Galen Blackwood as he reclined on the beach and fixed him with a pointed look. I, Hadley Hunter, was on a very specific mission this evening.

      Galen, his dark hair longer than normal because he’d missed his hair appointment a week before, rested one arm over his head as he shot me a lazy look. “This feels like a trick question.”

      “I’m not trying to trap you.” I leaned over him. The humidity on Moonstone Bay was unbelievably dense this evening. It felt like a storm should be coming in, and yet there were no lightning flashes in the distance. My hair didn’t handle humidity well and was as wide as it was tall this evening.

      “Am I just supposed to believe you because you have an honest face?” Galen asked.

      I nodded. “Well, that and you love me.”

      “I do love you.”

      “You gave me this big engagement ring and everything because you love me so much.” I held up my left hand to admire my new jewelry. I never considered myself the sort of person who would brag about a ring. This ring, however, made me want to sing to the rooftops.

      I was engaged. Not only was I getting married, and to a man who checked every box on my dream hunk list, but things were actually going well on the witch front too. I hadn’t even known I was a witch until I inherited a lighthouse from my grandmother May Potter upon her death. Now I was turning into a magical force to be reckoned with on top of everything else.

      My life was officially good, which brought me back to my initial question. “Just answer,” I ordered.

      Galen’s eyes glinted with amusement. We’d been glued to each other for two straight weeks—we’d made a game out of seeing how much time we could spend away from others—and this wasn’t the first time we’d played this particular game. “I would spend every second of every day with you for the rest of my life,” he replied, a smug smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Every second? What about when I irritate you?”

      “You don’t irritate me.”

      That was a lie. I irritated him at least once a day. Sure, most of those irritations were minor. Occasionally, however, I drove him to the brink of insanity. “If you’re going to lie, we can’t play the game,” I chastised.

      “I don’t understand why we’re playing.” Galen grabbed my calves and tugged me forward, catching me off guard.

      I wasn’t the most graceful person under the best of circumstances, so it wasn’t surprising when I fell on top of him. He caught me, bucking upright to a sitting position and drawing me tightly against his chest as he nipped in for a kiss. He looked happier than I’d ever seen him, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I was the source of that happiness.

      “I’m the reason for that smile, right?” I said coyly.

      He nodded as he positioned us so my rear end was settled on the sand, but my legs were thrown over his. “You’re always the reason for my smile.” He gave me another kiss. “I believe that’s why I gave you that big rock.”

      I glanced down at my hand again. The diamond really was impressive. “You make me happy too.”

      “I know.” He wasn’t being cocky. He really did know. “But we need to talk.”

      I wasn’t expecting him to go all serious on me. “Oh, no,” I whined. We hadn’t been serious about anything but each other for two weeks. Even when he’d surprised me with an engagement party, we’d only cared about one another. There had been no room for anything else in our lives.

      I knew our honeymoon from real life wouldn’t last forever, but I wasn’t expecting it to end tonight.

      “It’s not bad,” he assured me as he brushed my hair out of my face. “It’s something we need to talk about.”

      I pursed my lips but didn’t respond.

      “I talked to my mother this afternoon,” he started.

      I was caught off guard. Marjory, Galen’s mother, had been at our engagement party. She’d been quiet, unlike her, but things were strained after she’d turned against her own best interests on the DDA and helped us fight Clive, the head of the organization. She’d provided us with information on Clive, which had allowed us to go after him, and then handed in her resignation.

      The island was still buzzing about the turn of events. Heck, the island was still buzzing about a great many things, including the fact that Clive had escaped to another plane rather than risk dying at our hands. He was still out there, and still dangerous. Despite that, Galen and I had hidden ourselves away in a world where only we existed for two weeks.

      Now, apparently, our world was about to expand. I wasn’t certain I was prepared.

      “What’s up?” I asked as I dropped my hands from his shoulders and slouched.

      He frowned. “I don’t want to ruin our night. Forget I said anything.”

      “It’s a little late for that.”

      He rolled his neck. “My mother said some of the older residents want to talk about forming a new government. With the DDA stripped of power, she thinks we need to get on the stick when it comes to getting things in order.”

      “Of course she thinks that.” Marjory might’ve done the right thing in the end to help her son—she loved him despite everything they’d gone through—but I wasn’t under the delusion that she wouldn’t try to insert herself into a new government.

      “She claims people are starting to get antsy,” Galen continued. “She suggested I should temporarily take the leadership position.”

      I was careful to keep my features neutral. “Okay.”

      He waited a beat, then arched an eyebrow. “That’s all you have to say?”

      “You should do what you feel is right.”

      “Hadley,” he growled. “I want you to tell me what you’re thinking.”

      All I’d been thinking for two weeks was that he was hot, and we were going to get married. Sure, they were girly thoughts, frivolous ideas about how I might look in a wedding dress, but I hadn’t forgotten that we had serious issues to deal with. Now, when they were directly in front of me, I was at a loss.

      “How would you feel if I left the force and went into government?” he asked.

      “I don’t care what you do as long as you’re happy.” I meant it. “Is that what you want?”

      “No.” He emphatically shook his head. “I like my job.” He thrived as the island sheriff. “I don’t want this island taking a step back, though. We worked really hard to push the DDA out after they’d spent so long amassing power. If I have to step in to make sure they don’t come roaring back, I’ll do it.”

      “But that’s not what you want.” My voice was soft.

      “That’s not what I want,” he agreed.

      “Then I don’t think you should do it.”

      When I didn’t expand, he offered up an exasperated face. “That’s all you have to say? I don’t think it’s going to be as simple as that, Hadley.”

      “I don’t think losing your position—a job you’re really good at—will help anything. It will leave the sheriff’s department vulnerable. We need both the sheriff’s office and the government to be beyond reproach. If you lose control of the sheriff’s department, that just creates another opening for the power-hungry asshats to take up a position of power.”

      Galen turned thoughtful as he ran his hands over my back. “That is a very good point.”

      “Besides, I need you to be sheriff so you have jurisdiction when I get in magical fights and kill people,” I added. I was going for levity.

      Galen’s eyes were soft as he regarded me. “Are you still beating yourself up for killing Clara Houghton?” he asked.

      The question shouldn’t have been difficult to answer, and yet I struggled with it. Clara Houghton had come to Moonstone Bay determined to escape a life she was bored with. She’d wreaked havoc along the way, helping to kill a lamia who was wearing her face and setting off a firestorm of questions and angst. She’d had nobody’s best interests at heart when I killed her. I didn’t feel guilty. Despite that, I couldn’t shake the memory of what I’d done.

      “I’m fine,” I assured him. “I don’t feel guilty.”

      “You shouldn’t. She was working with Clive and was determined to cause real damage on the island. You did what needed to be done.”

      “We’re dealing with a lot right now—what with Belinda and Clara dead, Clive on the run in a different plane, and the DDA being stripped of power—and the truth is, I don’t want to do anything but cuddle with you on the beach. I can’t help it.”

      As if to prove it, my magic spiked and caused the water rolling in at our backs to begin to dance.

      Galen chuckled when he saw it. “Is that a mermaid in a coconut bra?”

      “You’re such a pervert,” I replied. “That’s a fairy looking to the heavens and thanking her lucky stars she found her place in the world.”

      I felt his eyes on me as I stared at the dancing water.

      “I’m glad you found your place in the world, Hadley.” His voice was husky as he planted a kiss on my cheek. “I’m even more glad I found my place. That doesn’t change the fact that we need to make some decisions.”

      I was well aware that we couldn’t keep floating on marshmallow fluff emotions forever. The past two weeks had been amazing, and I didn’t want to return to the real world just yet. Apparently, I wasn’t going to have a say in the matter.

      “Your mother is suggesting you take the leadership role because it means she’ll still have a powerful position in island politics,” I said.

      “Oh, I’m well aware.” He was grim. “She wasn’t even very subtle about it.”

      “Did you say anything to her?”

      “What am I supposed to say? If I tell her I’m on to her, she’ll make a big scene and remind me how she gave up everything to keep me safe, and then she’ll accuse me of holding a grudge despite her best efforts.”

      “She is good at playing the victim,” I agreed.

      “She’s still my mother.” The way he said it tugged at my heartstrings.

      “I know.” I stroked my hand through his hair. I liked the look of it lately. It was longer and gave him a rough and tumble air that made me want to roll around with him in the sand for hours. I would’ve wanted to do that even if he hadn’t missed his hair appointment, but the lumberjack thing was doing it for me these days. “What do you want to do, Galen?”

      “You.” He laughed when I made a face. Then he sobered. “Hadley, I just want to spend time with you right now. I know our friends are making jokes about us being sex fiends, but I needed the rest and relaxation. I needed the calm. You somehow keep my mind from exploding into a killer volcano. I don’t know how you do it, but I appreciate it.”

      “That’s quite the picture you’re painting,” I teased. “But I get it. We have been hermits of late.”

      “Something Booker won’t stop reminding me of.” Galen’s eyebrows moved toward one another. “He’s being a pain.”

      Booker—he went by one name, like Cher—was Galen’s best friend. Neither of them would ever admit that. They’d been in constant competition as kids. When one of them needed a shoulder to lean on, however, they leaned on each other. We hadn’t seen much of Booker since Galen had proposed. Once a day in the last week he’d appeared on the beach to taunt Galen from a distance. It happened like clockwork.

      “I think they’re just checking to make sure we’re still alive,” I countered. “We’ve been a little wrapped up in each other.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “They’re used to seeing us,” I pointed out. “Normally, I stop in to see Lilac at least once a day.” Lilac Meadows, a half demon I’d become fast friends with upon arriving on Moonstone Bay, owned a bar in the downtown area. In addition to being Galen’s childhood friend, she was Booker’s girlfriend. Our entire friend group was turning into a Melrose Place episode.

      “Are you ready to leave our cocoon?” Galen asked. He didn’t look upset about it as much as resigned.

      “We can’t hide in the lighthouse forever.”

      “We could.”

      “You would get bored.”

      “Oh, baby, I’m never going to get bored with you.” He playfully squeezed my hips. “We’ve spent two weeks hiding from the world. It’s time we remembered we have responsibilities.”

      “Not hiding,” I corrected. “The word ‘hiding’ suggests we were actively trying to shut everybody else out. It just sort of happened.” I rubbed my nose against his. “I’m not sorry we spent these two weeks together. I just think we need to start looking at the bigger picture.”

      “Because Clive is still out there,” Galen surmised.

      “Yeah, and he’s looking for a way back. We both know it. When he does find a way to cross over—and he will—he’ll be looking for payback. With the DDA gone, there will be no way for him to protect himself. We’ve torn down all that he built.”

      “He didn’t build the DDA.”

      “No, but he helped corrupt it. It was set up as a way for residents to have a say in government and avoid all the pesky rules and regulations that came with a standard government, but it became worse than the thing they feared.”

      “Which is why I want a regular government,” Galen replied. “I’m not saying that a mayor and a treasurer wouldn’t become a problem, but the lifetime appointments to the DDA board were way worse. Moonstone Bay was supposed to be different. It was, but not in a good way. Sometimes it’s okay to go with the flow.”

      “It’s also okay to tell your mother that you don’t want to be the mayor,” I said. “You’re the sheriff. You look good with a badge. You don’t have to be something you don’t want to be.”

      “The first mayor will have a target painted on his or her back,” Galen said. “I don’t know many people willing to take the gig for that factor alone.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” I promised as I gripped his hair. I was over talking about serious stuff. “How about we send our self-imposed isolation out with style and have one more roll in the sand?” I suggested.

      He laughed as he held me tight, and then groaned when his phone started dinging. “I knew it!” Fury flushed his cheeks. “I knew we wouldn’t make it another day without some sort of emergency.” He dug in his pocket for his phone. “You just know this is going to be bad,” he groused before answering.

      I watched him for signs that we would be able to return to our fun, but the muscle that worked in his jaw told me that wasn’t happening.

      “We’re on our way,” Galen said. “Don’t let anybody in the bar. Just keep things calm outside. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

      He was rueful when he disconnected the call. “One of our old-timers has a gun and is holding up Coladas. I have to go.”

      “I’m going with you,” I said.

      “That was never in doubt, Hadley.” He cupped the back of my head and stared into my eyes. “The past two weeks have been the best ever. Just because the real world is beckoning doesn’t mean I don’t want to revisit this new world we’ve created whenever we can.”

      I smiled. “That sounds fabulous.”

      He pushed us both to a standing position. “This was not how I saw us getting back into the swing of things.”

      He wasn’t the only one.
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      Coladas wasn’t my favorite watering hole, but it had a certain ambiance that couldn’t be denied. The locals preferred Coladas to some of the more touristy joints, and I recognized a lot of the faces loitering outside when we parked in front of the building.

      “Report,” Galen barked to his deputies as he approached.

      Deputy Grant Stowers snapped to attention in front of Galen. He was young—early twenties—and even though I’d only crossed paths with him a few times, he always came across as gung ho. “We received a call at 1800, sir,” he announced. “There was a ruckus inside. We didn’t think it was anything bad until we got here and realized there was an individual with a shotgun making demands. That’s when we decided to call you.”

      “You did what you were supposed to do. Who has the gun?”

      “I haven’t gotten that far, sir,” Grant replied. “Per your orders, we set up a perimeter and waited for you.”

      Galen normally had infinite patience with his deputies. His tense jaw suggested the opposite would be true tonight.

      “It’s Tom Kent,” a female voice volunteered from the right. I peered through the crowd to seek out a face and recognized Fern Goldman. She worked at the grocery store. I’d met her my first week on the island. She was blunt and never rambled.

      “Who is Tom Kent?” I asked Galen.

      He looked confused. “Tom Kent?” he pressed Fern. “Are you sure?”

      “Oh, I’m sure.” Fern was in her fifties but looked seventy thanks to her love of cigarettes and sun. “I’ve known Tom since I was a kid. It’s definitely him.”

      A murmur of assent went through the crowd.

      “Were you in there when it went down?” Galen asked.

      “I was in the bathroom,” Fern replied. “I heard raised voices and recognized Tom’s voice right away even though … well … he was talking nonsense. When he fired the gun into the ceiling, I decided it was best I not add to the hostages and went out the back door. I’m the one who called for help.”

      Galen nodded. “Tell me what you heard,” he prodded.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” Fern warned.

      “I’ll take whatever I can get right now.”

      “He was looking for Drew.”

      I froze. Drew Dalton hung out at Coladas several nights a week and had quite the reputation. He was half shifter, half cupid, but belonged to neither faction. Nobody wanted to take credit for the young lothario, one of the reasons I was convinced he liked to act out.

      “Why would Tom be looking for Drew?” Galen demanded. “It’s not as if they run in the same circles. Tom is eighty.”

      Fern held out her hands. She looked as if she would rather be anyplace else. “I don’t want to talk out of turn,” she hedged.

      “It’s a little late for that,” Galen shot back. “Tell me.”

      “Tom was looking for Annabelle.”

      “Why would he be looking for Annabelle?” Galen asked.

      “He said Drew stole her from him, and he was going to kill Drew,” Fern replied. “The thing is, it’s not even Drew’s night. He’s not in there. Tom is wandering around demanding to know where he is—where Annabelle is—but Drew isn’t here.”

      Galen dragged a hand through his hair and glanced around the crowd. “Can somebody call Dr. Pike and get him out here?”

      “I’ll do it,” Grant offered.

      Galen’s eyes flashed with annoyance as he turned back to the bar. Raised voices could be heard inside.

      “Who is Dr. Pike?” I asked.

      “The island psychologist,” Fern replied. “He’s kind of like Dr. Phil.”

      Was that supposed to be a good thing? “Why do you need a psychologist?” I asked.

      Galen’s expression was challenging to read when he looked at me. “Because Annabelle has been dead for twenty years.”

      “Who was she?”

      “Tom’s wife.”

      “Was she young when she died?” I felt like I was still missing something.

      “She was sixty.” Galen looked resigned. “She had pancreatic cancer. She was diagnosed fast and died even faster. Tom was broken up over it. My mother hired a cook to make casseroles for him. That was her way of making things better.”

      “But … why is he looking for a dead woman?” I pressed.

      “It has to be some sort of mental thing,” Galen replied. “When was the last time anybody saw him?” he asked the crowd.

      All he got was head shakes in response.

      “I saw him at the grocery store about three weeks ago,” Fern replied. “He seemed fine. He was complaining about the price of hamburger, but that was normal for him. He didn’t act like anything was wrong.”

      “Maybe it’s some sort of dementia,” Galen said. “He could be confused.”

      “How would Drew play into that dementia?” I asked. “Drew is in his twenties. How does this Tom guy even know him?”

      Galen held out his hands. “All I know is that I can’t let him shoot anybody.” He fixed Fern with a serious look. “He hasn’t shot anybody, has he?”

      Fern shook her head. “He fired the gun into the ceiling. I haven’t heard him fire it since.”

      “Good.” Galen flicked his eyes to me. “I’m going in.”

      “Alone?”

      “I’ve got it, Hadley,” he assured me. “It’s one old guy with a gun.”

      I stared at him. Hard. We lived on a magical island. It was rarely, almost never, just an old guy with a gun.

      “Okay.” I forced a smile I didn’t feel. “Do your thing.”

      Galen held my gaze for a moment longer. “Just like that? I thought for sure you were going to argue.”

      “I don’t want to stand in the way of you doing your job.” Especially if it pushes you to make a hard decision you don’t want to make, I silently added.

      As if reading my mind, Galen said, “Don’t read too much into this situation.” He swooped in for a kiss. “I’ve got this, baby. You have nothing to worry about.”

      I nodded as I watched him step to the side door. He’d survived a long time before I’d come into his life. He didn’t need me gumming up the works.

      Despite that, I started moving in his wake. He disappeared through the bar door without looking over his shoulder. One of his men, David Pierson, stood in front of the door once Galen was inside.

      “I just want to look,” I said to David, using my best smile.

      “I don’t think Sheriff Blackwood wants you in there,” David replied.

      I narrowed my eyes. “I said I just want to look.”

      “You need to step back, ma’am.”

      Ma’am? Ugh. I hated being called ma’am. “How old do I look to you?” I asked.

      “Ma’am?” Confusion creased David’s forehead.

      That was the final straw. Even though I told myself I had no intention of going against Galen’s wishes, I did just that when I used my magic to physically move David from the door and clear a path.

      My footsteps were determined as I walked the narrow hallway that led to the main bar. When I reached the end, I slowed my pace to look at the room.

      There were a few patrons inside the bar, two of them tucked in a corner booth sipping beers and carrying on a conversation as if they didn’t have a care in the world. I couldn’t help but wonder if they had any idea that the bar was essentially under siege.

      In another booth, four younger women—probably in their thirties—watched the show with unreadable eyes. They were clearly aware of what was happening, but they didn’t look all that worked up about it.

      Other tables were empty, chairs pushed back and over, suggesting the people who had been sitting at them had fled when the shooter entered the bar. Tom paced in front of the bar, ranting nonstop, a firm grip on his shotgun. I had trouble making out his facial features. His body language was aggressive, but not mass shooting aggressive. I hoped it would stay that way.

      Behind the bar, Janie Chase whimpered and swiped at tears. She was dressed in a half shirt that barely kept her ample chest encased.

      “Galen,” she whined when my fiancé moved to the center of the space. “Thank the Goddess! I knew you’d come to rescue me.”

      I didn’t have an angle to see Galen’s face, but I could imagine it. Janie had made no bones about her interest in him.

      “Stay calm, Janie,” Galen ordered. “I’ll handle this.” He raised his hands in surrender as he approached Tom, who hadn’t heard Galen enter the bar. He was still clutching the gun.

      Then I saw it. Tom wasn’t some ordinary man having a mental break. There was something really wrong with him. I had no idea what color his eyes normally were, but now they were clouded and dark, and blood ran from them like a stream of muddy tears.

      “Holy crap!” I took an inadvertent step forward when I saw the blood, my heart pounding.

      Galen shifted to fix his incredulous gaze on me. “What did I say?” he demanded.

      At the same time, Tom pointed the shotgun at me. “Devil! She’s a devil!”

      “Hold up,” Galen ordered in his most commanding voice. He moved to stand between the gun and me, but Tom hissed to stop him. “Hold up,” he repeated softly. “Tom, don’t focus on her. Focus on me.”

      Tom looked confused. With the blood running down his cheeks, he also looked possessed. We might’ve agreed outside that this was some sad mental health issue, but I had no doubt we’d been terribly wrong.

      “She’s the devil,” Tom repeated in a raspy voice. “She’s working with him.”

      “Who?” Galen asked. “Who is she working with?”

      “That demon Drew,” Tom snapped. “He took Annabelle from me. She helped him.” He gestured at me. “She’s the devil.”

      “She is the devil,” Janie agreed. “You should shoot her instead of me.”

      Tom shot Janie a derisive look. “What did I say, harlot? Stop talking to me!”

      “Tom, look at me,” Galen ordered. He waved his hands to get the older man’s attention. “I need you to keep your focus on me,” he said. “Can you do that?”

      Tom hesitated before lifting one shoulder. “I want my Annabelle back.”

      The way he said it broke my heart.

      “I get it,” Galen replied. His voice was deceptively neutral. “I know how hard it is when you love to distraction. When you give your heart to one person, it makes you vulnerable.” He darted me a glare. “Especially when that one person sticks her nose where it doesn’t belong.”

      I managed to shoot him an apologetic look, but I wouldn’t apologize for wanting to serve as backup.

      “I need to understand a few things,” Galen continued. “For starters, why do you think Annabelle is with Drew?”

      “I saw them,” Tom shouted. “They were together. They’ve been sneaking around behind my back. Annabelle didn’t want to, but Drew made her. I know it.” He tapped the side of his head. “I warned him what would happen if he didn’t back off. He didn’t listen. Now it’s time for him to pay.”

      I felt sick to my stomach. Something was very wrong here. I opened my mouth to say just that, but Tom was pointing the gun at me again.

      “She helped him,” he snapped at Galen. “Everybody says the island is different since she got here. She ended the DDA. She made the streets run red with blood. Now she’s going after my Annabelle.”

      “No.” Galen shook his head. “No, she’s not doing anything with Annabelle. I promise you, Tom—”

      Before Galen could finish Tom took an aggressive step toward me. Galen’s reflexes kicking in, he stepped forward decisively, grabbed the barrel of the shotgun, and pointed it to the ceiling as Tom pulled the trigger.

      The noise was deafening. The only sound louder was my pounding heart. I stood rooted to my spot, terrified, and watched as Galen ripped the gun out of Tom’s shaking hands.

      “What are you doing?” Galen demanded. “You can’t shoot her.”

      “She’s the devil!” Tom snapped. He threw himself toward me, but Galen caught him with his free arm. Tom crumpled to the floor like a rag doll.

      Galen glanced between Tom and me before placing the gun on a table—where it would be far from Tom’s reach, even if he regained his footing—and kneeling next to the fallen man.

      “Tom, you need to go to the hospital,” Galen said in a reasonable voice. “There’s something going on here, but it’s going to be okay.” He nudged the fallen man. When Tom didn’t stir, he did it again.

      I felt Galen’s worry rippling out from him. It was like a brick wall when it slammed into me, and I had to balance myself against the nearest table to keep from falling over.

      “Tom?” Galen put both of his hands on the man’s shoulders and shifted him. Even before I saw Tom’s sheet-white face and frozen eyes, I knew he was dead. Galen knew, and I felt his fear.

      “Is it over?” Janie asked as she popped out from behind the bar.

      Galen glanced at her, and then back at me. “It’s over. He’s dead.”

      “Oh, thank God.” Janie took three long strides toward Galen and then launched herself at him like a missile.

      Galen was sturdy, so he didn’t go over when she landed on him, but the disgust on his face promised a different sort of fight if Janie didn’t back off.

      “I knew you would come for me,” Janie sobbed as she clutched at him.

      Galen awkwardly patted her back. “I didn’t really come for you, Janie. I came for Tom.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t let me die.” Janie gripped Galen so tightly I was surprised he could breathe. Under different circumstances, I might’ve been annoyed, but I was too busy trying to catch my breath.

      “Are you okay?” Galen asked me. It was as if he realized for the first time that I was having difficulty.

      I nodded because I didn’t want him to worry. “I’m fine,” I lied. “I just didn’t expect it to go down that way.”

      Galen tried to extricate himself from Janie, but it was as if she’d grown extra arms. She was determined to keep herself plastered against him. Finally, he gave up and stood, careful not to hug Janie back even though she’d attached herself to him like a barnacle. “I don’t know what happened, Hadley.”

      I had questions too. “We’ll figure it out.” It was the only thing I could say. “I just need some time to think.”

      He nodded. “I’m going to get the others in here.”

      “You might want to lose the spider monkey,” I noted. “Eventually, I’m going to get over the horror of watching that old man die and want to hurt her.”

      That was enough to earn a legitimate, if wan, smile from him. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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      Galen was irritated with me. The fact that I’d entered the building—and used magic against one of his deputies—had him holding me at arm’s length as he instructed his men to photograph the scene, interview witnesses, and take names outside the bar.

      He finally managed to remove Janie’s unrelenting grip, but he didn’t come over to check on me. I couldn’t blame him. It had been unbelievably reckless to follow him in the way I had.

      Determined to give him the space he needed, I sidled over to Steve West, who worked at the medical examiner’s office. Watching him circle Tom’s body was interesting for all of five minutes. Then, despite my best efforts to be good, I inserted myself into the investigation.

      “Why was he crying blood?” I asked.

      Steve glanced over his shoulder and smirked. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Except you’re trained in this,” I pointed out.

      “Well, it could be a subconjunctival hemorrhage. That usually results from a broken blood vessel. Something tells me that’s not what we’re dealing with here.” He shifted to look back at me. “You’re the magical one, Hadley. What do you think happened?”

      If I had answers, I wouldn’t be grilling him. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you know?”

      “It feels off,” I replied simply. “I thought it was a hostage situation.” Just saying it out loud made me laugh, though the sound was devoid of humor. “Is there some form of brain injury that could make him bleed from the eyes?”

      “I guess I’ll find out when I get him open.” Steve glanced at an approaching Galen. “This is going to require a full autopsy.”

      “I figured.” Galen put his thumbs through his belt loops and leaned back. “Can you get on it right away?”

      “First thing in the morning,” Steve promised. “Just off the top of my head, I don’t know what would’ve caused this. You didn’t hit him?”

      Galen shook his head. “He was aiming the gun at Hadley. I grabbed the gun, jerked it toward the ceiling, and shoved him back. I didn’t even push him that hard.”

      Steve rolled his neck. “As soon as I know something, you’ll know. If anything’s obvious when I open him up, I’ll let you know.”

      “You’re not expecting anything obvious, are you?” I asked.

      “When is it ever that easy on Moonstone Bay?”

      I stepped back so the paramedics could load Tom’s body onto a gurney and looked at Galen. “You’re mad.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I am,” he agreed.

      “Do you want to fight here or at home?”

      “What do you think?”

      I let loose a sigh. “I maintain that I was doing what I thought was right,” I complained as we trudged in the direction of the exit.

      “Uh-huh. Tell it to the judge.”

      Janie was outside talking to a deputy. She immediately made a sound like a wounded animal and started toward Galen.

      “If she throws herself on me again, I’m going to be even madder,” he warned.

      I tossed out enough magic to push Janie back without hurting her and cleared a path to Galen’s truck. “This really isn’t my fault,” I whined.

      “We’ll talk about it when we get home.”

      “You mean you’ll yell when we get home.”

      “As you like.”

      

      I EXPECTED GALEN TO MELT DOWN THE second we crossed the threshold into the lighthouse. Instead, he locked the front door and headed into the kitchen. I followed, curious, and planted myself at the counter as he grabbed some lunchmeat from the fridge and prepared to make a sandwich.

      “How can you eat after what happened?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I’m hungry. Worrying that my fiancée is going to get her head blown off does that to a man.”

      And here, finally, he would let go of his rage. “I’m not sorry.” Even I didn’t know I was going to blurt out the words.

      He arched an eyebrow.

      “I’m not,” I insisted. “I felt this overwhelming urge to be close to you and followed my instincts. I can’t apologize for doing what my inner voice tells me.”

      Calmly—perhaps a little too calmly—Galen began slicing a tomato. “What did this inner voice sound like?”

      “It was a voice telling me to stay close.”

      “Because you love me?”

      “Of course.”

      “When it happened, I looked over at you, and you didn’t look normal. You were white as a sheet and gripping the table as if it was the only way you could stay upright.”

      It was impossible to forget what I’d been feeling in the moment. Still, I wasn’t certain how to verbalize it.

      “I felt you,” I said. “I swear I felt your emotions when you grabbed the gun and pointed it at the ceiling. It was your feelings for me, but they were reflected back ten times as strongly. I don’t know why it happened, or what I was really feeling, but in the moment, I was overwhelmed.”

      His eyes narrowed speculatively, his hands deft as he built a sandwich. When he finished, he cut it in half … and then handed one half to me. “Eat,” he ordered.

      It was not the reaction I expected. “Aren’t you going to yell at me?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.” He bit into his half of the sandwich and methodically chewed.

      I followed suit. The sandwich was fine, good even, but it was difficult to swallow.

      “I don’t want to dissuade you from following that inner voice, Hadley,” Galen said after a few seconds. “That voice is going to keep you alive while you’re still figuring out your magic.”

      “But?” I prodded.

      “I had the situation under control. I didn’t need you to swoop in and save me.”

      “I didn’t mean to involve myself in your job, but I had to follow you in. I don’t expect you to understand. I don’t think this was some poor old guy losing his marbles.”

      “And that right there is why I can’t yell at you.” Galen smiled. “I agree that what happened tonight was magical in origin.”

      “So you’re not mad at me?”

      “I’m not happy, Hadley, but I love you. I knew you were impulsive. I also knew you were loyal, and that’s just one reason I love you.

      “The thing is, I wouldn’t leave you to handle a situation without me under similar circumstances,” he continued. “I can’t expect you to do nothing when I’m in danger.”

      This was far too easy, and I was suspicious. “But?” I couldn’t let it go. There was no way he would just let me waltz away whistling.

      “I want you to start thinking things through before you do them,” he replied. “We’ve talked about you being a consultant to me—and you’ve done that. I’m willing to make that a permanent thing, but you need to learn to follow orders.”

      Now things were becoming clear. “You just want to boss me around.” I took another bite of sandwich. “You want to issue orders and have me obey,” I said around a mouthful of food.

      “I dream of little else.” Galen wiped a bit of mustard from the corner of my mouth. “I’m serious. I need you to listen to me when we’re on official police business. You stay outside when I tell you to stay outside.”

      I couldn’t agree to that, no matter how reasonable he was. “But what if my inner voice tells me you’ll die if I don’t go to you?”

      He hesitated, seemingly torn, and then sighed. “Then you have to do what you can live with. I don’t want to change who you are, Hadley. We have to come up with a compromise. You were supposed to stay outside, and no matter what you say, Tom wasn’t an immediate threat to me.”

      He had a point, loath as I was to admit it. “I’m sorry.”

      “I thought you weren’t sorry.”

      “I’m sorry that I disappointed you.”

      “Baby, you didn’t disappoint me. As soon as I turned around and saw you, I knew I was the one who had made the mistake. I still need to know when I tell you to do something in a dangerous situation that you’ll do your best to listen to me. If we have bad communication, somebody could get hurt, and it would kill me if you’re that somebody.”

      “I know. I just didn’t want you to be that somebody. I’ll be better.”

      “I’ll be better too. Next time I won’t even pretend to try to keep you out.”

      I polished off my half of the sandwich and stared at him. “Did we just have a heavy conversation without melting down?”

      He swallowed the last bit of his sandwich, dusted off his hands, and moved his plate to the dishwasher. “I believe we did.” He took my plate and placed it next to his before shutting the dishwasher.

      “That was very adult of us,” I said as he held out his hand to me.

      “Totally. Do you want to go upstairs and play salty sea wench as a reward for being adults?”

      “Ah, you read my mind.”

      

      I SLEPT HARD, MY HEAD RESTING AGAINST Galen’s chest as he kept me tucked in at his side. I woke to a periodic chirping and growled as I covered my face from the encroaching sun.

      “Somebody needs to silence that bird,” I complained as I tugged the covers over my head.

      “That’s not a bird, baby,” Galen replied sleepily. “That’s my phone. I got a text thirty minutes ago but haven’t looked at it yet.”

      I wrinkled my nose against his skin. “Why not?”

      “Because as soon as I answer it, our love vacation is over.”

      “I thought the second we got called out to a hostage situation last night that our love vacation was over.”

      “If Tom had just lost his marbles and accidentally slipped and died, we could’ve gone back. We both agree that’s not what happened.”

      “Definitely not.”

      He rested his cheek against my forehead. “I don’t want to go back to the real world. Last night reminded me how much I hate it.”

      “We can take periodic trips to fantasyland,” I argued. “We’ll carve out time for ourselves every week.”

      “It won’t be the same.”

      “We’ll have a honeymoon too.”

      He brightened. “That’s an idea. Where do you want to go?”

      I hadn’t given it much consideration. We lived on a tropical island. Everybody wanted to come to us for their honeymoon. Going somewhere else seemed odd. “I need to think about it.”

      He reached for his phone. “Just know, I don’t do amusement parks.”

      “Why not?”

      “Too many people. I like carnival food as much as the next person—and that’s what you get at an amusement park—but I hate lines, and I hate whiny people.”

      “Okay, Disney World is out.”

      “Florida is out. I don’t want to go to Florida. I want to go somewhere I’ve never been.”

      “Like where?”

      “You pick the place you desperately want to go, and I’ll tell you if I can stomach it.”

      “I need more information than that,” I argued. “Like … would you be okay if we went to London, rode in open-top buses, and went to Stonehenge? I’ve always wanted to do that.”

      “I’d be fine with that as long as we can add a week at a little English countryside cottage where the only thing to do is each other.”

      His answer surprised me. “Okay. That will help me narrow it down. I still want to do some thinking.”

      “We have time.” He was grim when he pulled the covers off my face. “We need to go to the medical examiner’s office.”

      “Did Steve give you a hint of what they’d found?”

      “He did not.”

      “It’s probably not good.”

      “Definitely not. We need to hit the shower. If you’re good at the medical examiner’s office, I’ll buy you breakfast.”

      “I’ll be good.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      “I promise. I’ll keep my lips zipped.”

      “Let’s not go overboard.”

      

      STEVE WAS EXPECTING US WHEN WE let ourselves into the morgue. He had Tom’s body on a slab, and it looked nothing like the man I’d seen only hours before.

      “Oh, geez.” I turned my back to the body. I’d seen autopsies before, but this one was particularly messy. “You can forget breakfast. I don’t need to eat. Ever again.”

      Galen absently rubbed my back. “That is pretty gross, man,” he complained to Steve. “Couldn’t you have covered the body? You knew we were coming.”

      “Yeah, I knew you were coming … to see the body.” Steve sounded incredulous. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Just cover the body,” Galen snapped.

      I heard rustling, and after a few seconds Galen patted my back.

      “It’s okay to look, Hadley,” he assured me.

      I wasn’t convinced, so I glanced over my shoulder. The body had been covered with a sheet. “Give us a little warning next time,” I complained.

      “I didn’t know you were coming,” Steve shot back. “I requested the sheriff. Apparently, fiancées are thrown in for good measure now. Congratulations, by the way. I think you guys will be happy together.”

      “That’s the goal,” Galen said. “What do you have?” He inclined his head toward Tom’s body.

      “A mystery,” Steve replied. “I can’t tell you what happened to Tom. When I opened him up, it looked as if a bomb had gone off.”

      Galen’s forehead creased. “What would cause that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t have a cause of death?”

      “I’m saying there are fifty causes of death in here,” Steve replied. “I wasn’t exaggerating when I said everything exploded. Everything freaking exploded, and I’m guessing it happened at the same time.”

      “When I touched him?” Galen looked horrified at the prospect.

      “If you’re worried that you caused this, don’t be,” Steve replied. “You don’t have the magic required to cause something like this.”

      “Magic?” Galen took a deliberate step forward. “What sort of magic are we talking about?”

      “That’s just it.” Steve held out his hands, palms up. “I don’t know what sort of magic did this. I only know there’s no medical reason for his insides to look like that. He couldn’t have kept going with one exploded organ, let alone all of them. Whatever happened to him, it happened at the bar.”

      “When I touched him.”

      “Again, you couldn’t have caused this,” Steve stressed. “He was bleeding from the eyes.”

      Something occurred to me. “Does that mean his brain exploded too?”

      Steve grimaced. “It’s like a bomb went off inside of him.”

      “Any ideas about how or why?” Galen asked.

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t have any. It’s a mystery. When you do find out who did it, I would love to know how. I’ve never seen anything like this, and I can’t even fathom where to start looking for a cause.”

      Galen nodded, his eyes drifting to me. “I guess your inner voice was right to be concerned.”

      I knew that before I’d heard the news about the body, but it was nice to be proven right. “What do we do?”

      “We have the breakfast I promised you, and then we go to Tom’s house. Maybe we’ll find answers there.”

      I didn’t know if I was up for breakfast. “I still see the body when I close my eyes.”

      “You’ll get over it the second you smell hash browns and eggs.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because I know you.”

      “Fine, but I’m staying away from the breakfast meats this morning.”
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      I ate eggs and hash browns. Not the same portion I’d normally inhale when faced with a long day of investigative work—there was no way I couldn’t be involved in this mystery—but Galen seemed content with my efforts. He ate his normal portion, and then we headed out.

      Tom lived in one of the older Moonstone Bay neighborhoods. His house was a nondescript ranch. The yard was pretty, properly edged and mowed, two Adirondack chairs on the front porch. The neighborhood was quiet, lending an eerie air to our mission.

      “What can you tell me about Tom?” I asked as we made our way up to the front door.

      “There’s not much to tell,” Galen replied. “Tom’s been an island mainstay for as long as I can remember. He was one of the few people who gave the DDA grief when it made a bad decision. He never got his way, but he wasn’t afraid to complain. He was your stereotypical grumpy old man.”

      “And Annabelle?”

      “She’s been gone for a long time.” Galen paused with his hand on the door. “I was a kid when she died. She was sweet, liked to bake cookies. That’s all I really remember. She didn’t stand out.”

      “Tom obviously loved her.”

      “They married right out of high school. I remember that detail. He was lost when she died.” Galen’s eyes were thoughtful when they slid to me. “They were married forty years. They never had children. It was just the two of them. I think his heart was irretrievably broken when she died.”

      “Kind of like you’d feel if something happened to me,” I teased.

      He glared. “Don’t even joke about that.”

      “I was just trying to get rid of the pall hanging over the day.”

      “I just don’t understand what happened.” Galen tested the door. It was locked. When he looked at me again, there was a question in his eyes.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’ve been getting more comfortable with your magic,” he said.

      “I have.”

      “Can you open this door, so I don’t have to break in?”

      “Sure.” I took a breath as I touched the handle. I didn’t even have to concentrate much—a change for me—and the lock tumbled almost instantly. “Look at that!” I puffed out my chest as I pushed open the door. “Who is awesome?”

      Galen’s chuckle was low. “I knew you were awesome from the moment I laid eyes on you.”

      “You just liked my butt.”

      “That too.” Galen was first through the door. He didn’t draw his service weapon, but I knew by the way he held his hands on either side of him he was prepared should an attack come. The house was as silent as the neighborhood.

      Once Galen relaxed, I followed suit. I was immediately taken aback by the pink throw on the couch, the flowers in vases on the table, and the fluffy slippers on the living room floor. “I guess he never did get over Annabelle,” I mused.

      Galen’s eyes slowly tracked to me. “This is not how the house looked the last time I was here.”

      “When was that?”

      “About six months ago. One of the neighbors was kicking up a fuss about another neighbor putting up a religious totem in her front yard. There was talk that someone was trying to cast curses. I stopped to talk to Tom about it. Turned out the two neighbors had been warring forever, and it was just a bunch of nonsense. But the house didn’t look anything like this.”

      “What did it look like?”

      “Normal. There was no pink stuff anywhere. Tom was neat and didn’t like clutter.” Galen’s eyes narrowed as he took in the flowers. “Those definitely weren’t a thing.”

      I gave the living room another once-over and then moved into the kitchen. “Did Tom cook?” I asked Galen as he joined me.

      Galen shook his head as he regarded the items spread out on the counter: a new blender, air fryer, and fancy toaster oven taking up almost all of the space. “He ate at the senior center most days. Two or three meals daily. He didn’t cook at all—other than heating up a frozen meal—as far as I know.”

      “And yet someone was cooking here,” I noted. I ran my hand over the toaster oven. “I’ve been thinking of getting one of these.”

      “For all the cooking you do,” Galen teased.

      “I cook.” Sort of. I’d been known to grill. “I can cook,” I corrected almost immediately. “Now that we’re getting married, I should probably cook more.”

      Galen snorted. “Is that a threat?”

      “I’m serious.”

      Galen stared at me for several seconds and then made a face. “Is this some weird girl thing I don’t understand?” he asked. “Do you think you need to cook to make me happy?”

      “I think wives are supposed to cook for their husbands.”

      “That sounds pretty sexist. Besides, I cook way more than you.”

      “I know, but you bought the ring. That’s stereotypically sexist. I’m just wondering if I should start cooking for you.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “Your mother thinks it’s necessary.”

      Galen scowled. His relationship with Marjory was as strained as it had ever been. “Don’t worry about my mother. She doesn’t have a say in our lives.”

      “Okay, but what about when we have kids? You want kids, right?”

      “I do. I want a little you to wrap me around her finger.”

      “We can’t eat out three times a day if we have a kid. It wouldn’t be practical.”

      “Since when are you practical?”

      He had a point. “It just feels as if I should be doing something to prove I’m proper wife material.”

      “Oh, geez.” Galen moaned. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “Not last time I checked.”

      “It sure feels like it.”

      “I’m just trying to be a good wife.”

      Galen blinked twice, his lips curving down. “You’re going to turn this into a thing. I can already tell.” He held up his hand to silence me before I could start rambling. “I don’t want to deal with whatever this is right now. We have a dead man, and it looks as if he had a female companion nobody knew about. I need to focus on that.”

      “Fine.” He was right. “But we’re not done talking about this.”

      “I can’t wait to finish this conversation.”

      I ignored the sarcasm as I followed Galen down the hallway. We glanced into the bathroom, before moving to the bedroom.

      My mouth dropped open as I took in the items strewn about the room. There was lingerie on the bed … and hanging from the chair … and scattered on the floor. It was all lace teddies with complicated buttoning, corsets, and garter belts.

      “I’m assuming this stuff hasn’t been lying around since Annabelle was alive,” I said.

      “Definitely not,” Galen agreed. “Annabelle was sixty when she died. I don’t think she was wearing this when she passed.”

      “I plan to still wear this stuff when I’m sixty,” I argued. “Don’t be ageist.”

      “You don’t wear it now,” Galen argued. “You sleep in my boxer shorts and tank tops.”

      “Not that you’re complaining?” I challenged.

      “Oh, baby, you know I prefer my women nude,” Galen drawled. He looked amused. Kind of. He also looked concerned, the only emotion conveyed when he looked around the bedroom again. “This is not Annabelle’s stuff.”

      “Tom must have had a girlfriend,” I surmised.

      “Yeah.” Galen used two fingers to pick up the pink teddy that had been tossed on the bed. “I have to think this belongs to a younger woman.”

      “While I don’t want to feed your ageist beliefs, I have to agree.” I didn’t want to touch the teddy. “Most women can’t pull off something cut that high in the bikini area. I certainly can’t.”

      “You can pull off anything.”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t being self-deprecating. “I have a short torso. That would look ridiculous on me. That’s meant for a woman with a perfect body.”

      “Let’s not go there,” Galen warned. “I happen to adore your body.”

      “Oh, so sweet.” I wrinkled my nose and grinned at him. Then I sobered. “Who was Tom dating?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m guessing the busybody neighbors do.” Galen dropped the teddy on the bed and looked around one more time. “I think she was living here.”

      “It’s strange that news hadn’t spread yet.”

      “We’ve been so caught up in each other that it’s possible I missed it. I need to know who this woman is and where she came from.”

      

      FIRST UP WAS NOELLE BAKER. SHE WAS in her sixties, wearing a housecoat properly zipped and covering her from every angle. She looked agitated when she appeared at her front door and recognized Galen was knocking.

      “It’s about time,” she snapped.

      If Galen was surprised by the greeting, he didn’t show it. “Hello, Noelle,” he said calmly. “How are things?”

      “They’ve been better,” Noelle replied. “I assume you’re here about Tammy Fay Aker and the grifter business she’s running from her house.”

      Galen shook his head. “Tammy isn’t a grifter. She sells lotions.”

      “Lotions that she claims make you look younger. That’s false advertising.”

      “Yes, well, I’ve never understood the advertising for any lotions,” Galen replied. “I’m not here about Tammy … and you should really stop calling her Tammy Fay. She doesn’t wear nearly that much eye makeup.”

      “I call them as I see them,” Noelle replied. “If you’re not here about Tammy, what are you here about?”

      “Tom,” Galen replied.

      “So you’re finally checking on the guy being suckered for his money,” Noelle replied. “Better late than never, I guess. Who is she? Is she a grifter too?” Light sparked in the depths of Noelle’s eyes. “Is she one of Tammy’s grifters?”

      I was behind, and I hated being behind. “Is Tammy really a grifter?” I asked Galen.

      “Yes,” Noelle replied without hesitation.

      “No.” Galen shook his head. “She sells special lotion for your face. It’s one of those multilevel marketing products, and Noelle here is convinced it’s a scam.”

      “It is a scam!” Noelle was incensed. “Anybody who charges $80 for a bottle of lotion is scamming you.”

      Obviously, she’d never been to Sephora. I wisely kept that observation to myself.

      Galen looked to be treading a very fine line as he worked to collect himself. “Noelle, I’m not here about Tammy. I’m here about Tom.”

      “What about him? He’s been getting his rocks off with that young girl. I called your men about that too. Did they listen? No. I’m the only one trying to keep this neighborhood safe, Galen. I’m just one woman. I’m not a superhero.”

      “Young girl?” Galen’s face drained of color. “Are you telling me Tom was dating a minor?” He looked sick to his stomach.

      “A minor? No. But she’s barely in her twenties,” Noelle shot back. “If that’s not disgusting, I don’t know what is.”

      Galen let loose a breath. An eighty-year-old dating a twenty-year-old wasn’t ideal, but it wasn’t criminal. “Who is she?”

      Noelle unleashed an incredulous face. “How should I know? She showed up about two weeks ago and immediately moved in. Tammy Fay Aker over there told me to mind my own business—she thought Tom was opening his heart and zipper to a niece—but who was right? That woman went to get the mail two days ago and her boobs were like this.” Noelle grabbed her own impressive rack and shoved her boobs up toward her chin.

      Galen sucked in a calming breath. “I think we should start over,” he said.

      “Sure.” Noelle bobbed her head. “Let’s start with Tammy Fay. She’s selling lotion under false pretenses.”

      “Don’t say Tammy’s name again,” Galen warned. “I want to talk about Tom.”

      “Why do you even care?” Noelle shot back. “You’ve never cared about perverts.”

      “Tom died last night,” Galen replied. “I need information on this woman.”

      Noelle was clearly shocked by the news. “What?” She let loose a shaky breath.

      Galen took pity on her. “He’s dead, Noelle. He went to Coladas last night, with a gun, hunting Drew Dalton. He said that Drew had stolen Annabelle from him. When I took the gun from him, he died.”

      “You killed him?” Noelle’s eyebrows practically flew off her forehead.

      “I didn’t kill him,” Galen snapped. “Why do you assume that?”

      “Because you’re all brute force and muscles,” Noelle replied. “Everybody knows that since you started living in sin with this one that you’re more aggressive.” She jerked her thumb at me. “Speaking of harlots.”

      I didn’t know this woman—just her type—but I was offended. “Hey!”

      “Ignore her.” Galen held up his hand to silence me. “She’s just trying to get a rise out of you.”

      It was working.

      “I need to know about the woman who was staying with Tom,” Galen pressed. “Her stuff is all over the house, but there’s no sign of her. I need a name.”

      “I don’t know her name. I never officially met her. I tried. She’d stand in the yard and wave at us when we were having our morning coffee by the fence, but she never joined us. If we started in her direction, she immediately went into the house.”

      If I saw Noelle and her band of merry mischief makers heading in my direction, I’d flee inside too.

      “Describe her,” Galen ordered.

      “She was young. Maybe twenty-two. Long, reddish-brown hair. She had one of those ski-slope noses that gets guys all excited.”

      I frowned. I’d never known men to get hot and bothered over the shape of a nose.

      “She had a small waist and huge boobs,” Noelle continued. “She didn’t wear appropriate clothing. Basically, she wore underwear and pretended it was the sort of thing that could be put on display at the grocery store.”

      “Is that true, or are you throwing shade?” Galen demanded.

      “Ask anybody,” Noelle insisted. “She dressed like a tramp.”

      Galen jotted in his notebook. “Is she from Moonstone Bay?” he asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Noelle replied. “I guess she could be from one of the outlying villages, but she arrived with a suitcase. I’m pretty sure she’s a tourist. Everybody assumed she was a niece or something when she first showed up. Tom wasn’t the type to order a prostitute over the Internet or anything. But it became apparent pretty quickly that she wasn’t a niece.”

      Galen rolled his neck. “What about Natalie?” he asked. “Has she been around since this new woman showed up?”

      “Who’s Natalie?” I asked.

      “Tom’s sister,” Galen replied.

      “Natalie has been around,” Noelle confirmed. “She tried to talk sense into that brother of hers, but it didn’t go well. He told her to mind her own business a few days ago, and she left in a huff.”

      “Then I guess that’s where we go next,” Galen said.

      “Is Tom really dead?” Noelle asked. “Like … dead dead?”

      “He’s dead,” Galen confirmed. “We just saw him at the morgue.”

      “What are you going to do about Annabelle? She’s in the cemetery. Tom prepurchased the plot next to her. He deserves to be put to rest with his wife.”

      I stilled. The cemetery was an ongoing issue. Someone had cast a spell that caused the bodies to climb out of their graves and walk every night. In the morning, they climbed back into their graves and slept for the day. I’d watched the phenomenon several times. My mother was one of those bodies. No new bodies were planted in the cemetery. They were laid to rest in a different cemetery so the zombie problem wouldn’t be exacerbated. If Annabelle was in the old cemetery and Tom was forced into the new, they would be separated forever.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do about that,” Galen replied. “I’ll have to give it some thought. The other stuff can wait.”

      “Including Tammy Fay running a school for grifters out of her house, apparently,” Noelle muttered.

      “That can definitely wait,” Galen agreed. He urged me toward his truck. “Thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch.”
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      I waited until the doors were shut and Noelle wasn’t within eavesdropping distance to ask the obvious question.

      “Where did the woman come from?”

      Galen looked perplexed. “Tom wasn’t known for trolling the docks for women. He kept to himself.”

      I glanced at the house. It was nice and cozy, but it didn’t suggest Tom had money. “Why would a twenty-year-old want to have sex with an eighty-year-old?”

      “Money is the easy answer,” Galen replied. “But Tom didn’t have much. He was hardly what I would call well to do. I think we need to visit Natalie.”

      It made sense. “I’m starting to get freaked out, Galen. It’s not just the lingerie. Something was obviously wrong with Tom. He didn’t mention this woman, he only spoke about Annabelle.”

      “I’m worried about that too.” He flashed a flat smile. “Let’s talk to his sister. She might know more.”

      

      NATALIE WAS AT THE SENIOR CENTER, ONE OF the few locations I tried to avoid. I’d been inside twice. The people who frequented it were judgmental and mean.

      Galen was first through the door, and he craned his neck as he scanned the people sitting at various tables, most of them playing cards. Some were doing puzzles. After a few seconds, he found our target, and he easily cut his way between tables as he approached a lone woman sitting with a cup of coffee.

      Natalie was probably in her seventies. She was dressed in a blue jogging suit, her face devoid of makeup. Her red eyes and sallow skin told me she’d been crying.

      “Natalie,” Galen greeted her gently, drawing the woman’s eyes to him. “We have some questions.”

      Natalie didn’t invite us to sit. “Do you have news about Tom?”

      “We’re working on it.” Galen sat in one of the empty chairs. “You got notification last night?”

      “I did.” Natalie was grim.

      “I wanted to come myself, but there was a lot going on.” Galen drummed his fingers on the table. “We just came from Tom’s house.”

      “Was she there?” Natalie’s voice was tinged with bitterness. “Did she gloat? Does she think she gets to stay there? As Tom’s only living relative, I guarantee she’s not getting that house. I’ll die first.”

      “We didn’t find her,” Galen replied. “Some of her belongings are there.”

      Natalie narrowed her eyes. “What sort of belongings? That woman showed up with one suitcase and designs on my brother’s bank account. She didn’t have belongings.”

      “Clothing mostly.” Galen chose his words carefully. “We were surprised when we saw them, for obvious reasons. I didn’t realize your brother was dating again.”

      Natalie let loose a harsh laugh. “He wasn’t. He spent all his time missing Annabelle. That was his way.”

      “Someone was staying in his house.”

      “Chloe.” Natalie said her name with a sneer. “She decided to take advantage of my brother’s broken heart. I want her arrested. She killed him.”

      “We don’t know that yet,” Galen cautioned. “To my knowledge, she wasn’t at the bar last evening.”

      “She’s responsible.”

      “I need you to tell me the story from the beginning,” Galen insisted. “What happened to your brother doesn’t make sense, at least as of yet. I need help putting together a timeline.”

      “Where were you when I called the department a week ago to report she was taking advantage of him?” Natalie challenged. “Where were you when he was still alive and capable of being saved?”

      My heart constricted. Galen hadn’t been as present at the office the last two weeks because we were playing games at home.

      “Natalie, Tom was a grown man.” Galen had infinite patience. “He could date who he wanted. He can’t take a shotgun into a bar and threaten to kill people.”

      “He only did that because of her,” Natalie insisted.

      “I need the story so I can figure this out,” Galen ordered. “I have a mystery to unravel, and if you want justice for Tom, you need to help me.”

      Natalie cocked her head, seemingly considering, and then nodded. “Fine, but I’m mad at you.” She extended a shaky finger in warning and then sighed. “It started about two weeks ago. Maybe a little more. I can’t remember the exact day. She came in on one of the tourist boats.”

      “And her name is Chloe?” Galen pressed.

      “That’s the name she gave me when I stopped by Tom’s house,” Natalie confirmed. “I don’t have a last name. I was so shocked by what I found I didn’t think to ask. I just wanted to get out of there.”

      “Fair enough.” Galen nodded. “Continue.”

      “I got a call about four days after she moved into the house,” Natalie said. “That’s what the neighbors said anyway. I asked them why they didn’t call sooner, but they swore up and down that the first time they saw her they thought she was a niece or something. It never occurred to them that something else could be going on.”

      “Okay.” Galen leaned back in his chair, his gaze never wavering from Natalie’s face. He had an uncanny ability of making people think they were the only soul in the world when questioning them. “Obviously, you were confused because you knew it wasn’t a niece.”

      “Noelle Baker was the one who piqued my interest,” Natalie said. “She claimed Chloe was running around in Tom’s backyard in a bikini that was missing a top.”

      Galen’s forehead creased. “She was running around the backyard naked?”

      Natalie shook her head. “She was wearing a bathing suit. Strapless and pale pink. I think Noelle’s eyesight is going. It covered everything—barely.”

      Galen didn’t smile. He simply waited.

      “They were in the backyard when I got there,” Natalie explained. “Tom was sitting in the shade, shirtless and in a Speedo, if you can believe that, and drinking lemonade. Chloe was sunbathing on a towel in the middle of the yard.”

      “Tom was wearing a Speedo?” I blurted, instantly cringing when Galen pinned me with a dubious look. “Sorry,” I offered lamely.

      “You’re not wrong,” Natalie agreed. “It was the weirdest thing I’d ever seen. I asked Tom what he was doing, who she was. He kept saying she was the new love of his life and that he’d never been so happy. I was convinced he’d had a stroke or something and insisted on taking him to the hospital. They claimed he was fine.”

      “Go back,” Galen ordered. “He said she was the love of his life? This would’ve been four days after he met her?”

      “To my knowledge,” Natalie confirmed. “He doesn’t have a computer or anything. I looked again because I thought maybe he met her online. Like maybe he wandered into a sex room without realizing it and she took advantage.”

      “Tom didn’t have much money,” Galen argued.

      “No, but he could afford a one-way ticket to Moonstone Bay. I can see a woman like that being excited about coming to a tropical island. I figured she used him to get passage to the island.”

      “But?”

      “He didn’t have a computer. He didn’t even have a smart phone. He swore he met her when he was picking up fish near the docks. He said they made eye contact, and it was love at first sight.”

      “What about Annabelle?” I asked. “I thought she was the love of his life.”

      “She was, even though she was a persnickety old broad.” Natalie frowned as she looked back at her brother’s past. “She always bugged me. She was bossy, and my brother deserved better. Seeing how lost he was without her made me realize she was good for him. She was a good wife. She loved him, and he adored her.

      “I was worried about him the last few months,” she continued. “He wasn’t getting around as well. I mentioned getting himself on a list for one of those retirement centers, but he hated the idea. He swore he would die in his own home. I guess that didn’t happen.”

      “Your brother was having difficulties last night,” Galen explained. “When I got the call, he was already in Coladas. Most of the guests had escaped, but a few remained. He was holding a shotgun and raving. He was looking for Drew Dalton. Any idea why?”

      “Drew?” Natalie made a face of disgust. “Why would anybody seek out that walking penis?”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. The one thing the people of Moonstone Bay could agree on was that Drew was a piece of crap. He flitted from woman to woman, one-night stand to one-night stand, and never offered up any apologies. I was convinced he did it because he was looking for attention—he’d been ostracized by everybody—but he went about it the wrong way.

      “I have no idea,” Galen replied. “I never got a chance to question him. He had a bad reaction to seeing Hadley. Any idea why that would be?”

      Natalie’s eyes drifted to me. “I can’t think of any reason off the top of my head. Most people think she’s fine. She gets a pass because she’s May’s granddaughter. Heck, even though a lot of people find Wesley curmudgeonly, they like him. She’d get a pass regardless for being their granddaughter. Tom was always fond of May.”

      “He wasn’t fond of Hadley last night,” Galen replied. “He kept calling her a devil. Was he religious?”

      Natalie snorted. “We were never religious. Our parents weren’t interested in church. They weren’t nonbelievers or anything—I guess it was more that they were deists than anything else—but we weren’t religious.”

      Galen started tapping his fingers on the tabletop again. “It’s very weird,” he said.

      Natalie agreed. “I still don’t know what happened to my brother.”

      Galen’s shoulders tightened. “He pointed the gun at Hadley. I grabbed it, aimed it at the ceiling, and pushed him back. He fell, and when I went to check on him, he was dead.”

      Natalie blinked twice. “Did he hit his head?”

      “No. At least not that I saw.”

      “Then what killed him?”

      Galen hesitated, but only for a moment. “We were at the medical examiner’s office this morning. Steve has been taking good care of your brother. He can’t pinpoint a cause of death. Your brother had a lot of internal damage. The sort of damage one doesn’t get from a shove.”

      “You think it was something magical.”

      Galen nodded. “It makes the most sense. We didn’t know about Chloe last night. We didn’t find out about her until we went to the house about an hour and a half ago.”

      “Well, you’ve had other things on your mind.” Natalie’s eyes moved to my engagement ring. “Congratulations. It took you long enough to propose.”

      Galen balked. “I proposed in a perfectly acceptable time frame.”

      Natalie snorted. “The whole island began betting when you moved in together. Most people assumed you’d propose months ago. It was obvious you two were destined to build a life together. Some of the local girls were upset—like they had a chance—but most everybody else was happy for you.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment.” This time Galen’s eyes warmed with his smile. “I wish I’d known what was going on with Tom. I don’t know that I could’ve saved him, but I might have been able to do something to change the outcome.”

      “Maybe,” Natalie replied. “Hindsight is a beast, Galen. It’s the sort of dragon that can’t be slayed. My brother is gone. There’s no bringing him back.”

      “I will find out what happened to him.” Galen was determined. “I need you to tell me everything you know about this Chloe.”

      “I don’t know anything,” Natalie replied. “I was so upset the day I was there that I didn’t ask any questions. Tom was happy. He kept talking about all the sex they were having—like I wanted to hear about that—and he was oblivious to my feelings on the subject. I stormed out without really listening to him. I shouldn’t have done it, but I was so angry.”

      “You couldn’t have known what was going to happen,” Galen soothed. “Don’t get upset.”

      “He was my brother. I can’t help being upset.”

      “Of course. That came out wrong.” Galen was contrite. “To your knowledge, did Tom have any interaction with Drew in the last few months?”

      “No. I don’t know why he would. It’s not as if they ran in the same circles. He didn’t even go to the bar that often, and never Coladas. When he was in the mood for a drink, he went to the Shanty by the docks. That’s where his friends hang out … not that he had many friends. He was something of a loner.”

      Galen gripped Natalie’s hand as he stood. “I’ll keep in touch.”

      “You find that girl,” Natalie demanded. “I know she did something to him. This is her fault.”

      “I’ll find her,” Galen promised. “One way or another.” He was quiet as we walked to the parking lot. “I don’t understand any of this,” he admitted as we stopped in front of his truck. Moonstone Bay had very few vehicles on the island. Only service vehicles were allowed. I had a golf cart given to me by my grandfather.

      “I think we have to find Drew,” I offered. “He might know something. There had to be a reason Tom was looking for him.”

      “The thing that bothers me most is that Tom was looking for Annabelle. He wasn’t trying to find Chloe. He was trying to find his lost love.”

      “What do you think that means?”

      “Is it possible Chloe somehow convinced Tom she was Annabelle?”

      It was an interesting question. “If she was magical, she could’ve glamoured herself. He didn’t introduce Chloe to his sister as Annabelle, though. The day she visited, he seemed to know who she was.”

      Galen growled. “It’s all a freaking mess.”

      “Let’s track down Drew.” It was the only thing that made sense. “He’s our only tangible lead.”

      “I just hate that guy.”

      “Well, maybe he’s to blame,” I said brightly. “Maybe you’ll get to arrest him.”

      Galen’s mouth tipped up at the corners. “That’s something to look forward to.”
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      Drew lived in one of the beach apartment complexes. Moonstone Bay attracted plenty of singles—some coming from Florida for work and adventure—and he’d decided to set up shop in a complex filled with hot twenty-somethings. I was shocked when I got a look at the pool area. It was packed, and it looked as if some sort of elaborate mating ritual was going on, what with all the grinding and rubbing.

      “Well, that’s … interesting,” I noted.

      Galen followed my gaze, his lips curving into a smirk when he saw the women and men hanging off each other. “I used to come here all the time when I was about their age,” he admitted. “It’s a hookup spot of the highest order. It’s nice that some things haven’t changed.”

      I glowered at him. “I didn’t need to hear that.”

      He laughed. “I’m a one-witch shifter these days.”

      “Yes, but I can picture you grinding all over women who look just like that.” The blonde who had caught my attention had a Baywatch rack, and I wondered how she could hold herself up straight. “It’s distressing.”

      “Why?”

      I shrugged. “It reminds me that you sowed a lot more wild oats than I ever did.”

      “Do you want to sow your wild oats?”

      “No. Women fall all over you. It’s annoying.”

      “I happen to think it’s fun.”

      “You would.” I kept my face impassive as Galen opened the gate and stepped inside. I followed, but his frame was so big it dwarfed mine. I heard a series of catcalls and purring directed at him, and my eyes narrowed as I stepped out from behind him and planted my hands on my hips.

      “Hello, everybody,” he called out in amiable fashion. “There’s no need to be alarmed. I’m not here for any of you.”

      “That’s disappointing,” the blonde with the huge rack noted as she adjusted herself on her lounger, her assets—all of them—on full display. “You can cuff me all you want, sheriff. In fact, if you didn’t bring your cuffs, I have some in my apartment.”

      “Unbelievable,” I muttered.

      Galen continued to ignore me. “That’s a lovely offer, Barbie,” he drawled. I froze. There was no way her name was Barbie.

      “I’m here on official business, though.”

      “Everybody deserves a break,” she countered. “I’m more than willing to open my humble abode should you want to take your break here. In fact, I’ve been taking a massage class at the hospital. I’ve been dying for someone to practice my skills on.” Her tongue poked out and traced her bottom lip.

      “I’m going to blast her with magic,” I warned Galen.

      He darted a look over his shoulder. “Don’t even think about it,” he warned. “She’s harmless.”

      “Galen—” Before I could release another threat, one of the men detached from the group hanging at the shallow end of the pool and positioned himself directly next to me.

      “Hello, honey,” he said. “Don’t let Barbie get to you. She likes attention. She can’t help herself.” His gaze was so intense that I felt as if ants were crawling all over my body. “If you make yourself an easy mark, she’ll take advantage.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” I said tightly.

      “No problem.” He ignored Galen, who was beginning to turn toward him. “You know what you need?”

      “I think I need a shower,” I replied without thinking.

      “I can arrange that.” The man’s eyes gleamed. “Why don’t you come hang out with me in the shade—your skin is far too delicate for too much sun. I’ll get you a drink.”

      Galen’s left arm shot out, and he planted his hand in the middle of the man’s chest, giving him a solid push. “Don’t make me hurt you, Declan,” he growled.

      Declan arched an eyebrow as he rubbed his chest and regrouped. “I was just getting to know your deputy, sheriff. I figured if I took her off your hands you could take that break Barbie offered.”

      “I know exactly what you were doing, and I’m not in the mood.” Galen nudged me behind him. “You know who she is, and you’re trying to have a good time at my expense. On a different day, I might play the game … if only because I would love to beat you to within an inch of your life and drop you at your father’s house.”

      I was confused. When I took another look at Declan, I recognized what I had initially missed. He was a shifter, and the way he regarded Galen—as if Galen was somehow beneath him—told me that he was likely pack. Galen shunned the pack, something they disliked a great deal. They tried to pretend they were superior because of his choice, but everybody knew the truth. Galen was above all of them.

      “That sounds like a threat, sheriff,” Declan drawled.

      “Take it however you want,” Galen shot back. “Just be forewarned, I’m not putting up with any crap today.” He lowered his voice. “If you touch her, I’ll rip your head off and use it as a volleyball.”

      Declan might’ve pretended he was tough, but Galen was bigger and stronger. He swallowed hard, taking a moment to collect himself, and then managed a smarmy smile. “You’re zero fun. What’s wrong with you? You used to have a sense of humor.”

      “I’m trying to figure out what happened to one of our residents, so I don’t have time for childish games,” Galen shot back. “Where is Drew Dalton?”

      I glanced around at the faces to gauge their reactions. None of them looked all that surprised to find out who Galen was seeking.

      “Oh, what did he do now?” a pretty brunette asked from the chair next to Barbie. “He hasn’t been using his magic to lure in tourists again, has he?”

      “Not to my knowledge, but never say never,” Galen replied. “I want to know about his ties to Tom Kent.”

      If the confusion flitting from face to face was any indication, not only did the pool goers not know about Tom’s death, most of them didn’t know who he was.

      “Who is Tom Kent?” Declan asked.

      “He’s a local who died at Coladas last night,” Galen replied. “He went to the bar looking for Drew.”

      “I saw Drew yesterday afternoon,” the brunette volunteered. “He said he wasn’t working last night.”

      “That’s probably what saved his life,” Galen said. “I need to talk to him. Have you guys seen him today?”

      “No, but he doesn’t hang around with us,” Declan replied as he threw himself in one of the loungers. His gaze ran up and down my legs before he forced it back to Galen. “She’s hot.”

      “She is hot,” Galen agreed. “If you don’t stop looking at her like that, I’m going to kill you. That’s how hot she is.”

      Declan’s smile was lazy. “You’re so easy. I don’t remember you getting so worked up about any of your previous women. She must be something special.”

      “Oh, leave him alone,” the brunette snapped. “We all know they’re engaged. Word spread two weeks ago.” She slid her eyes to Barbie. “You don’t have a shot, so stop holding your breath to puff those things out.”

      She was the only one I liked. She was better than the rest of them combined.

      “Why doesn’t Drew hang out with you guys, Sherry?” Galen asked her.

      “We threatened to kill him if we caught him using his abilities on any of the women in the building,” Sherry replied. “He denied doing it, but we all knew the truth. He’s been hiding from us ever since.”

      Galen grimaced. “I warned that guy. Did he coerce anybody? I can file a report.”

      “We stopped it before it got that far,” Declan replied. “He knows where he stands. I heard he’s just waiting out his lease. It’s up in a month.”

      “Or he’s going to die before then,” Sherry said. “Either way, he doesn’t hang out in the common areas. If he’s here, he’s in his unit.”

      “Which one?” Galen asked.

      “3F.”

      “As always, it was a true pleasure to see you, Sherry,” Galen offered. “The rest of you need to work on your schtick.” He lightly grabbed my elbow to steer me past Declan on our way out. The look he shot the other shifter promised death and destruction if he didn’t keep his hands clear.

      I waited until we were on the patio heading to the stairs to speak. “You and that guy clearly don’t like each other.”

      “His father tried to get me to join the pack a few years ago and was insulted when I declined,” Galen replied. “He tried to pick a fight, and when I won, he threw a knife at me. Declan’s family has been trouble as long as I can remember.”

      “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. “I can go back and use my magic on him, give him an itchy rash where it hurts, if you want.”

      Galen smiled. “He’s really not a concern for me, Hadley. If he’d put his hands on you, things would’ve been different.”

      “I feel the same way about Barbie.”

      “She really is harmless.”

      “Please.” I made a face as we started up the stairs. “She wanted to smother you with her boobs, and we both know it.”

      “She’s not my type.” He managed a charming grin as he held open the third-floor door.

      I waited for him to join me in the sun. “How do you want to handle Drew?” I asked.

      “I’d like to throw him over the railing and be done with him,” Galen replied as we arrived at our destination. “Something tells me that won’t get us what we want.”

      Galen banged his fist against the door with enough force that the front window in the unit rattled. “Drew! It’s Galen Blackwood. Open the door.”

      I strained to listen through the door for movement, but my hearing was nowhere near as good as Galen’s.

      “Don’t make me hurt you,” Galen snapped. “I will seriously beat the crap out of you if you don’t open this door.”

      After a few seconds, the door opened to reveal Drew’s pouting face.

      “What do you want?” he demanded. He didn’t invite us inside. “I’m trying to nap.”

      “I don’t really care what you’re doing.” Galen shoved open the door and muscled his way inside.

      I followed, shutting the door behind us.

      “Let’s have a talk, Drew,” Galen drawled.

      I cocked my head, extending my magic through the small space. I didn’t bump against anybody else, which meant Drew was alone. I was partially disappointed about that. I wanted Chloe to be here so we could get to the bottom of this.

      “If this is about Tom,” Drew started.

      “This is definitely about Tom,” Galen confirmed. He pointed to the couch. “Sit down.”

      Drew looked as if he was about to offer up an argument, but Galen’s face had him blowing out a sigh instead. “Fine. This isn’t my fault.” He threw himself onto the couch.

      “When was the last time you saw Tom?” Galen demanded as he sat in the armchair at the edge of the room.

      “Well, he was a million years old, so I’ll say it was a long time ago,” Drew replied. “I honestly don’t know the last time I saw him.”

      “Don’t mess with me, Drew,” Galen warned. “I’m not in the mood.”

      “And what makes you think I’m in the mood?”

      Galen ignored the question. “Tom Kent, a man who never caused a lick of trouble, walked into Coladas with a shotgun last night. He was looking for you.”

      “I heard.” Drew acted as if he didn’t have a care in the world, but there was an edge to his voice. “I also heard he accused me of running off with his dead wife. I’m good, but not that good.”

      “Knock it off,” Galen growled. “Tell me what part you played in all of this.”

      “How do you know I’m not innocent?”

      “Because I’ve met you,” Galen shot back. “I know you know this Chloe. She arrived on one of the ships a week or so ago and immediately moved into Tom’s house. I want to know when you met her and how this all played out.”

      “I didn’t do anything!” Drew snapped.

      Galen stared him down.

      “I didn’t,” Drew repeated in a softer voice. “I just met a woman I liked.”

      “You’d better tell me, or I’m going to throw you over the railing outside and see if you bounce,” Galen threatened.

      “It was an accident.” Drew’s voice turned plaintive. “I swear. I met Chloe downtown a few days ago. She was having a drink at one of the beach bars.”

      “Which one?”

      “That night is kind of a blur. I was barhopping. I met her in the last bar of the night. We hit it off, and she came home with me. I didn’t know she was with someone else.”

      That was doubtful. Everything I knew about Drew suggested he didn’t care if the woman he was interested in was with someone else. This was Galen’s interrogation, though, so I let him handle it.

      “Tell me the rest,” Galen growled.

      “It’s not a big deal.” Drew grew defiant. “After that night, she disappeared. She wasn’t in bed when I woke the next morning. I thought she’d had second thoughts, and I was fine with it. Then I saw her at the hotel bar yesterday.” Drew rubbed his hands over his knees. “I was looking for a little action. I approached her. She seemed upset, said she was having trouble at home, that the guy she was with kept calling her Annabelle. I had no idea it was Tom.”

      I exchanged a quick look with Galen and could see the light igniting in his eyes.

      “Finish it,” Galen prodded.

      “I wanted to spend another night with her,” Drew explained. “She wasn’t interested. I tried my best to change her mind.”

      “You used your abilities,” Galen corrected.

      “It’s unethical for me to use my abilities to bed a woman,” Drew shot back.

      “That’s never stopped you.”

      “I know better than to use my abilities. But if I had, I would’ve been in for a rude awakening, because Chloe is the type of woman to react negatively.”

      He was trying to talk his way around what he’d done. “What happened when you used your magic on her?” I demanded.

      “She freaked out, but not until this morning,” Drew replied. “Everything went normally last night. Well, except for a few blips where she remembered who she was and tried to leave. I smoothed those over quickly.”

      Galen gripped his hands into fists so hard his knuckles turned white. “I’m going to kill you.”

      “You asked,” Drew shot back. “It’s not my fault. She was up for playing the game. But when she woke up this morning, she freaked out, said she’d cheated on the man she loved, and she ran.”

      “Where did she go?”

      “I have no idea. If you find her, can you direct her back to me? I kind of like her.”

      “I’m definitely going to kill you,” Galen threatened as he stood. “I don’t have time right now, but I’ll be back.” He turned to me. “We need to find her. Can you use your magic?”

      “I’ll try, but I’m not sure it will do any good. I’ve never met her.”

      “You need to try. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      He wasn’t the only one.
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      We had no idea where to look because we knew next to nothing about Chloe. In the parking lot of the apartment complex, Galen got on his phone and started barking orders to our friends.

      Lilac would be on the lookout in her bar. Booker was working downtown, so he would watch for her there. Aurora King and Brody Borden weren’t working this early in the day, so they were hitting the water and covering the beaches.

      Galen and I hit the tourist area downtown.

      “What are you going to do about Drew?” I asked as we poked our heads in shops along Main Street.

      “I haven’t decided yet.” Galen was grim. “He can’t keep doing what he’s doing.”

      “It’s pretty gross,” I agreed.

      “It’s more than gross. It’s a violation. People have a right to choose who they’re going to be with.”

      “Is there a way to bind his powers?”

      Galen shot me an interested look. “You’re the witch. You tell me.”

      I felt put on the spot. “I could read up on it.” Uncomfortable, I averted my gaze. “Or I could ask May. She would know better.” My grandmother’s ghost was still around, and even though she considered the lighthouse home in life, she’d basically relocated to my grandfather’s house so Galen and I could have our privacy.

      “If we could bind Drew’s cupid abilities, that would at least be a start,” Galen said. “I’m not as worried about his shifter abilities. He doesn’t embrace that side of himself.”

      “Probably because shifters are tools.” I hadn’t realized I was going to say that out loud until I felt Galen’s eyes on my profile. “All shifters but you,” I corrected quickly.

      He snorted. “Nice save.”

      “You’re not a normal shifter,” I argued. “You don’t go in for all that pack nonsense. You’re not a sexist pig. You know I’m just as strong as you.”

      “You’re stronger than me in many respects. Just not when it comes to a physical fight.”

      “Hey, I’m tough.” I shot him a saucy wink. “I could totally wrestle you down and win.”

      “Yeah, it doesn’t count when I want you to wrestle me down.”

      “Fair point. I—”

      Galen’s phone rang, cutting me off, and I waited with anticipation as he took the call. He looked worried when he disconnected.

      “That was Aurora,” he volunteered. “She said there’s a woman sitting alone on the beach. She has auburn hair, and even though Aurora hasn’t gotten close yet because she doesn’t want to scare her off, she’s fairly certain she’s crying blood.”

      My heart skipped. “Wait … she has the same thing Tom had?”

      “That’s how it sounds.” Galen held out his hand to me. “Come on. We have to hurry. I don’t want any of the tourists approaching her in case this thing is catchy.”

      I nodded, my mind already working overtime. “What if she’s a victim too?” We hurried along the sidewalk as I struggled to keep up. “We assumed she was to blame for this. What if she wasn’t?”

      “Then we have an even bigger mystery to solve.”

      

      GALEN PARKED IN THE BEACH LOT. I had questions about why Moonstone Bay had so many parking lots but so few vehicles, but that was something that would have to wait until a day when we were bored. Most of the lot was filled with food trucks. On a normal day, the scent of the fried green tomato sandwiches at my favorite truck would’ve served as a distraction.

      Brody met us at the path that led to the beach. He was in a pair of swim trunks that rode low on his hips and showed off his rippling muscles, a fact that hadn’t been lost on a group of women sitting beneath an umbrella thirty feet away and ogling him.

      “There’s definitely something wrong with her,” Brody said. He was all business. “Aurora is keeping everybody away from her. I’m not even certain she knows where she is.”

      “Have you tried talking to her?” Galen asked.

      “Aurora asked if she was okay. The woman isn’t answering. We’re not even sure it’s the woman you’re looking for.”

      “It’s her,” Galen replied.

      We followed Brody to the beach, where a woman sat on the sand and stared at nothing. One glance told me that she was indeed crying blood.

      “Is this catchy?” Aurora asked Galen. They were childhood friends who had grown into a team as adults. They were close and had a sort of shorthand when dealing with one another. As close as Galen and I were—and he joked we should be joined at various body parts on a regular basis—he would always have something special with Aurora, Booker, and Lilac, something I couldn’t touch. I struggled not to be jealous, but sometimes my inner whiner couldn’t help herself. Today was not that day, however.

      “I don’t know,” Galen replied. “We assumed that she had done something to Tom, and he was the only one affected by … whatever this is. Obviously, we were wrong.”

      “Obviously,” Aurora said dryly. “What’s the plan?”

      “I’m not sure.” Galen rolled his neck until it cracked. It was one of his patented responses when debating how to handle a situation. “I guess I’ll try to talk to her.”

      I grabbed his wrist before he could move away. “Don’t touch her.”

      Galen gave me a reassuring look. “I’m always careful.”

      Aurora snorted.

      “Maybe I should try to restrain her magically,” I suggested. “Then we can get someone from the hospital out here to deal with her.”

      “Let me try to talk to her first,” Galen argued. “It would be best for all concerned if we could get her off the beach. I don’t want her traumatizing the tourists.”

      I didn’t give two figs about the tourists. “Do what you think is best. Just be careful. I prefer you not start bleeding from your eyes.”

      “I’m guessing that would affect my sex life.” He winked at me. “Here we go.”

      Galen held out his hands at either side to make himself appear conciliatory as he approached her. His voice was soft, full of warmth, as he called out to her. “Chloe, are you okay?”

      The woman didn’t respond. She didn’t even look at him.

      “Chloe? That’s your name, right?” Galen stopped about six feet away from her. “My name is Galen Blackwood. I’m the sheriff of Moonstone Bay. I want to help you.”

      Chloe slowly angled her head to look at Galen. I couldn’t tell if she actually registered his presence.

      “I need you to tell me what happened,” Galen prodded. “Did you cross paths with someone? Did Drew do something to you?” He took a breath. “Do you remember your time with Tom?”

      Chloe worked her jaw back and forth. I assumed she was debating how to respond.

      “Just give me a sign, Chloe,” Galen pleaded. “Do you feel sick? Do you feel as if something bad is going to happen? What do you need?”

      This time Chloe spoke, her voice weak. “The moon. Tomorrow is the moon.”

      I darted a look to Aurora, who appeared equally baffled.

      “Was that supposed to mean something?” Brody asked.

      I had no idea.

      “You have to outrun the moon if you want to live,” Chloe said. She lifted her chin and stared directly at the sun, blood streaming down her cheeks. “It will kill you if it gets the chance.”

      Galen looked as if he was trying to puzzle it out. Before he could speak again, Chloe listed to the side.

      “The moon has come for me,” she gritted out. “It will come for you too.” With that, she collapsed onto the sand and ceased moving.

      Galen lunged forward, but I used my magic to halt him. He was incredulous when he regained his footing and swung his gaze to me. “Hey!”

      “Don’t touch her,” I ordered, my stomach squirming. “Just … call for help.”

      “I’m trying to help her,” Galen growled. “Drop that barrier.”

      I considered it—for all of one second—and then shook my head. “Call for help,” I ordered.

      “You do as I say for a change, Hadley,” he snapped.

      Aurora stepped between us. “I agree with Hadley,” she said forcefully. “Don’t touch her.”

      “She’s dying,” Galen shot back.

      “She’s already dead,” Aurora countered. “I know it, and you know it too. There’s nothing you can do for her.”

      Galen threw his hands in the air and turned his back to us. “You’re unbelievable.”

      “You’ll thank us when you’re not bleeding from the eyes and babbling about the moon,” Aurora replied. “Call for help. This is above your pay grade.”

      Galen rummaged in his pocket for his phone. There was no warmth in his eyes when they landed on me. “We’re going to talk about this, Hadley.”

      I relished the argument. I would put up with whatever diatribe he wanted to throw at me if it meant he was safe. “Okay. I’ll get some beers so we can do it right.”

      Galen shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

      I let him pace as he made his call and focused on Aurora. “What do you think this is?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “But it’s not good.”

      

      STEVE ARRIVED WITH a team. He immediately set up a perimeter, and when he approached the body, he was leery.

      “Obviously she died of the same thing Tom did,” he said as he hunkered down next to Chloe’s body. “Did she say anything before she died?”

      “She babbled about the moon,” Galen replied. “None of it made sense.”

      Steve removed a thermometer from his bag and aimed it at Chloe’s forehead. “Huh. That’s not good.” He showed the readout to Galen. It read 107 degrees.

      “Could the sun be affecting that?” I asked. Galen had instructed us to stay behind the perimeter tape.

      “No,” Steve replied. “The second her heart stopped pumping her temperature should’ve started falling.”

      “Maybe it did,” Aurora suggested. “Maybe her temperature was higher before.”

      “That would’ve cooked her brain.”

      “She was talking about the moon killing her,” Aurora said. “If that’s not a sign of her brain being cooked, I don’t know what is.”

      Steve cocked his head, considering, and then nodded. “Good point.” He reached over to take Chloe’s hand. I wanted to tell him to stop, but he was the expert. And he was wearing gloves.

      “Her nails are bitten down to the quick,” Steve said to Galen. “That’s an anxiety response. I’m willing to bet they were in good shape before all this happened. You can tell by the polish.”

      “So what do you think we’re dealing with?” Galen asked. “Is it a contagion?”

      “Not one that I’ve ever seen or heard of.” Steve dropped her hand. “It has to be a spell.”

      “What sort of spell?”

      “That I can’t answer.” Sympathy washed over Steve’s face as he studied the blood caked on Chloe’s cheeks. “Both she and Tom were obviously affected. I think they were hit by the same spell—and they both died from it.”

      “If it was the same spell, why did Chloe last longer than Tom?” Galen demanded.

      “It could have something to do with her age,” Steve mused. “Could be something else.”

      “There has to be more than you’re telling me,” Galen insisted.

      “There is. I was about to call you when I received word about what was happening here. Results of some of the tests I ran on Tom’s blood came back about thirty minutes ago. They’re … interesting.”

      “Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Aurora drawled. “What are we dealing with?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Aurora narrowed her eyes. “Do you want me to kick the crap out of you?”

      Steve shot her a cheeky grin. “Have I mentioned that I’ve always been turned on by your attitude? If you’re looking for someone to dominate, I’m your man.”

      “If you’re looking for someone to shove a spear up your behind and roast you on a spit like a pig, I’m your woman,” Aurora said.

      “You’re trying to turn me off, but it’s having the opposite effect,” Steve replied. He was still smirking when he turned to Galen, who was glaring at him. “You guys are no fun,” he lamented.

      “I have two dead people, Steve,” Galen hissed. “I won’t have fun until I know what killed them and that everybody else on the island is safe. If we’re dealing with a contagion, I need to know what it is … and come up with a plan.”

      “I can’t tell you what it is,” Steve cautioned. “The only thing I can tell you is that I found an odd compound in Tom’s blood.”

      Galen waited. When Steve didn’t expand, he made an impatient sound in his throat. “That’s all you’re going to give me?”

      “That’s all I have to offer,” Steve replied. “I’ve never seen anything like it. I don’t know what it does. It’s not naturally occurring. I need to run more tests.”

      “Do you think she has it in her blood?” Galen pointed to Chloe.

      “I don’t know, but I think so. I need time to work on her. I’ll have her transferred to the morgue and run a battery of tests on both of them. If she has the compound in her blood, it’s something to go on. It’s going to take time.”

      Galen didn’t look happy. “What do I do to reassure the public in the interim?”

      “I can’t help you there. All I can do is run tests.”

      “Well, great.” Galen dragged a hand through his hair. “Do what you have to do. I’ll do what I have to do.”

      I had no idea what he meant by that, but I was intrigued. Rather than question him, however, I waited for him to acknowledge me.

      “I’m still mad at you,” he growled when I batted my eyelashes at him.

      “I’m not going to apologize for keeping you safe,” I replied, giving up all pretense of being cute. “I would rather have you safe and angry at me than dead because I was some doe-eyed walking doormat.”

      “Yes, because that’s exactly how I think of you,” Galen drawled. “You’re a walking doormat. That’s my Hadley.”

      I folded my arms across my chest and waited.

      “I wasn’t going to put myself in danger,” he said, when it became apparent I wasn’t going to back down.

      “We don’t know how this is spreading, or why, so that’s not true,” I insisted. “You were going to touch her. I’m not sorry.”

      “Well, then I guess we’re at an impasse.”

      I turned to Aurora. “What do people at an impasse do?” I was honestly curious. “Do they go for drinks, or do they pout and glare from across the room?”

      “I think at least one half of the couple should go for drinks with me and give him time to cool down,” she said.

      I darted one more look at Galen, who looked as if he wanted to destroy planets. “Sounds like a great idea.”

      “Yeah, I thought you’d like it.”
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      I took refuge with Aurora at Lilac’s bar and discussed what had happened. We had no answers. I was feeling defeated by the time I headed home. I knew things would only get worse when I crossed paths with Galen.

      I was right.

      He was in the living room, his feet propped on the coffee table, and he glared when I walked through the front door. I took one look at him and immediately wanted to retreat.

      “So, who thinks they have the best fiancé ever?” I raised my hand into the air. He did not follow suit. “Just me? Bummer.”

      A small smile played at the corners of his lips, but he maintained a straight face. Well, mostly. “How was your drink with Aurora?” he asked.

      “Fine.” Rather than join him on the couch, I flopped into the armchair. “Do you have any more news on Chloe and Tom?”

      “No. Steve is still working.”

      “Are you still mad at me?”

      “Yes.”

      “How long will that last?”

      “I haven’t decided.”

      The room lapsed into silence. “You could forgive me,” I suggested after several seconds. “We’d both be happier.”

      “Why? I’m mad.”

      “Yes, but I did it for your own good. If you’d touched her and got infected, I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself from touching you. Then I would’ve been infected. Then I would’ve bled from the eyes and died. Do you want to live with that guilt? I think not.”

      He burst out laughing, shocking me … and maybe himself. “You’re unbelievable sometimes,” he said as he collected himself. “I have a right to be angry. You used magic on me.”

      “No. I used magic to erect an invisible barrier, and you ran into that barrier. I didn’t cast a spell on you.”

      “That’s a semantics game.”

      “And yet I’m not sorry.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I can’t do nothing when there’s a chance you could be hurt. I’m sorry I upset you. That’s as far as I can go.”

      He didn’t immediately respond, instead staring at the wall to avoid eye contact. Ultimately, he blew out a sigh. “We’re not done talking about this, but I need to think.”

      “You go out of your way to protect me at times,” I reminded him.

      “Yes, and that was pointed out to me when I found Booker downtown and ranted about what you did for an hour,” he said. “I can’t have it both ways. I get that. But I don’t like how things played out this afternoon.”

      “I was afraid, and I reacted. If it keeps you from bleeding from the eyes, I’m going to call it a win.”

      “That’s the same conclusion I came to.” Now he did look at me. “I’m going to wait until I have more information from Steve. Hopefully, this is over and all that’s left is filling in the gaps. Until I know more either way, there’s nothing I can do but wait.”

      “Does that mean we’re done fighting?”

      “It means it’s time for dinner. I was thinking I would take you to the beach restaurant for some seafood.”

      I was instantly suspicious. “And then we’re going to fight?”

      “I’m calling a moratorium on fighting until we know more.”

      “Meaning?”

      “That all I can guarantee is we’re done for tonight.”

      It was more than I expected. “I guess I can live with that, especially when it’s served with crab legs and melted butter.”

      

      THE PATIO AT THE BEACH RESTAURANT WAS ONE of my favorite places to eat. It had a beautiful view of the ocean at sunset, and the breeze blowing dissipated the heat of the day.

      “We should talk about the wedding,” Galen said after we’d placed our orders and our drinks had been delivered.

      “Already?” My eyebrows hopped. “That was fast.”

      “We’ve been engaged two weeks.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t know about you, but I’ve known you were going to be forever for a lot longer than that.”

      “I’ve known that too.” I really had known that. From the moment I’d met him, things in my life seemed to magically shift into place. Before he’d proposed, it was a foregone conclusion that we would end up together. Planning a wedding, however, made me antsy. “Do you have any ideas on how you want things to go?”

      “I thought the bride was supposed to decide those things and tell the groom when to show up,” he teased.

      “That’s true of some brides,” I hedged. “The thing is…” I trailed off, uncertain.

      Galen waited, although there wasn’t much patience associated with the way he was drumming his fingers on the table.

      “I have, like, six friends,” I volunteered. “This is your island. You need to help make the big decisions.”

      He frowned. “You have more than six friends.”

      I started ticking off names on my fingers. “Lilac. Booker. Brody. Aurora. June. That’s it.”

      “Your father will come,” Galen argued.

      “Okay, seven.”

      His frown was pronounced. “You have more friends than that.” He sounded hopeful more than certain. “Huh,” he said after a beat. “That’s going to make for a small wedding.”

      “I’ll have Wesley,” I said. “He can force his workers to sit on my side, so it won’t look so unbalanced.” I tried to be jovial.

      “Let’s not get weird, huh?” Galen chastised. “I don’t want a big wedding anyway. I was thinking maybe we could do something intimate on the beach.”

      “Because you feel sorry for me?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sorry you brought this up now?”

      “A little,” Galen confirmed. “I’m being truthful about the small wedding. Pack weddings are huge and overblown. My mother will want something big. I prefer something with only the people we truly love … which means I would want the same six people there.”

      I smiled. “I picture something on the beach. I don’t want one of those big, floofy wedding dresses. I want something white, with spaghetti straps, and a skirt that blows in the wind.”

      “And a lot of dancing water?” he asked pointedly.

      “Oh, that goes without saying.”

      He patted my hand, his gaze drifting to a spot over my shoulder. The way his forehead creased told me he’d discovered something that he wasn’t expecting. When I turned to see what that something was, there was no containing my surprise. “Isn’t that one of the DDA guys?”

      Galen nodded. He kept his hand on top of mine but didn’t hide the fact that he was staring. “His name is Nathan Rose.”

      “Do you like him?”

      “I don’t particularly like anybody on the DDA. The only good thing I can say about him is that he wasn’t one of the individuals I was working against. He was more of a background player. He never put himself out there as a target.”

      “Sometimes those guys are worse,” I mused. “They’re smarter. They don’t draw attention to themselves. There’s almost always a reason for that.”

      “There is,” Galen agreed. He planted his feet on either side of mine under the table. “Do you want to know what’s really interesting?”

      I cocked an eyebrow and waited.

      “That woman with him, the one basically rubbing her boobs against his arm like she’s trying to get a genie to come out? That’s not his wife.”

      This time when I looked over my shoulder, I focused on the blonde sitting next to the smarmy DDA representative. She was young—about twenty-five—and her dress was so low cut I was surprised we didn’t have a nipple situation.

      Her legs were long, tanned, and tucked under her chair in pretty fashion. Her eye makeup was thick, to the point I wanted to swipe at my own eyes to make sure I didn’t have eye boogers on display, but otherwise she was quite pretty.

      “Do you know her?” I asked.

      “I think she works at that shot bar by the park.”

      I pursed my lips as I tried to place the bar. Then it hit me. “The bar where women pour alcohol down their bodies and the men drink it out of their bellybuttons?”

      “That’s the one. It’s called Shot Through the Heart. This island loves a good pun.”

      “Do you go there often?”

      “Not since a certain witch came into my life.” He grinned. “Even before that, I considered myself too old to frequent that place. When I was twenty-one, that was a hangout, but it has been a while. We get calls at least once a week because the tourists get drunk and handsy. I’m fairly certain I saw her there last time I took a call.”

      It was hard to stare without looking like I was staring, so I turned back to Galen. “Maybe he and his wife split up.”

      Galen didn’t look convinced. “I saw them together about two weeks ago. They seemed fine.”

      “They could’ve been putting on an act.”

      “Maybe.” Galen shifted on his chair. “Don’t look, but they’re getting up. Nathan seems to be heading in this direction.”

      “Because he wants to stab us?” I was ready if he attacked. I would freeze him with my magic and then smack him in the head with a chair.

      Galen snickered as he leaned back in his chair. “Just play it cool.”

      I didn’t know I wasn’t playing it cool until he pointed it out. For lack of anything better to do with my hands, I grabbed my fork and focused on where my plate would be when the server returned with our dinner.

      “That screams relaxed,” Galen drawled. “Good grief, Hadley. You look as if I never feed you.”

      I eased my grip on the fork. “I don’t know what to do when people tell me to relax.”

      “Well, don’t do that.” He pasted a lazy smile on his face, and I knew by the way his eyes were tracking that Nathan and his date had arrived at our table. “Nathan,” he said.

      “Galen,” Nathan replied in a pinched voice. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “Why?” Galen had a way of irritating people just by being himself. It was one of the things I liked best about him. “Even I have to eat sometimes.”

      “I heard you were busy dealing with two dead people. I would think that would take priority.”

      “There’s nothing I can do without autopsy results,” Galen replied easily. “It’s a waiting game.”

      Nathan’s gaze bounced to me. “Hello, young lady.”

      I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to respond, so I looked to Galen. He merely shrugged.

      “Hello, old man,” I replied.

      The way Galen’s lips quirked told me he approved of my response.

      “How’s the wife, Nathan?” Galen asked. “Is there a reason she’s not with you this evening?”

      My eyes nearly popped out of my head at the brazen way he went for it, but I held it together.

      “I was hoping to arrange a time we could sit down and talk about recent developments,” Nathan pressed. Either he was ignoring the question, or he hadn’t heard it. I was leaning toward the latter.

      “What recent developments?” Galen asked.

      “Your insistence on holding the entire DDA responsible for what one man did,” Nathan replied. “We shouldn’t all be considered guilty because Clive did a few … irresponsible … things.”

      “Irresponsible?” The slope of Galen’s eyebrow told me he was much angrier than he wanted to let on. “I’m pretty sure that killing people and arranging for a dangerous snake shifter to return to this plane after she’d been banished from another is more than irresponsible.”

      “Yes, but in the grand scheme of things he didn’t cause nearly as much damage as he could have.”

      “I don’t see it that way.”

      “It doesn’t matter how you see it,” Nathan insisted. “What matters is that you understand that wiping out our entire form of government is not an appropriate response to one man’s misdeeds.”

      “Nathan, I’m going to tell you exactly what I told everyone else on the board,” Galen started.

      “Including your mother?”

      “Oh, the first time I told my mother exactly what I thought of the DDA, I was fifteen,” Galen replied. “She always knew my opinion on the subject.

      “At some point you guys became interested in the power and forgot that you were put on that board to make decisions that benefited the island,” Galen continued. “You were supposed to bolster the residents, not further your own agenda.”

      “Is that what you think we were doing?” Nathan had the audacity to act wounded. “I can’t believe you’d think so little of us. Especially considering how much time and effort your mother put into serving the community.”

      Galen snorted. “How about you don’t do … whatever it is that you’re doing, huh?” Galen suggested. “It won’t work on me. I’ve been aware of the dirty dealings of the DDA for a long time. Nothing you say will change my mind.”

      “You need to reconsider.” Nathan was matter of fact. “Things will fall into disarray.”

      “Things might be ragged for a few weeks,” Galen conceded. “Down the road, however, we’ll all be better off when the new government is instituted.”

      “You mean the government Wesley Durham is trying to push on us.”

      “I mean a government with more checks and balances,” Galen replied, unruffled by Nathan’s tone. “I get that you don’t want to give up the power you’ve wielded so ineffectually for the past decade, but you don’t get a say in the matter. Control of the island is being put into the hands of the people.”

      “What if that’s the wrong move?” Nathan spat. “You might not have liked all of our decisions, but we made the hard choices. The people are not equipped to do that.”

      “We’ll see.” The way Galen held himself told me he was done with the conversation. “What matters is that you no longer have a say in things. The new consultant arrived a few days ago. She’s going to put together a report that allows us to pick the best path to move forward.

      “I don’t know what that’s going to look like,” he continued. “I don’t know how the elections are going to go, or who is going to throw their hat into the ring. What I do know is that the DDA abused its power, and that the members exalted themselves far too often. That is done.”

      “You can’t just throw out the history of the island!” Nathan snapped.

      “I’m not doing anything,” Galen replied. “The people rallied together and spoke. It doesn’t matter what you want. What matters is what the people want.”

      “I think he’s saying he can’t help you,” I offered, not caring in the least that it would’ve been wiser to stay out of the conversation.

      “Thanks so much for your opinion,” Nathan drawled. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without it.” He was angry when he turned back to Galen. “This isn’t over.”

      “Oh, I’m certain you and your DDA friends are going to drum up some sort of problem to make my life hell,” Galen said. “I don’t really care. All I care about is that you’re gone.”

      I pressed my lips together as I watched Nathan storm off with his date. When he’d disappeared from the patio, I focused my attention on Galen. “Do you feel better now that you got to mess with someone?”

      “Surprisingly, I do.” Galen grinned. “I never liked that douche.”

      “I can’t believe he’s openly cheating on his wife,” I lamented.

      “He’s not a good guy. It’s not as if this behavior is out of the ordinary.”

      “I guess.” I leaned back in my chair. “Have you met the new consultant?”

      “Briefly,” Galen replied. “She seemed on top of things. She wanted to get a feel for the island and talk to business owners and residents before she starts making recommendations. I appreciate that she understands our situation is different from other places.”

      “Do you think she’ll be able to help?”

      He shrugged. “She can’t possibly hurt, can she?”

      “Good point.”
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      We walked home along the beach, as much to digest the huge piles of food we’d eaten as to indulge in a bit of romance. Galen wasn’t acting mad, but I could tell his nose was still out of joint regarding my earlier magical display on the beach.

      “How long do you think you’re going to hold it against me?” I asked as we arrived in front of the lighthouse.

      “Hmm?” He dragged his eyes to me, and for a change it was impossible to garner what he was thinking. “What am I holding against you?”

      “You know.”

      He smirked. “I’m not angry, Hadley. I get it. I just … I don’t know … don’t like that you had to do it I guess.”

      “What would you have done if our roles were reversed, and I tried to touch her?”

      “I would’ve been really angry about that because you weren’t supposed to be involved in that situation.”

      “I’m still not sorry.”

      “I know. This goes back to that inner voice thing. I don’t want you to squelch it, but there have to be boundaries.”

      “You could make me a deputy,” I suggested. “Then I would be working under the umbrella of the law when I do these things.”

      “Yes, because I can see that going well. You don’t even like when I tell you to pick up your shoes.”

      “That’s different.”

      “Right.” He stretched his arms over his head and studied the water.

      When he didn’t speak for a full minute, I could no longer take the silence. “Do you want to spank me? That might make you feel better.”

      His eyes gleamed with wolfish delight. “Now there’s an idea.”

      “It has to be sexy, though. It can’t be real.”

      “That sort of defeats the purpose of you getting punished, doesn’t it?”

      I was suddenly uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. “I just don’t want you to hold it against me forever. We still have to figure out what’s going on.”

      “We do.” He sank to the sand and gestured toward the water.

      Confused, I furrowed my brow. “I’m not getting naked and skinny-dipping with you. Sharks attack in the dark.”

      “There are no sharks this close to the island.”

      “Brody might be out there. I don’t want him to see me naked.”

      He reclined on his elbows. “I wasn’t suggesting you get naked. I’m still too full for that.”

      “Then what are you suggesting?”

      “Make the water dance, girl,” he said in a mock commanding voice.

      I dropped to the sand next to him. This was something I could do and enjoy. “Is there anything specific you want this evening?”

      “Surprise me.”

      When the water danced, it took the form of a wolf and a princess. They danced together as in a scene from Beauty and the Beast.

      He laughed. “Is that supposed to be me?”

      “No, because that would make the girl in the dress me, and I wasn’t kidding about not liking big froufrou dresses.”

      “What do you want for our wedding, Hadley?” His voice was soft. “Don’t hold back. I want you to be honest. We’re only doing this once.”

      “And then I’m stuck with you forever.”

      “I believe I’ll be the one stuck with a bossy little witch sticking her nose into everything. The sentiment is accurate, though.”

      “I like the idea of a ceremony on the beach,” I said. “I’m picturing twinkle lights as far as the eye can see, dancing water, and our friends laughing and having a good time.” I considered it a moment longer. “Also, I want one of those champagne fountains, but I want it to be blue and magical.”

      “That sounds nice. I’m assuming you want seafood for the entree.”

      “Um, yeah. But no fish tacos. I draw the line at fish tacos.”

      “I can already picture it.” He grabbed my hand, his gaze still on the dancing water. “It’s going to be the best day of my life.”

      My heart pinched at the naked emotion on his face. “Mine too.” I didn’t realize I was close to tears until I tried to talk around the lump in my throat. “I need you not to get sick and bleed from the eyes before any of this can happen.”

      He let loose a sigh, but it didn’t sound annoyed as much as resigned. “It was probably smart you stopped me from touching her. Just in case.”

      “See! I was right. You should always listen to me.”

      “Don’t push it, Hadley.”

      “Yeah, I figured that was too far.”

      “Yup.” He grabbed me around the waist and tugged me into his lap, wrapping his arms around me and resting his chin on my shoulder as he continued to watch the water. “Can you make it do a scene from Stranger Things?”

      “Do you have a specific one in mind?”

      “Something with Eleven saving the day. Oh, and Hopper. I’m totally going to be Hopper at some point in my life. I like his attitude.”

      “Does that make me Joyce?”

      “You do have a lot of Joyce in you.”

      I couldn’t decide if that was good or bad, but I didn’t want to rock the boat. “Okay, but if somebody on the beach sees the water turn into Vecna and freaks out, it’s not my fault.”

      “We’ll lie and say we have no idea what happened.”

      

      WE SLEPT HARD. ONE THING I’D LEARNED about life in Moonstone Bay was that it paid to braid my hair before sleep. That way I didn’t wake up to it being wider than my hips, even if stray pieces escaped during the night. Still, without fail, Galen grinned when he saw my hair every morning.

      “Is it any wonder I love you?” he teased as he tucked my hair behind my ear. “I mean … who wouldn’t want to wake up to this for the rest of his life?”

      “Ha, ha, ha.” I wasn’t a morning person, so it usually took me at least an hour to find my sense of humor. Sometimes it was buried under piles of unwieldy hair. “What time is it?”

      “Not even eight yet.” Galen’s eyes drifted to the window. I liked to hear the sound of the ocean at night, so we often turned off the air conditioner and let the natural air flow in. The bedroom was already stifling. “It’s going to be a scorcher.”

      “Yeah.” I rubbed the spot on his chest where I’d drooled. “I can’t remember what I dreamed about last night.”

      “It was me. That’s why there’s so much drool this morning.”

      “You don’t know,” I shot back. “I could’ve been dreaming about someone else.”

      He shot me a challenging look. “Who? And be specific.”

      “There are plenty of hot men out there.”

      “Like Thor? I know you like the guy who plays Thor.”

      “I do, but I don’t usually go for blonds. He’s the exception. Well, him and that guy who played Jax on Sons of Anarchy. Other than that, I like my men dark.” I rubbed my hand over his morning stubble, which was closer to a full beard because he could sprout hair like nobody’s business thanks to his shifter genes. “In fact, if you’d asked me to paint a picture of my ideal man when I was a teenager, I’m pretty sure I would’ve painted you.”

      “Is this you trying to make up after sticking your nose into my investigation?”

      “You said you were going to let it go.”

      “I tend to lie sometimes.”

      “Ugh. You’re the worst.”

      He gave me a smacking kiss and then rolled out of bed. “Come on. We need to shut that window before the heat gets a foothold. Then, if you’re a very good girl, you can take a shower with me, and I’ll cook you breakfast.”

      It was an intriguing offer. “Then what?”

      He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “We need a report from Steve. I feel as if my hands are tied until then.”

      “Or another body,” I muttered.

      He extended a warning finger in my direction. “Why did you say that? Do you want to jinx us?”

      “It was just an off-the-cuff remark,” I protested.

      “You jinxed us. I just know it.”

      Ugh. What a baby. “Let’s get in the shower. I can make you forget everything I just said.”

      “You’re talented, Hadley, but you’re not that talented.”

      That sounded like a challenge.

      

      “WHAT’S FOR BREAKFAST?”

      My grandfather Wesley appeared in the kitchen as Galen worked at the stove. He poked his head in, as if checking to make sure nobody was naked, and then beamed when he saw me sitting at the counter going through a magazine.

      “Glad to see you guys are decent,” he supplied.

      I made a face. “When have you ever been here and we’re not decent?”

      “Do you really want me to answer that?” Wesley eased behind Galen to reach for the coffee. “What’s for breakfast?”

      “Eggs and hash browns,” Galen replied. “Hadley is off breakfast meats after our visit to the morgue yesterday. I’m hoping she gets over that soon, because she won’t even let me get the sausage out of the refrigerator right now. It’s lonely in there.”

      “I don’t want to see it,” I warned, sipping my coffee. “It grosses me out.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Galen shot me an adoring look and then focused on Wesley. “What are you doing in town?”

      Wesley owned a farm outside of the main Moonstone Bay hub. He was one of the few people on the island—other than Galen and Booker—who had a vehicle, so he came to town whenever he wanted. His visits were sporadic, however. When he visited, it was usually because he had a specific reason.

      “I needed to pick up some staples at the grocery,” Wesley replied. “I figured I’d stop and see you two while I was here. I haven’t seen you since the engagement party.” His statement was pointed.

      “Sorry.” Galen didn’t look sorry when he flashed his patented smile. “We’ve been a little wrapped up in each other.”

      “Oh, I know.” Wesley’s gaze was dark. “Everybody has been taking bets on what they think the two of you are doing. Some of the old-timers down at the docks say you guys went five straight days without being seen. They’re convinced you didn’t leave your bed at all during those five days.” He was accusatory when he turned to Galen. “Are you an animal or something?”

      Galen chuckled. “There’s no way we could spend five straight days in bed. Your granddaughter drools in her sleep, and her hair takes on a life of its own. She has to wash it every day.”

      “He’s right,” I confirmed when Wesley glanced at me.

      “And I have to feed her. Have you been around her when she misses a meal? She’s not all that pleasant when her meals aren't served like clockwork. There’s no way I could go five days without sticking to a feeding schedule.”

      “Is this your convoluted way of telling me that they’re all wrong about what a sex fiend you are?” Wesley demanded.

      “Oh, no, I’m a total sex fiend.” Galen’s smile widened. “We didn’t spend five straight days here without leaving. I had to pick up takeout, and we made regular excursions to the beach.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel better.” Wesley carried his coffee to the other side of the island and sat next to me. “What are you looking at?”

      I wasn’t embarrassed that I’d bought one of those over-the-top bride magazines, but my cheeks started burning under my grandfather’s steady scrutiny. “I was just kind of searching for some ideas.”

      “Is that so?” Wesley took the magazine from me and started flipping pages. “This one looks like a huge cotton ball. Are you going to get a dress like that?”

      I couldn’t decide if he was for or against the idea. “No. I need something that doesn’t weigh ten pounds. Despite my best efforts, I’ve never truly acclimated to the heat here. I’m a sweater.”

      “And a drooler,” Galen offered.

      I pretended he hadn’t spoken. “I want something light and simple.”

      “But you are getting married on the island?” Wesley looked genuinely worried at the prospect that he might have to go back to the mainland to watch me get married.

      “We’re definitely getting married here,” I promised. “The only one who will have to make a trip for our nuptials is my father.”

      “When is the wedding?”

      “We haven’t gotten that far yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “We’re dealing with a situation.” I was eager to change the subject. It wasn’t that I wasn’t excited about the wedding. I simply hadn’t made any decisions yet, and until I did, the whole conversation would make me antsy.

      “Yeah, I heard about Tom.” Wesley sipped his coffee. “They’re saying he died of some disease.”

      “We don’t know what he died from,” Galen cautioned as he removed the hash browns from the heat and turned to the eggs. “Steve found a weird compound in his blood. Something he’s never come across.”

      “And the woman who died on the beach yesterday?” Wesley pressed.

      “Steve is running tests,” Galen replied. “We expect to find the same compound in her blood, but the tests take time. I plan to call him after breakfast.”

      “Well, that doesn’t sound good.” Wesley shook his head. “What about that new consultant here to help us with the transition from the DDA? Have you met her?”

      “Briefly,” Galen confirmed. “She seems okay. We’ll see what she comes up with. I’ll withhold my judgement until then.”

      Wesley hummed as he flipped several more pages in the magazine. “I could pay for the wedding,” he offered. “Whatever you want, I could make it happen.”

      I was caught off guard. “That’s really sweet,” I said, grappling for how to respond. “We think we’re going to keep it small.”

      “I want to do something for you, Hadley,” Wesley insisted. “You’re my only grandchild.”

      I was at a loss.

      “We’ll keep you in the loop on plans,” Galen said as he started doling out food onto plates. “Right now, we’re talking about an intimate sunset ceremony with a beach reception. Hadley wants a million twinkle lights and a champagne fountain that’s blue. That’s as far as we’ve gotten.”

      Wesley grinned. “You need a big cake even if you’re having a small wedding. I could buy the cake.”

      Galen slid plates in front of Wesley and me. “That sounds great. Hadley needs to pick the design. I don’t care what it looks like as long as it’s good. She has to handle the rest of it.”

      “I can go on cake tastings with you,” Wesley offered. “I’m uniquely qualified for that.”

      Galen paused before he joined us on the other side of the island. “There are cake tastings?”

      Wesley bobbed his head. “How else do you decide on a flavor?”

      “Man, I don’t want to be cut out of cake tasting. You can make the ultimate decision, Hadley, but if someone is going to give me a million little cakes and let me go nuts, I’m not missing that.” Before he could sit down, his phone beeped. “Son of a witch,” he groused as he trudged back to the other side of the counter to retrieve his phone.

      I felt bad for him. He’d toiled over breakfast, and now he likely wasn’t going to get to enjoy it. I shoveled food into my mouth as I watched him read his phone screen. When he looked up, it was impossible to miss the dumbfounded disbelief on his face.

      “What is it?” Wesley asked before I could.

      “We have two more bodies.”

      I froze, my fork halfway to my mouth. “Like Tom and Chloe?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who?” Wesley asked.

      “Nathan Rose and an unidentified woman.” Galen sent me a significant look. We knew the woman he’d been with. “They were found on Nathan’s front lawn this morning. They’d been dead for a few hours, and both had blood caked on their cheeks, as if they’d been crying it.”

      I’d officially lost my appetite. “How?”

      “I don’t know.” He held out his hands. “I think it’s obvious this wasn’t a one-time thing.”

      I didn’t like what he was suggesting. “What do we do?”

      “We go to Nathan’s house.” Galen grabbed his plate and started wolfing down his food. How he had an appetite after learning what he’d just learned was beyond me. I was most definitely done.

      “What should we be on the lookout for?” Wesley asked. Much like me, he’d lost interest in his breakfast.

      “We’re behind on this one,” I said. “Everybody is dead—or minutes from death—before we even know they’re infected.”

      “This is going to fire up the gossip mill,” Wesley warned. “It won’t be good.”

      Galen swallowed the last of his food and then straightened. “There’s nothing I can do about that now. I don’t even know what we’re looking for.”

      “Well, you’d better find out, or this island is going to devolve into paranoia. We both know what’s going to happen if people start freaking out.”

      Galen nodded. “Nothing good.”
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      Galen drove to the scene, and we ended up in the hills that looked down on Moonstone Bay, where the rich and powerful lived.

      “Can you ever see yourself living up here?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Never?”

      He shook his head. “I lived up here when I was a kid. It was lonely. Booker was here, but we spent half our time fighting.”

      “They weren’t real fights.”

      “No, but Lilac wasn’t here. Aurora wasn’t here. If I wanted to spend time with my friends, I had to go to the town. I started associating the town with fun. I’ve never been able to shake that.”

      Slowly, Galen tracked his gaze to me. “Do you want to live up here?” He seemed thrown at the possibility.

      “And leave the lighthouse? Absolutely not. I love living on the beach. I just wanted to make sure that you were getting what you needed.”

      “I’ve got you, Hadley. I have everything I need. Besides, I like living on the beach too. There is one thing, though.”

      “Is this going to be bad?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I was thinking we could add on to the main floor a bit. We need an extra room to use as an office, and a guest room.”

      “That kind of makes sense.”

      “It doesn’t have to be done right away,” he assured me. “The thing is, well, we need space for kids too. One room won’t do it. If we’re going to have construction done on the lighthouse, we need to have a proper designer come up with a plan.”

      “One kid,” I warned. “Maybe two if the first one isn’t annoying.”

      Galen barked out a laugh. “I can live with that.” His smile disappeared when he pulled into the driveway of the massive mansion to our left. Emergency vehicles, including the medical examiner’s van, clogged the drive.

      “What do we have?” Galen demanded as he hopped out of his truck. He didn’t look over his shoulder to make sure I was following.

      “They’re over here,” Grant replied. “One of the neighbors—Katharine Delacroix—was jogging this morning. She happened to see them when passing by.”

      Galen strode to the east side of the lawn. There, Nathan Rose—wearing nothing but boxer shorts that had somehow slipped down his thighs—was supine on the ground, his arms extended on either side. He appeared to have died staring at the sky … with blood tears dripping down his cheeks.

      I frowned. “It’s like he was worshipping the moon,” I mused.

      Galen shot me a quick look. “Like Chloe mentioned.”

      I nodded before focusing on Nathan again. The woman was on the ground next to him. The woman also had blood tears crusted on her face. She was naked and had contorted herself into a weird pretzel shape. She appeared to be looking at the woods.

      “I can’t believe she died like that,” I muttered.

      Galen placed his hand briefly on my back. “What can you tell me?” he asked an approaching Steve.

      “Not much,” Steve replied. There was nothing jovial about him today. He looked as if he didn’t even have the energy to fake it. “Just like before,” he said. “Except these two died together.”

      “Why in the yard?”

      “I have no idea.” Steve held out his hands. “I’m going to run tests, but I’m assuming the compound I found in Tom’s body will be present in these two. The tests on Chloe came through overnight. It was in her body in even larger concentrations. I don’t expect it to be any different here.”

      “And you still don’t know what it is,” Galen surmised.

      Steve shook his head. “I’m still working on it.”

      Galen dragged a hand through his hair and shook his head. “Where is Robin? Has anybody seen her?”

      “She’s on her way,” Grant replied. “She was on this morning’s flight.”

      Galen’s forehead creased.

      “Robin was on the mainland,” Grant explained. “Apparently, her mother is in a home there and had some issues. Robin left a week ago to be with her. She wasn’t scheduled to come home until today. One of the neighbors told us. I guess it was common knowledge.”

      “I bet the fact that he was schtupping the shot girl at Shot Through the Heart wasn’t common knowledge,” Galen countered.

      Steve frowned. “Are you talking about Cassandra?” He glanced down at the dead girl. “I see why you would assume that—especially since you don’t spend a lot of time at Shot Through the Heart—but that’s not Cassandra.”

      Galen looked harder at the dead woman. “I could’ve sworn that was her.”

      “I spend a decent amount of time at that place,” Steve replied. “That’s not her.”

      “Who is she?” Galen asked.

      “Don’t know,” Steve replied. “Maybe there’s information inside. Like a purse or something.”

      Galen was quiet for several seconds as he worked it out in his head. “We have an unknown female who was hooking up with Nathan when his wife was out of town. How much do you want to bet that Robin had no idea her husband was having an affair?”

      “Maybe he wasn’t,” I suggested. “Maybe it’s something that came to fruition after she left.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to make her feel any better,” Galen noted as a familiar vehicle pulled up in front of the house. It was Booker’s bus, and he was behind the wheel. He often served as an island taxi of sorts. There was a woman in the back seat, her eyes glued on the house. “And here she is now.”

      “Do you want me to cover the bodies?” Steve asked.

      Galen shook his head. “She’s going to find out anyway. I want to see her reaction.”

      “In case she did this?”

      “I don’t think she did this, but I have to be sure.”

      “Well, good luck.” Steve winced as Robin exited the van and emitted an inhuman screech. “I think you’re going to need it.”

      

      IT TOOK GALEN TWENTY MINUTES TO calm Robin down. He ushered her inside the house and set her up at a kitchen table. He then made tea and doted on her, which allowed me to look around the house. He admonished me not to touch anything, but he needn’t have bothered. I’d been to enough crime scenes with him to know the drill.

      I found a purse behind the living room chair before returning to the kitchen. I held it up by the strap so Galen could see it and ignored the dirty look he shot me.

      “What did I say about touching things?” he demanded as he took it from me.

      “It’s not as if I opened it,” I said. “It was behind one of those ugly chairs in the living room. The ones that look like they have feet.”

      Robin was appalled. “Excuse me! Those chairs were handed down to us from Nathan’s mother. They’re antiques.”

      “That doesn’t mean they’re not ugly,” I replied.

      Robin glared a beat longer and then turned to Galen. “What happened here, Sheriff?” she demanded.

      “We don’t know.” Galen used his most reasonable tone. “I need some information from you, Robin.”

      “I wasn’t even here,” she shot back.

      “How did you leave things with Nathan before you departed?”

      Robin blinked. “Is that a trick question?”

      “I need to know.”

      “Things were fine. They were normal. He dropped me at the airport and said he would pick me up. That’s why I was surprised he wasn’t there this morning. Nathan is nothing if not punctual.”

      It didn’t sound like a compliment.

      “Did you talk to Nathan while you were on the mainland?” Galen asked.

      Robin shifted on her chair. “No, but I wasn’t expecting to. I had to deal with my mother. I texted him a few times.”

      “Did he respond?”

      “He did the first day. After that, no. I assumed he was dealing with DDA issues. He’s been consumed with it of late.” Her eyes flicked to the window, where activity could be seen through the paned glass. “I guess I should’ve called someone and had them check on him.”

      “I’m not sure it would’ve mattered,” Galen replied. He dug in the purse I’d brought him until he came back with a wallet. He frowned when he pulled out a license. “Lanie Hamilton,” he read aloud. “She was twenty-two and from Minneapolis.”

      Now it was my turn to frown. “How did she get here from Minneapolis?”

      “She could’ve come on vacation,” Galen said. “She could’ve signed up with the temporary workers guild. That’s where we get a lot of our seasonal staff. They come here, stay in barracks not far from the docks, work for a year and make a mint, and then they go on their way.”

      I thought about the willowy blonde we’d met the night before. “How did she end up letting Nathan bone her?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Robin stirred. “You don’t know they were having an affair,” she challenged. “They could’ve been … helping each other with something.” Even Robin didn’t look convinced.

      “Yes, he was helping her with her thong,” I muttered.

      Galen shot me a quelling look before focusing his full attention on Robin. “We think they were together. Sexually.” He looked uncomfortable. “That doesn’t mean they were doing it willingly.”

      Robin’s eyebrows hopped on her over-Botoxed forehead. “What does that mean?”

      “This isn’t the first time we’ve seen the blood tears.” Calmly, in his most rational voice, Galen told Robin about Tom and Chloe.

      “So what?” Robin demanded when he finished. “Are you saying Nathan was somehow forced to be with this woman?”

      “We don’t know,” Galen replied. “We’re still trying to figure things out.”

      To my utter surprise, Robin pointed a finger at me. “It’s her. She’s the witch on the island.”

      I balked. “Hey! I’m just standing here.”

      “She doesn’t have a motive,” Galen pointed out.

      “Yes, she does,” Robin insisted. “She hates the DDA. Nathan was with the group figuring out how to return the DDA to its former glory. She doesn’t want that, so she killed him.”

      I turned my wide eyes to Galen. “I’ve got it, Hadley,” he said. “Let’s say that’s true, Robin. What would be Hadley’s motivation for killing Tom? He wasn’t on the DDA. He wasn’t even DDA adjacent.”

      “Maybe it was a test run,” Robin suggested.

      “She never even met Tom.”

      Robin tapped her bottom lip. “Maybe she wanted to test the spell on a random dude, and Tom was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time,” she suggested after several seconds.

      “Or maybe someone else is to blame,” Galen replied. “I think this was caused by someone else. Someone with a clear agenda. We have to figure out who.”

      “And then what?” Robin shrieked. “That won’t change the fact that my husband is dead. It won’t stop people from gossiping. He was forced to be with this woman against his will.”

      “It likely wasn’t Nathan’s fault,” Galen agreed, “but we saw him at the beach restaurant last night. He didn’t look like he was suffering.”

      “You saw him with that woman?” Robin’s eyes threatened to bug out of her head. “You saw him with that tart and didn’t say anything?”

      “It wasn’t my place to say anything,” Galen replied calmly. “I did ask about you.”

      “He did,” I confirmed. “He was trying to make Nathan uncomfortable.”

      Robin shot me a look of loathing. “Well, that makes things all right, doesn’t it?”

      “I’m going for full disclosure,” Galen replied. “I don’t know what else I can offer you.”

      “There’s nothing,” Robin said. “There’s nothing you can offer me. My husband is dead. He was with a tart. That will be his legacy.” Robin slumped in her chair. “I won’t be able to keep the house without him, even factoring in the life insurance. Do you know what that means?”

      I was officially dumbfounded.

      “I’ll have to move down there.” She gave a vague wave. “Could my life get any worse?”

      That was what she was worried about?

      “Yes, well, we’ll be in touch when we know more.” Galen kept the purse as he ushered me to the door. He looked frustrated but kept his mouth shut until we were out of Robin’s hearing. “What a freak,” he grumbled as we walked through the front door.

      “I can’t believe that she only cares about having to move from the hill,” I admitted. “That’s just so … wrong.” I glanced at him. “We should definitely stay where we are. I’m never going to care about living on a hill if you’re dead in the yard.”

      “Aw, so sweet.” Galen gave me a rueful smile before returning his attention to the purse. “We need to find where Lanie was before she came out here.”

      “If she came from Minneapolis, she was probably at one of the hotels, or those barracks you mentioned.”

      Galen pulled out his phone. “I can rule out the barracks with one phone call.”

      I left him to make his call and moved back to where the bodies were being zipped into bags. Steve was taking no chances. His assistants wore specialized suits from head to toe, gloves on their hands, and masks on their faces.

      “Do you think it’s airborne?” I asked.

      “Likely not,” he replied. “The entire island would be crawling with it if it were. This is just a precaution.”

      I nodded. “It has to be pointed, right? It’s a pointed spell.”

      “I’m not an expert on spells, but that makes sense.”

      I was a witch, but I was hardly an expert on spells. “Maybe the key is the fact that Lanie and Chloe were both out-of-towners.”

      “Maybe,” Steve replied. “Nathan and Tom didn’t have much in common. Chloe and Lanie—is that her name?—have more in common.”

      “We found her purse inside,” I volunteered. “Galen is trying to figure out if she was staying at the barracks or one of the hotels.”

      Galen joined us. “She wasn’t a hotel employee,” he said. “I think that means she had to be a guest. We should head there next.”

      “I’m up for that.”

      He attempted a smile. “I need you to come up with something beyond confirmation that the compound is in their blood,” he instructed Steve. “There must be a way to neutralize this compound.”

      “I’ll do my best, but it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen,” Steve replied. “This sort of thing takes time.”

      “I get that.” Galen looked pained. “Why Tom and Nathan?”

      I knew what was really bothering him. The fact that we’d seen Nathan and Lanie together the previous evening would torture him. “There was no way you could’ve known,” I said. “They weren’t acting out of sorts. There was no blood coming from their eyes.”

      Steve’s eyebrows winged up. “You saw them last night?”

      Galen nodded. “He pressed me on my opinion regarding the DDA. He got my hackles up. I thought it was weird he was with a woman I didn’t recognize, but I just assumed he was being a douche.”

      “With Nathan, that was always a safe assumption.”

      “Now I have to wonder if there was something I could’ve done to stop this,” Galen continued. “It’s frustrating.”

      “Odds are there’s nothing you could’ve done,” Steve said. “I’ll keep searching for an answer. That’s the best I can do.”

      “It’s the best I can do too,” Galen replied. “What a freaking mess.”
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      Galen was quiet during the ride back to town, and I had a feeling I knew why.

      “You couldn’t have known last night,” I said as he parked in the hotel lot. “They weren’t acting out of sorts.”

      “He wasn’t with his wife,” Galen pointed out.

      “Men cheat on their wives. You couldn’t have known. That chick was hot.”

      Galen’s chuckle was light. “You’re hotter. And, for the record, I would never cheat on you. That’s something you never have to worry about.”

      “I know.” I meant it. That didn’t stop me from adding in an unwanted caveat. “Unless you were hit with a lust spell—which seems to be what we’re dealing with—and you were forced to go at it with another woman.”

      Galen’s forehead creased. “Well, that’s a cheery thought,” he complained.

      “I’m just saying.” I held out my hands and lifted my shoulders. “Under those circumstances, you wouldn’t have a choice.”

      “Won’t happen.”

      “It could.”

      “It won’t,” he gritted out. “Stop doing … whatever it is you’re doing.”

      It was too much for him to consider on top of everything else. “It won’t happen to us. We have to figure out why it happened to these people.”

      “It would be easier if there was a connection between Tom and Nathan,” Galen groused. “They didn’t exactly run in the same circles.”

      “The women were both newcomers to the island,” I mused. “Maybe…” I trailed off, a hint of an idea forming.

      “Maybe what?” Galen prodded.

      “Maybe someone is trying to send a message to tourists.”

      “That if they come here, they’re going to screw strange men and die?”

      “That might be a bit literal, but kind of,” I confirmed. “Maybe someone is trying to mess with tourism.”

      “It’s an odd way to go about that. I need to think about it.” He withdrew his key from the ignition and regarded me with a serious look. “Before we go inside, there’s one thing I need to tell you.”

      “I know you would never cheat on me,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. You’re all I want. I need you to acknowledge that because this whole thing has me freaked out.

      “Nathan didn’t surprise me,” he continued. “He’s a douche. He’s always been a douche. I’d never known him to cheat on his wife, but it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. He’s never been what I would consider a good guy.

      “Tom’s a different story.” He took on a far-off look. “He loved Annabelle beyond reason. He’s mourned her for the twenty years since her death. If Tom could be affected by this spell…”

      “Even in the end he wanted Annabelle,” I reminded him. “He was being forced to do some odd things, but he still wanted his wife.”

      Galen gripped my hand tightly. “I’ll always want you.”

      His determination made me smile. “I’ll always want you too.”

      

      THE HOTEL BUSTLED WITH ACTIVITY. Those arriving on Robin’s flight were there to claim their rooms for the week. Others were checking out. I knew from living on the island for months now that a ship would be leaving in a few hours.

      Galen cut through the people—ignoring the grumbling—and stopped in front of Sierra at the front desk. He was well aware she had a crush on him, so he unleashed his most devastating smile. “Hey, Sierra.”

      Sierra batted her eyelashes when she saw him. She didn’t bother looking at me, which wasn’t unusual. “Galen, this is a surprise.”

      “A good surprise, I hope.” Galen slipped into flirt mode. It was a reflex. He was interested in making his life easier, and he was willing to use whatever means necessary. “I need your help.”

      “Sure,” Sierra purred, leaning forward. “What do you need?”

      “I need to know about Lanie Hamilton.” Galen pulled out the license he’d taken from the purse and slid it to Sierra. “We believe she was staying here last week.”

      Sierra took the license. Her disappointment was palpable when she realized Galen was here for work reasons. “Let me check.” She started typing, her shoulders slumping. “Here she is. Um … hmm.” Sierra cocked her head. “It says here that she arrived on the flight a week ago. She was due to stay with us the entire week, but she checked out early.”

      “When?” Galen asked.

      “Two nights ago. She didn’t spend the last two nights here.” Sierra raised her eyes expectantly. “What’s going on? Does this have something to do with what’s happening up the hill? People are saying that something bad happened at Nathan Rose’s house.”

      “I’m not at liberty to talk about that just yet,” Galen replied blandly. “Does Nathan ever come here?”

      “I don’t see him often, but he visits the bar sometimes,” Sierra replied. “I’ve heard people talking about it. Apparently, the entire DDA—well, what’s left of them—have been having drinks here every few days.”

      My interest was officially piqued. “What do they talk about?”

      Sierra shot me a derisive look. “I don’t believe I’m at liberty to say,” she taunted.

      Galen graced me with an amused look. “Have they been meeting just the last two weeks?”

      Sierra shook her head. “The DDA used to meet in the bar once a month before all the hoopla.” She rested her elbows on the counter and stared at him adoringly. “I heard you really put them in their place. It’s about time somebody did. They’ve been out of control for a long time.”

      “It wasn’t me,” Galen replied. “I had a hand in it, but it was mostly Hadley.”

      Sierra’s lips curved into a sneer. “Hadley. Of course.” She flicked her eyes back to Galen. “Do you need anything else?”

      “Did Lanie check in with anybody?” he asked.

      “It doesn’t say here. I see too many faces to remember her. The only thing of note on her bill is that she charged a bunch of bar tabs to her room.”

      “From the bar here?” Galen asked.

      “Yup.”

      “I guess I need to head over there then.”

      “We have a new bartender. Her name is Becky Thompson. She’s cute, but nowhere near as cute as me.” The way Sierra wiggled in her chair told me she expected Galen to agree.

      “Good to know.” Galen winked at her and then prodded me toward the bar. He smiled at several guests as we passed. “You need to stop letting her get to you. Half the reason she falls all over me is because she knows it irritates you.”

      That was a load of crap. “She falls all over you because she’s convinced that you’ll see the error of your ways and throw me over so you can date her.”

      “She doesn’t think that.”

      “Maybe not in an egomaniacal way,” I agreed. “Like … she’s not actively planning how to get me out of your life, but she would happily throw me a wake if I were to trip and drown in the bathtub.”

      “You’re exaggerating.”

      “What do you expect this new bartender, who is cute but not as cute as Sierra, to tell you?”

      “I’m looking for a pattern of behavior.”

      “And if she has gossip on the DDA meetings we didn’t know were taking place?”

      “That would be the icing on the cake.”

      

      THE BAR WAS MOSTLY EMPTY. The few occupied tables were tucked away in corners.

      “Do locals having affairs come here for cocktails and hide among the tourists?”

      Amusement flitted across Galen’s face. “Why would you assume that?”

      “Look around. I’m pretty sure that’s the guy who operates the forklift on the dock. I’ve seen his girlfriend. That’s not her.”

      Galen followed my finger. “Yeah, that’s Reggie. And you’re right, that’s not Clara.”

      As if sensing we were looking at him, Reggie glanced up, and then slouched in the booth.

      “This is gross,” I decided. “Why even bother having a girlfriend or wife if all you want to do is cheat on them?”

      “It takes a certain mindset,” Galen replied. “I can’t explain it. There’s no point in pledging yourself to someone if you don’t want to be with that someone.” He headed toward the bar.

      At first glance, the new bartender could be described as perky. She was cute, in a freckles-on-the-bridge-of-the-nose sort of way. She was dressed in khaki shorts and a polo shirt with the resort’s name emblazoned on it. Her shoulder-length brown hair was brushed and in place. Her makeup was minimal. Her smile, however, was bright enough to illuminate the room.

      “Taking a break from the sun?” she asked as we sat at barstools. “How about something fruity?”

      Galen responded by flashing his badge.

      “I’ll take something fruity,” I said.

      Galen slid me a sidelong look. “It’s not even noon.”

      “I’m not an official consultant on this one. I’ll have a piña colada.”

      Becky nodded and waited for Galen’s order. If she was bothered by him flashing his badge, she didn’t show it.

      “I’ll have an iced tea,” he said. “So will she. No piña colada for her. She’s on the clock.”

      “Aw.” My lower lip came out to play. When I pouted, it didn’t take long for him to crumble.

      Apparently, that wasn’t on the agenda today, because he didn’t back down. “I have some questions.”

      “Okay.” Becky bobbed her head.

      “I need to know if you recognize her.” He slid Lanie’s license onto the bar and waited for Becky to return with our iced teas.

      Becky’s brow furrowed as she studied the photo. “Yeah, I remember her. She was a guest.”

      “Was?” Galen prodded.

      “She checked out the other night. I remember because there was a big to-do about it.”

      “Meaning?”

      “She hooked up with a guy—a local—and he suggested she come to his place. She thought that sounded like a great idea because it would save her money. He waited down here while she packed, and then they were gone.”

      Galen typed on his phone and then held it up for Becky to see. “Do you recognize him?”

      Becky nodded almost immediately. “That’s the guy.” She wiped her hands on her apron. “Did they get in some sort of trouble? I warned her that maybe it wasn’t a good idea to move in with a guy she’d just met, but she really wasn’t interested in what I had to say.”

      “Do you know how they met?”

      “I wasn’t paying that close of attention.” Becky looked distinctly uncomfortable. “The guy didn’t come in with her. In fact, he wasn’t even paying attention to her when he first got here. He was with other people.”

      A muscle worked in Galen’s jaw, and he started typing on his phone again. This time when he held it up, there was a group photo on the screen. “Which ones were with him?”

      Becky chewed her bottom lip. “I don’t want to cause trouble.”

      “I’m not asking you to cause trouble,” Galen replied evenly. “This is a serious investigation. Several people are dead.”

      “This Lanie woman and the guy she left with?”

      “They are among the dead,” Galen confirmed.

      Becky took the phone and studied it. “These three.” She pointed to several people in turn. “Who are they?”

      “Former colleagues of the dead man,” Galen replied.

      I was gratified to note that Becky hadn’t pointed to Galen’s mother when identifying Nathan’s meeting buddies. That meant, at least for the time being, Marjory was staying true to her word and steering clear of any efforts the former DDA board was mustering to push back against the edict that had been laid down weeks ago.

      “Do you think they had something to do with what happened?” Becky looked perplexed.

      “I’m not leaning toward that idea,” Galen replied. “What I am curious about is how, exactly, Lanie and Nathan ended up together.” He sipped his iced tea and waited. His gaze was pointed.

      “I don’t know,” Becky replied. “It was busy that night. I haven’t been here that long, and I’m still getting the lay of the land. I know the guy was at the table with those other people—they were in that far corner and seemed to want to be left alone—and the girl was hanging out with some other girls.”

      Galen perked up. “I didn’t realize she was traveling with people.”

      “I’m not sure she was,” Becky hedged. “I can’t declare that with any degree of certainty. What I can say is that she was hanging out with a different group of girls, and they were getting their drink on and having a good time.”

      “Then what?” Galen prodded.

      “They were having a good time, laughing. They weren’t too loud, so I didn’t get on their case. After ten o’clock, I’m supposed to start quieting people down or directing them to outside bars so they don’t agitate the other guests.”

      “I get it,” Galen said. “I’m not trying to get anybody in trouble. I just want a feeling for how it went down.”

      He had a way of commanding without terrifying those he was interrogating.

      “I can’t help being nervous,” she admitted. “Knowing they’re both dead…”

      “There was nothing you could’ve done,” Galen assured her. “We saw them together last night. They seemed fine.”

      “I still feel terrible about it.”

      “Join the club.” Galen smiled. “None of this is your fault,” he assured her. “I just need to know what happened. We’re trying to put together a timeline.”

      Becky exhaled heavily. “The older people—the ones in the photo—were in that booth over there for about two hours. They wanted fresh drinks every thirty minutes; otherwise, they wanted to be left alone.

      “Lanie’s group was having a good time,” she continued. “There was a lot of giggling. Then she and that other guy—I think you called him Nathan—were at a different booth. They hadn’t been interacting before they were suddenly together.”

      Galen nodded. “Okay.”

      “They drank together for about an hour,” Becky said. “They started out across from each other but were in each other’s laps before I even realized what was happening.”

      “Were they drunk?”

      “They were tipsy but not falling-down drunk. It was like some sort of switch was flipped inside of them. One minute they were strangers, and the next they were convinced they would die if they didn’t end up together. It was creepy.”

      “And they just decided that Lanie was going to check out of her room and go back to Nathan’s house?” I asked.

      “He said he had a hot tub,” Becky replied. “Lanie gushed about how she’d always wanted to get naked in a hot tub. She went upstairs to pack her stuff, checked out, and then they were gone. I haven’t seen them since.”

      Galen polished off the rest of his iced tea as he darted me an unreadable look. “Basically, you’re saying it started with combustible lust.”

      “It seemed to come out of the blue,” Becky confirmed.

      “How did they go from combustible lust to their insides exploding?” he mused.

      Becky made a horrified face. “What?”

      “Never mind.” Galen waved his hand quickly. “We appreciate your time.”

      “That’s it?” Becky asked. “That’s all you want?”

      “For now. We’ll be back if we have more questions.” He dug into his wallet and grabbed a twenty to throw on the bar. “Welcome to Moonstone Bay. I hope you enjoy your new job.”

      “Thanks.” Conflict lined Becky’s features as she took the twenty. “I’ll be around if you need more.”
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      We decided on a quick lunch after leaving the resort. We went to Lilac’s bar. Booker, Aurora, and Brody were grouped around a table when we entered, so we joined them. Lilac brought iced teas but no menus when she approached.

      “We have shrimp tacos on special,” she announced.

      “I’ll take those,” Galen said.

      I wasn’t big on seafood in tacos—to me, that was just sacrilegious—so I opted for chicken tacos. Lilac’s smile when she returned after placing our orders told me that she was about to give us a hard time.

      “I was starting to think that we would never see you guys again,” she teased as Galen rubbed my back. “Are you done being sex fiends?”

      “Not even close,” Galen replied. “I…” His attention was diverted by a woman getting up from a table about ten feet away.

      I followed his gaze to the pretty blonde, taking in her sharp suit and perfect hair before turning back to him. “It’s polite not to openly gawk when your fiancée is sitting right next to you,” I admonished.

      He shot me a quelling look and then straightened. “Ms. Gilmore.” He extended his hand when she approached the table.

      “Jenna,” she corrected with a warm smile. “You don’t have to be so proper with me, sheriff.”

      “If I’m going to call you Jenna, you must call me Galen.” He looked as if he was about to blush.

      I planted my elbow in his ribs. Hard. “Why don’t you introduce us?” I prodded.

      Galen chuckled. “Sorry. Jenna Gilmore, these are my friends. This is Booker, Lilac Meadows, Aurora King, Brody Borden, and Hadley Hunter.”

      I worked overtime to keep my face impassive. Friend? I was his friend?

      “Jenna is the consultant joining us from the mainland,” Galen explained. “She’ll be instructing us on changing from our current government to something a little more traditional.”

      Realization washed over me. He wasn’t flirting with this woman. She made him uncomfortable for other reasons. “It’s nice to meet you,” I said.

      “You too.” Jenna’s smile was warm. “You’re the fiancée, right? I’ve heard nothing but good things about you from everyone I’ve met. You’re all people talk about.”

      I wasn’t certain what to make of that. “Oh, well…”

      “Not in a bad way,” she assured me. “Galen has mentioned you more than once. Since we’ve only met twice, that’s quite the feat.”

      I shot a curious look at Galen, who appeared chagrined, but managed to keep my smile in place. “Well, I’m glad he’s been hyping me up.”

      Jenna laughed, accidentally bumping into the iced tea glasses that Lilac had left for us at the end of the table. “Oh, sorry.” She grabbed the glasses before they tipped. “I almost made a mess.”

      “Here.” Galen took the glasses from her and slid them in front of us. “Please join us.”

      I wasn’t keen on having an outsider at our table when I wanted to catch our friends up on the events of the day.

      “Well, just for a few minutes.” Jenna sat in the open chair. “I have to go to one of the farms in a few minutes, and I could use some advice. It’s my understanding that the individual I’m meeting is a bit … set in his ways.”

      I stiffened in my chair.

      “Wesley Durham?” Galen asked.

      Jenna nodded. “You know him?”

      “I do,” Galen confirmed. “He’s not as bad as most people think.”

      “He’s also Hadley’s grandfather,” Booker added pointedly. “He’s a good guy, but he is set in his ways.”

      “My understanding is that he’s the head of the opposition, so whatever we decide for the island will need his seal of approval,” Jenna noted. “I want to sit down with him, get his ideas down, and then start coming up with a plan.”

      “Do you deal with this often?” Lilac asked. “Entire forms of government being upended, I mean.”

      “In some ways,” Jenna hedged. “I don’t think I’ve dealt with anything exactly like this. Who puts the DDA in charge of local government?”

      “Such a good question,” I muttered.

      “We obviously weren’t here when it started,” Galen said. “I believe they were hopeful for a different sort of government back in the day. Unfortunately, like with any form of government, the individuals in power grew greedier with time.”

      “Your mother was on the DDA if I’m not mistaken.” Jenna looked uncomfortable. “I asked around.”

      “She was on the DDA. She quit right before we stripped them of their power.”

      “That’s another thing.” Jenna shifted on her chair. “How is it that you just walked into a meeting room and told the people in charge they were no longer in power? I don’t understand how that works.”

      I didn’t blame her for asking. Unfortunately, we didn’t have an acceptable answer.

      “We just did it,” Galen replied. “Some things had occurred—things we’re really not comfortable talking about—and it became something of a standoff. We outnumbered them.”

      “Yes, but you’ve left yourself in a precarious position,” Jenna noted. “Technically, you don’t have any form of government right now.”

      “There are worse things,” Galen said. “Most of our government services—like trash pickup, deeds and birth certificates, and the court system—are still intact. We need help with the rest of it. That’s why you were brought in.”

      “I was brought in to make recommendations,” Jenna stressed. “I can’t magically fix everything with the wave of a wand. You will have to work overtime to get everything up and running.”

      “We’re up to the task.”

      Jenna remained at the table for another five minutes. Apparently, she was catching a ride with one of Galen’s deputies to Wesley’s farm. As nice as she’d been, I was relieved when she made her exit.

      “I thought you were attracted to her at first,” I admitted to Galen as I downed the rest of my iced tea. Our food hadn’t been delivered yet, but I was unbelievably thirsty. “You were acting so weird.”

      “She’s in a position of power, and she knows it,” Galen said. “The problem is, she doesn’t know everything about the situation.”

      “Meaning she doesn’t know the island is populated by paranormals,” Booker surmised. “I’m not sure she’s going to be able to help us. I think we should deal with it ourselves.”

      “That’s all well and good, but we don’t know how to set up a government.” Galen’s hand glided up and down my back. When I looked at him, he was glowering at me. “I’m kind of annoyed that you assumed I was attracted to her. Like that would ever be a thing.”

      “Oh, come on,” I countered. “Even I was impressed with how she filled out that suit. Some guys have a fetish for women in suits.”

      “I prefer my women in cutoffs and ratty tank tops.” Galen winked before nuzzling in for a kiss.

      “Knock that off.” Booker threw an ice cube at Galen and earned a dark look for the effort. “We need to know what’s going on with Nathan Rose and Tom Kent. The whole island is buzzing, but we don’t have any facts.”

      Galen reluctantly tore his attention from me and fixed it on Booker. “I can’t help it that my fiancée is the prettiest woman alive.”

      “Don’t make me punch you,” Booker threatened. “You haven’t been fighting anything but Hadley’s hormones for two weeks straight. I could totally take you.”

      Galen’s eye roll was pronounced. “Whatever.” He didn’t look frightened in the least. “As for what’s going on with Tom and Nathan, we don’t know. It’s just … weird.”

      “People are saying that Tom had taken up with a tourist,” Lilac prodded. She looked more troubled than intrigued. “Like … she was barely eighteen, and he plucked her up from the dock, took her home, and basically … um …”

      “Started banging her like a drum,” Aurora supplied.

      “As much as I don’t want to dwell on it, that’s essentially true,” Galen confirmed.

      “Ugh.” Aurora looked horrified. “He was ancient. How did he even get it up for a teenager?”

      “She wasn’t a teenager,” Galen clarified. “She was in her twenties.”

      “Early twenties?”

      He nodded.

      “That doesn’t make it any better,” Aurora argued.

      “That whole situation is odd.” Galen’s fingers danced over the back of my neck, causing the hair there to stand on end. My skin was suddenly alive, and I felt his every touch down to my bones.

      “We already know the situation is odd,” Aurora argued. “What we don’t know are the details.”

      “All I know is that Tom happened to be at the Shanty the day Chloe’s ship landed at the dock. Somehow, they crossed paths.”

      “And that’s it?” Booker demanded. “They crossed paths and somehow ended up in bed for several days?”

      Galen squirmed on his chair. “That seems to be the gist of it.”

      “It’s so gross,” Aurora complained. “He could’ve been her grandfather.”

      “And then some,” Brody agreed, wrinkling his nose. “How did he end up at Coladas with a gun?”

      “That makes things even weirder,” Galen admitted. “He went there looking for Drew. Apparently, he thought Drew had taken up with Annabelle. He wasn’t looking for Chloe.”

      “Annabelle who has been dead for twenty years?” Aurora asked.

      “She’s the one.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Join the club.” Galen leaned in and brushed a kiss against my cheek. I wasn’t expecting it, but it was ridiculously sensual and welcome. He ignored the dirty look Booker shot him and continued. “Tom was not in his right mind when we got to him. He thought Hadley was the devil.”

      Aurora perked up. “Well—”

      Galen silenced her with a look. “He pointed his shotgun at her. I grabbed it, so when it went off, it was angled into the ceiling. Then I shoved him. He went down and didn’t get back up.”

      “Did he hit his head?” Lilac asked.

      “Not as far as anybody can tell. When Steve did the autopsy, he said that every organ inside of Tom had exploded.”

      “Ugh.” Lilac looked as if she was going to fall over. “How did that happen?”

      “We don’t know.” Galen lifted one shoulder. “He found a compound in Tom’s blood, something he can’t identify. While we were trying to figure out what was going on with Tom, we tracked down Drew.”

      “Speaking of disgusting people,” Booker groused.

      “He’s still disgusting, and we’re going to have to do something about that,” Galen noted. “He acknowledged running into Tom and Chloe days before. He had sex with Chloe, and she took off. Then he ran into her again when she was out alone. This would’ve been before Tom lost it, but after dinner. He used his abilities on Chloe because he thought she was hot.”

      “That did it.” Booker slammed his hand down on the table. “Something definitely needs to be done about him. He makes us all look bad.”

      “We have to deal with our current problem first.” Galen was grim. “Drew told us that Chloe woke up after their night together and was … upset. She was angry at herself, frustrated with him.”

      “Well, yeah. He convinced her she had feelings for him and then used her for sex,” Aurora snapped. “Seriously, we need to cut that guy’s tiny thing off. Then we can throw it around like a Vienna sausage.”

      Booker, Brody, and Galen squirmed in unison—which made me grin.

      “I called you guys because Drew mentioned she was crying blood,” Galen continued. “You guys found her, but you saw what happened. It was already too late.”

      “And you don’t know why she died?” Aurora asked.

      “Her insides exploded like Tom’s,” Galen replied. “The same compound was found in her blood.”

      “What about Nathan Rose?” Lilac asked.

      “That’s also an interesting story.” Galen scratched his cheek. “Hadley and I went out for a romantic dinner last night.”

      “Isn’t that all you do?” Booker sneered. “That and rolling around on the beach. People have seen you, by the way. You might want to move the celebrating indoors.”

      Galen murdered him with a glare. “Are you trying to bug me?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re doing a good job of it.” Galen shot him a sarcastic thumbs-up before returning to the story. “Nathan was with a woman we didn’t recognize.”

      “Actually, Galen thought she was the shot girl from that bar downtown,” I interjected. “I wanted to know how he recognized her, but he played coy.”

      “Oh, good,” Booker drawled. “This is just what we need. A fake fight so you guys can spend the rest of the day at home, in bed, and pretending to make up.”

      “Now you’re talking,” Galen said with a grin. He tugged my chair closer to his, and we leaned on one another for the conversation. His body was warm— warmer than usual—and it made me think his mind was running to lusty places. I wasn’t opposed to it, but in the back of my mind I knew we had other things on which to focus. I couldn’t seem to force myself to care.

      “Finish the story,” Booker demanded.

      “There’s not much to tell,” Galen replied. “Nathan approached our table to lodge his opinion on why the DDA should be reinstated. He was annoyed when I explained why that wasn’t going to happen. Then he left with the woman we thought was the shot girl from Shot Through the Heart.”

      “Obviously she wasn’t the shot girl,” Aurora noted.

      Galen shook his head. “Her name was Lanie Hamilton. She arrived on last week’s flight. She was staying at the resort until two nights ago, when Nathan met with several other members of the DDA in the hotel bar. She was there partying with some other guests. Somehow, she and Nathan ended up in the same booth climbing one another.”

      “Kind of like you two are now?” Booker challenged.

      The look Galen shot him was withering. “We’re engaged and celebrating true love. Nathan and Lanie didn’t appear to know one another and then immediately decided to play a rousing game of Hungry Hungry Hippos with their tongues.”

      Booker pursed his lips. “And now they’re dead.”

      Galen leaned his head against mine, as if offering solace. All I could think about was how good he felt against me. It was weird … and yet kind of nice. It was way better than looking at bodies and interviewing witnesses. That was for sure.

      “I heard they were found on the front lawn together,” Aurora said. “Naked.”

      “Mostly naked,” Galen confirmed. “Their bodies were positioned in such a way that it would make it difficult for sex, but they obviously died quickly.”

      “With blood tears dried on their faces,” I added.

      “What’s causing it?” Brody asked.

      “I figure it has to be a spell of some sort, or some kind of magical potion,” Galen said. “There’s nothing tying the two couples together.”

      “What I find interesting is that even though he was supposed to be under a spell, when Tom went looking for his lost love, he was asking for Annabelle,” Lilac noted.

      “Yeah, I can’t help but feel that’s important too,” Galen admitted. “It’s frightening knowing that there’s some sort of force out there that could make you couple with someone against your will.”

      “How cute,” Booker teased. “You’re worried someone will drag you away from Hadley’s burning loins.”

      “Gross.” I reached across the table and flicked his ear. “Don’t say gross stuff like that.”

      “You really shouldn’t comment on her burning loins,” Lilac said in her most reasonable tone as she stared down her boyfriend. “It’s kind of gauche.”

      “Duly noted.” Booker winked at her.

      “Oh, gross,” I said in an exaggerated voice. “You guys are being disgusting and acting like teenagers. It’s just too much to handle.”

      Galen chuckled as he settled his arm around my back and tugged me practically onto his lap. It wasn’t appropriate for us to act that way in public, and yet he didn’t seem to care.

      “Nothing we do is as gross as what you two are doing right now,” Booker shot back. “I thought you were trying to emerge from your sex cocoon and rejoin the real world.”

      “Baby steps,” Galen said on a laugh before he kissed the corner of my mouth.  “Don’t give us grief. We’re celebrating the first step of the rest of our lives.”

      “There’s romance, and then there’s public lewdness. You are one step from the latter.”

      “You’re exaggerating.”

      “You should take a look at things from my chair.”

      “I’m good with where I’m sitting.” This time when Galen kissed me, it was full on the mouth. There might’ve been a little tongue too. “Do you want to make a quick trip home after lunch?” he asked hopefully.

      The responsible part of my brain told me it was a bad idea. I didn’t listen. “That’s the best idea you’ve had all day.”
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      I ate three tacos and shoveled in all the rice on the plate. I was just going through the motions because I no longer had a taste for food. I just wanted to spend quality time with Galen. Unfortunately, the world was conspiring against me, and Lilac picked the moment I was about to race out the door and text Galen to meet me outside to corner me.

      “What’s going on with you?” she demanded.

      I was the picture of innocence. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You’re acting weird,” she insisted. “Like … really weird. Even for you.”

      My eyes drifted to Galen, who was standing next to our table and stretching. He was tall, muscular, and altogether yummy. How did Lilac expect me to talk to her when he was standing there stretching like that?

      “Hadley!” Lilac snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Pay attention!”

      Lilac was the first person to befriend me on Moonstone Bay—even before Galen started showing interest. I’d never realized how annoying she was until this moment. “I’m paying attention to you,” I lied.

      “No, you’re drooling over Galen. Almost literally.” She wiped her hand along the corner of my mouth, causing me to scowl. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” Something would be going on in ten minutes if she would just stop talking and let us make our escape. “Why do you assume there’s something going on?”

      “Because you’re acting as if you’re in heat. You’re practically panting,” Lilac insisted. “I know you and Galen get schmaltzy—and there are a lot of little touches that make Booker want to throw punches because he thinks they’re gross—but this is a level above that. Are you feeling okay?” Her hand landed on my forehead and caused me to jolt.

      “Geez. Warm your hands.” I slapped her hand away. “I’m fine.”

      “Actually, you’re running a little hot.” Lilac’s eyes suggested she was concerned. “Hadley, what are you feeling right now?”

      “Irritated,” I replied. “I’m not doing anything.”

      “You were practically sitting in Galen’s lap during lunch, and there was a moment I had no idea where his hands were because you were feeding him his taco,” Lilac shot back. “Now, I’m not one to shame you guys—I usually think you’re pretty cute—but you were bordering on pornographic.”

      “You’re exaggerating a bit.” My heart skipped when Galen started moving away from the table and toward me. “I don’t understand why you’re so worked up.” I might have been talking to her, but my gaze was on Galen. “Hey, handsome,” I trilled when he reached my side. “Are you ready to go out and … solve another mystery?”

      “Oh, good grief.” Lilac grimaced. “The only thing you two are going to solve is the mystery of why you have so many clothes on.”

      Galen’s eyes gleamed. “Now that sounds like a mystery I want to solve.” He took my hand in his and gave Lilac a bland look. “Lunch was great. We’ll check in later.”

      Lilac threw her hands into the air. “You’re acting like morons,” she called out to us. We were already through the door and heading toward Galen’s truck before she got the last word out.

      “They’re being weird,” I told Galen as he opened the passenger door and lifted me inside. He then pressed himself in tight and kissed me senseless. I was breathless when he finally pulled back, and I had to check that I was still dressed. “What was I saying?”

      “That our friends are worrywarts.” He kissed the tip of my nose. It looked as if it took a great deal of effort for him to pull back when he did. “It’s four minutes from this parking lot to our front door. Let’s see if we can break a record, huh?”

      I was game. “Warp speed, captain!”

      

      GALEN RETRIEVED ME FROM THE PASSENGER side of the vehicle when we reached the lighthouse. I saw his hands had shifted in the minutes since we’d left Lilac’s bar. I couldn’t stop myself from staring at his claws. It was jarring because he rarely shifted in front of me. I’d certainly never seen his hands do this during an intimate moment.

      “What’s that?” I pointed.

      Galen merely shrugged. “I think I’m just excited.”

      Should it have been a red flag? I didn’t care. “Awesome.”

      I wrapped myself around him, chest to chest, and fastened my legs around his waist as he carried me to the lighthouse. Our lips were fused together—there was no way we were going to last until we got upstairs, and he could boldly go where nobody had gone before … at least today—and then another bit of reality slapped us in the face when he pushed open the living room door.

      “Galen!”

      Marjory sat on the couch, her hands resting on her knees. She looked shocked at the sight of us.

      “Mother.” Galen said the word as if he wanted to tack on another after it. “What are you doing here?”

      “Are you kidding?” Marjory’s fury was palpable. “Nathan is dead. Did you really think I wouldn’t want answers?”

      Galen looked torn as he continued to maintain his grip on me. Somehow, he managed to meet his mother’s furious gaze without shrinking. His annoyance was palpable, however. “Um … just a second.” He flicked his eyes back to me, gave me a deep kiss, and then reluctantly lowered me to the floor. “Five minutes,” he whispered. “Time me.”

      I didn’t want to wait five minutes. I didn’t want to wait one minute. I certainly didn’t want to waste time discussing whatever nonsense Marjory was worried about. She always picked the worst time to visit. I had to wonder if that was something that would carry on once Galen and I were married. We were going to need ground rules. That much was apparent.

      “Why are you here again?” Galen asked when we were no longer touching. He looked flustered.

      Marjory was having none of it. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “What’s wrong with you?” I shot back, mimicking her voice to perfection.

      The snideness wasn’t lost on Marjory, and the way she lifted her eyebrow told me it wasn’t going to be ignored.

      Galen barked out a delighted laugh and lifted his hand for a high-five. “That was awesome.”

      I preened as I met his high-five.

      “Are you two drunk?” Marjory demanded. “Did you celebrate Nathan’s demise with a few cocktails at Lilac’s bar?”

      The question appeared to snap Galen back to reality. “Mother, I’m going to let that question pass because I know you’ve been dealing with a lot of emotional stuff the last few weeks. Nobody celebrated Nathan’s death.”

      Marjory looked appropriately contrite. “Well, then what happened? People are saying he was caught with a prostitute and that she killed him.”

      “Are people really saying that?” Irritation ran roughshod over Galen’s features.

      “She wasn’t a prostitute.” I offered. “She was a tourist, and not the shot girl at Shot Through the Heart that Galen seemed to recognize even though he claims he never goes there.”

      “Let it go, Hadley,” Galen drawled. “She was not a prostitute.”

      “And yet Nathan is dead,” Marjory pointed out. “Don’t you find that suspicious given everything that’s happened the last two weeks?”

      “I thought it was suspicious when Tom Kent died,” Galen replied, unruffled by his mother’s imperious tone. “That one is much stranger. Nathan was a bit of a tool and ticked more than a few people off. Tom minded his own business and mourned his wife. Those two gentlemen were not created equal.”

      It was as close as I’d ever heard Galen get to saying somebody deserved a dark death, and it was intriguing.

      “Nathan was a good man,” Marjory fired back. “You might not have understood his motivations, but I did. Much like me, he wanted what was best for the island and its residents.”

      Galen and I snorted in unison, earning twin looks of disgust from Marjory.

      “Are you drunk?” she growled.

      The door Galen hadn’t bothered to properly latch when we hurried into the lighthouse opened at that moment. Booker looked surprised when he strode across the threshold and found all of us staring at each other.

      “Well, I guess this is better than the nudity I was envisioning,” he drawled. “Hello, Marjory. This is a surprise.”

      “Not a good one,” Galen said to Booker under his breath.

      Even though Booker looked as if he had something specific on his mind, his smile made an immediate appearance. “Yes, mothers are so often the antidote to erections,” he agreed.

      I pressed my lips together so I wouldn’t outwardly react to the statement … which was pretty darned funny. Galen, however, glared at Booker so hard I was surprised his eyes didn’t pop out of his head.

      “Did you just use the E-word in front of my mother?” Galen hissed.

      “Sorry.” Booker held up his hands in contrition. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “What are you talking about?” Marjory demanded. “Why are you acting so strange?”

      “I was coming here to find that out myself.” Booker’s gaze was curious as it bounced between Galen and me. “Lilac is worried that you’re both acting out of sorts. I said you were normal—annoying, but normal—but she insisted that you’re in heat or something.”

      “We would be if my mother would leave,” Galen groused. “She’s ruining my afternoon plans.”

      “I can see that.” Booker plastered a smile on his face as he regarded Marjory. “So, do you have a reason for being here?”

      “Do you?” Marjory shot back. “This is my son’s home.”

      “Technically it’s my house,” I countered. “Although, we should probably put you on the deed once we’re married, right?” I asked Galen.

      He shook his head.

      “No?” I was really confused now. Apparently, I could only focus on one thing at a time.

      “It’s your lighthouse.”

      “Yes, but if something happens to me it should go to you.”

      “Then my mother would have a claim on it.” Galen shot his mother a dubious look. “Nobody wants that. Well, except for her.”

      “Oh, geez,” Booker muttered as he took in Marjory’s murderous countenance. “She’s going to kill you, man.”

      “Bummer.” Galen turned his attention to me. “Should we leave our guests to discuss … whatever it is they want to discuss and retire to the USS Enterprise one floor above?”

      “What does that mean?” Marjory screeched.

      “You don’t want to know,” Booker assured her. “I think something is up with them.”

      “Yes, they’re drunk.”

      “Drunk on love,” Galen teased as he brushed my hair from my face. “Have I mentioned that I absolutely cannot wait to make you my wife? I wish we could get married right now so I could tell everyone that you’re my wife, not my fiancée.” He ran his tongue over his lips, seemingly lost in thought. “Fiancée is a weird word, huh?” he said.

      “Totally,” I agreed. “But I like being a fiancée.”

      “That’s because you’re adorable.”

      Marjory was incredulous when she turned to Booker. “Are you telling me they’re not drunk?”

      Booker looked caught. “I think they’re just drunk on each other. Although … come here.” He grabbed my arm and drew me away from Galen and looked deep into my eyes. “Who am I?”

      “You’re Booker,” I replied without hesitation. “You’re a cupid. You’re hot. So hot I briefly considered developing a crush on you before I met Galen. And you’re sarcastic. You’re also a really good boyfriend to my best friend, so I’m glad that I never acted on those feelings.”

      “I’m way hotter than him,” Galen argued.

      “Totally.” I shot him a flirty smile. “You’re the hottest man in the world. Like … nobody is hotter than you. That’s why every woman on the island keeps throwing herself at you.”

      Booker rolled his neck. “Your eyes are clear. You’re not slurring your words. You guys are acting a bit out of sorts, though.” He looked genuinely conflicted. “You’ve spent the last two weeks rubbing against each other like cats in heat, so I can’t decide if this is something to worry about or your new normal.”

      “There’s nothing normal about this,” Marjory spat. “I came here for information on Nathan. They haven’t told me anything useful.”

      “Nathan died with his sex partner on the front lawn of his house,” Booker replied. “They don’t know what killed him yet. It was some sort of contagion.”

      “How do you know that?” Marjory demanded.

      “They mentioned it at lunch.” Booker pressed his hand to my forehead.

      “Don’t touch my fiancée,” Galen warned. “I’ll hurt you.”

      “It’s not a sexy touch,” Booker shot back. “If it was, my girlfriend would be hurting me. She’s much more terrifying than you.”

      “I’m pretty strong.” As if to prove it, Galen flexed his muscles. “See.”

      I smiled. “You should take your shirt off,” I suggested. “It’s much more impactful that way.”

      “You’re a little warm, Hadley,” Booker noted.

      “I’m just hot for my fiancé.” I rolled my tongue in my mouth. “That really is a weird word.”

      Galen tugged his shirt over his head and flexed again. “Better?”

      “Infinitely.” I bobbed my head. “Let’s head upstairs and put those muscles to good use.”

      “Is this a joke?” Marjory screeched. “Are you purposely annoying me?”

      “I’m pretty sure they’re not thinking about you at all,” Booker said. He grabbed my arm before I could throw myself on Galen. I no longer cared that we had an audience. “Look at me.” He was firm. “Do you feel sick?”

      Was he serious? “All I feel is impatient. We’ve been good all day and now we want to take a nap together. Why are you being so freaking weird?”

      “Lilac is worried about you.”

      “Aw.” I clutched my hands over my chest. “She’s such a good friend.”

      “She is,” Booker agreed. He took a step back. “I can’t see any reason to stop you from having a good time.”

      “That’s good,” Galen noted as he moved toward me. “If you tried to keep me from my woman one more second, I was going to have to kill you.” He took my arm and pulled it over his shoulder and then hefted me up to drape me over it as he headed for the stairs. “Lock up when you leave.”

      I started giggling uncontrollably when he hit the stairs.

      “That’s it?” Marjory hissed. “You’re not going to do anything?”

      “What do you want me to do?” Booker asked. “They’re adults, and they’ve been fornicating all over the place the last two weeks. They’re not hurting anyone.”

      “Galen is supposed to be investigating Nathan’s death!”

      “He has to wait for autopsy results. I’m sure he’ll be better after that.”

      I tuned them out as Galen bounded up the stairs. There was only one thing on my mind, and it wasn’t Nathan Rose.

      Galen threw me on the bed when we reached our bedroom. His eyes were fierce, and his hands had shifted yet again, a sign he wasn’t in control. I didn’t really care.

      “So, do you want to play intergalactic captain?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Maybe for round two. For round one, I’m just going to be me.”

      “Bring it on.”
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      Galen and I didn’t leave our bedroom all afternoon. We rolled around, laughed a lot, and got ridiculously sweaty. I was happy with life when we passed out from sheer exhaustion. The dreams that chased me weren’t of the romantic variety.

      “You need to get it together,” a judgmental female voice said when I woke on the dreamscape beach. I knew it wasn’t real because of the pink hue washing over the space.

      “What?” Confused, I turned to see who was talking, and almost fell over when I recognized Lanie. “What are you doing here?”

      “Trying to save you.” Lanie looked as if she wanted to be anywhere but in my head.

      “What are you trying to save me from?”

      “Yourself, you idiot,” she snapped. “How can you not realize something is wrong?”

      How could anything be wrong when we’d had such a nice afternoon? “We’re getting married,” I explained. “It’s normal for engaged people to do … what we did.”

      “Really?” Lanie’s tone was dry. “Do you think it’s normal for the sheriff to ignore the fact that he has four bodies and a strange contagion on his island? Isn’t he supposed to be a good sheriff?”

      “He is a good sheriff,” I protested. “He’s the best sheriff in the world.”

      “And what exactly has the sheriff done to solve my murder since he found my body this morning?”

      “We talked to Nathan’s wife.”

      “Oh, well, so sorry you’ve had such a taxing day. I died!”

      She had a point. Galen and I might’ve been cocooning ourselves in a world only we could visit, but this afternoon had been extreme even for us.

      “Why is it so hot?” I complained as I wiped my arm across my forehead. “It’s never this hot.”

      “Those are your insides cooking,” Lanie replied evenly. “You’re burning up. That fire you were feeling for your fiancé? Yeah, that’s actually an infection, and you’re dying.”

      I didn’t want to believe her—we’d had such a good time and I was still euphoric—and yet her words touched something in the back of my mind. Was it possible she was right? Was that why Galen couldn’t control his hands? Was that why Booker seemed worried when we left him in the living room and why Marjory kept accusing us of being drunk?

      “What do I do?” I asked.

      Lanie held out her hands. “I think this is where you die.”

      I couldn’t allow that to happen. “Galen is sick too,” I realized. I was talking more to myself. “He’s going to burn up.”

      “His body is regulated for higher temperatures. He’ll probably survive a bit longer than you, but you’re both heading for the morgue slab.”

      She couldn’t know that. She’d never met Galen. This was all happening in my mind. I was trying to send myself a warning through the dream.

      “Crap.” My blood was on fire so I did the only thing I could do. I let loose the magic inside of me. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do, but I hoped somewhere deep down I understood the danger and my magic would save me.

      At first, I didn’t think anything was happening. I remained on the beach, my gaze on Lanie. Then I felt it. My magic was interacting with the fire in my blood. It wasn’t exactly a cool balm—more like an avalanche—but the magic started building as it battled the sickness polluting my veins.

      When I opened my eyes in the real world, I was in bed, and the sun was setting on the other side of the window. The avalanche of cold forced a weird mist out of my body. It was in the shape of another human. It hovered over me for a bit before exploding, sending a fine powder into every corner of the room.

      I sucked in a breath. Then another. My heart pounded and I gasped as I struggled for some form of regularity. Instinctively, I knew the crisis had passed.

      Then I remembered Galen.

      He was next to me in bed, his body radiating so much heat I worried he might combust. There was blood coming from his eyes.

      “No!” I pressed my hands to him, willing the magic that had just saved me into him. The avalanche traveled from my fingertips into his body, and I recognized the moment his boiling blood collided with the frigid magic I was pouring into him.

      He convulsed, his body going rigid, and for a moment I thought I’d done something wrong. His fingers flexed, going from human to wolf and back to human again, and he stopped breathing. I added more magic to the mix.

      As the avalanche pushed out the fire, Galen bolted to a sitting position. Much like with me, the invader was propelled from his body. It hovered above him for several seconds, taking the form of a wolf, before it exploded like the mist that had been expelled from me.

      He started breathing again. “Hadley!” My name was a raspy wobble on his tongue.

      “I’m here.” I felt weak, but the need to touch him was overwhelming. I leaned into his side. “You’re okay.”

      Galen cupped my chin and studied my face. He looked as if he was about to explode. “There’s blood on your face.”

      “You too.” I pressed my hand to his cheek. “How do you feel?”

      “We have to get you to the hospital.” Galen was decisive as he crawled out of bed, still naked, and reached for me. I had no doubt he was going to scoop me up and drive like a maniac to get me to the hospital.

      I stopped him with a raised hand. “I’m okay.”

      “You have blood on your face!”

      “I know.” I had to force myself to remain calm. “So do you. I chased … whatever it was … out of my blood before I did the same for you.”

      He stared at me and then lowered himself back to the bed. “What happened?” He dragged a hand through his hair, frowning. “We smell like sex and sweat. We also smell like Twizzlers.”

      I held up the empty candy bag I’d rolled on when saving him. I needed a shower, but it could wait until I was a little less shaky on my legs. “Galen, we were infected by whatever killed the others.”

      “I kind of guessed that when I saw the blood.” He ran his thumb over my cheek and then got up again. “I’ll be right back.”

      I opened my mouth to call after him, but he was already gone. I heard the faucet in the bathroom, and when he returned a minute later his face had been splashed clean and he had a washcloth in his hand. “Come here.” He sat next to me and gently approached my face. “I can’t look at you with the blood on your face.”

      I let him clean me up, knowing he needed it. When he finished, he stared hard into my eyes before leaning in for a kiss.

      “You would think we wouldn’t want to do that after the last few hours,” I said, going for levity.

      He brushed my sweaty hair back from my forehead. “I guess we really are sick people.” He managed a smile and then rested his cheek against my forehead. “Your temperature is coming down.”

      I pressed my hand to his chest. “Yours too.”

      “How did you know what to do?” He pulled back far enough to look into my eyes. “I had no idea anything was going on.”

      “I don’t know.” I swallowed hard, realizing I was thirsty in the moment. “I need some water.”

      “Stay here.” He pressed another kiss to the top of my head before disappearing from the room, still naked. He returned with two bottles of water. He cracked one and handed it over. “Drink it slowly so you don’t make yourself sick.”

      I nodded and sipped the water, exhaling heavily when the water hit my system. “I feel a lot better. I’m going to need a shower.”

      “You are. You smell.”

      “You’re no bouquet of roses,” I groused.

      He grinned. “How did you get ahead of this, Hadley?” He was determined to find answers. “I need to know what you did.”

      “I don’t know what I did. I was having a dream. Lanie was there, but it obviously wasn’t really her. It was me trying to send myself a warning. I somehow recognized that I was burning up.”

      “And you used magic to free yourself.”

      “It felt like an avalanche when it was going through me. I’m not entirely certain what I did.”

      “Avalanche is a good word. That’s what it felt like when you cured me.”

      “In my dream, Lanie said that you would be okay longer than me because you were used to the heat,” I said. “I knew it was a dream and that I’d somehow worked it out.”

      “You must’ve recognized you were sick.”

      “Or maybe it was the fact that Booker was worried about us but didn’t know why.”

      Galen’s lips curved down. “I forgot that Booker was here.”

      “And your mother.”

      “Oh, crap.” Galen’s scowl caused me to smile. “I’m never going to live this down.”

      “She thought we were drunk.”

      “No offense, Hadley, but we were acting like morons.” His hand moved up and down my bare back. “They were right to be worried.”

      I glanced through the window again. It was dark. “We need to call them here to have a talk.” I hoped I sounded reasonable and not worried. I didn’t want to frighten him.

      “Yeah.” He didn’t make a move to leave the bed. “Come here a second first.” He tugged me onto his lap and then he squeezed tight.

      “Again?” I teased.

      “I almost lost you.”

      “We almost lost each other.” I had a lot of questions but almost no answers. “Do you think we were specifically targeted, or was it an accident because we were near the bodies?”

      “We didn’t touch them,” he reminded me. “You made sure of that on the beach.”

      “You touched Tom,” I countered.

      He stilled. “I did. But you didn’t.”

      “No.”

      “I’m not sure that’s how I got it.” He was thoughtful as he moved his hands over my back. He seemed to need to keep constant contact with me, but for reasons much different from earlier in the day. “We somehow got infected today.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think we were sick before.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “It’s just a feeling.”

      I considered it for several seconds. “From everything we’ve learned, the others were infected for days.”

      “Somebody would’ve noticed something was off with us before today if we were. It seemed to come out of nowhere.”

      “Nobody did anything to stop us,” I pointed out.

      “Lilac and Booker wanted to. I could see it in Booker’s eyes. He knew something was wrong but couldn’t wrap his head around it. Lilac recognized we were acting out of sorts too.”

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      He rocked back and forth, as if soothing us both. “First we need to figure out where we were infected—and who did it.”

      “A why might be nice too,” I noted.

      “That’s assuming the infection was on purpose. What if it was accidental?”

      That seemed unlikely. “That’s some pretty interesting timing,” I said. “Say it was an accident. How does that work?”

      “Maybe I got it from Tom and gave it to you. It could’ve taken days to transfer the infection.”

      “Except the stories we’re hearing suggest the partners have been infected at the same time,” I reminded him. “If you were infected by accident, why did you naturally gravitate toward me instead of somebody else?”

      “I don’t know.” He kept rocking. “Maybe I love you so much that I couldn’t fathom being with someone else even though I was infected.”

      I choked on a laugh.

      “It’s not funny,” he snapped. “I do love you that much.”

      “Of course you do.” I patted his arm. “What was I thinking?”

      “Don’t placate me.” Despite the fact that he was determined to pout, he didn’t let me go. “I think I only want to believe it was an accident. It makes a lot more sense for it to be directed. We’ve been digging into the mystery.”

      “It does make sense that we were targeted,” I agreed. “I can’t help but be grateful that we were directed at each other, and we don’t have to deal with any other issues.”

      “Like sweaty loins with other people?”

      “That would be the other stuff.”

      He rested his cheek against my forehead. “I’m glad too. I wonder if that’s why we went downhill so fast. The others might’ve had to work up to the fever pitch that we were already in when the spell hit us.”

      I glanced at the corner of the room, where some of the powder had dissipated when it exploded. “We need to collect samples and get them to Steve. It might help him narrow down what he’s looking for.”

      “Okay.”

      “We also need to wash all the bedding and wash the floor to be on the safe side.”

      “Ah, domestic duties after a near-death experience. I can’t tell you how excited that makes me.”

      I ignored the sarcasm. “We need to get the others over here to start breaking it down. They need to know what symptoms to look for and spread the word to call me if something weird pops up.”

      “Because you’re the only one we know of who can break the spell,” Galen deduced. “That’s a good idea.” He rubbed his hands over my shoulders, faster this time. “We also need to get you in the shower. You smell like a carcass … and not in a good way.”

      I pulled back far enough to stare into his eyes. “What way does a carcass smell good?”

      “You’d be surprised.” He grinned. “You saved us, Hadley. I’m going to have to figure out a way to reward you.”

      I liked presents as much as the next person, but we had bigger things to worry about. “We need to protect our friends and get word out that nobody is safe. This is nowhere near done, Galen.”

      “I just want five more minutes of this.” He refused to let me go.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s what got us in trouble in the first place,” I reminded him.

      “I’m willing to risk it.”

      Strangely enough, so was I.
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      We gathered samples of the powder—as much as we could manage—and then cleaned the room. Galen instructed Booker to bring food because we were both famished. Then we threw all the bedding and our clothes in the wash before showering. I left my hair wet and braided it before heading downstairs. When I ventured out to the patio, I found all of our friends giving Galen a hard time.

      “You guys are such perverts,” Booker complained as he unloaded the food. Galen hadn’t told them why we’d acted the way we had yet. “Your mother isn’t going to talk to you for weeks.”

      “That’s actually a good thing.” Galen cracked his neck. He was freshly showered, but given how uncomfortable he looked, it was likely he would sweat through his shirt before the conversation even hit the midway point.

      I decided to take control. “Something happened,” I started.

      All eyes moved to me.

      “Yes, we know,” Aurora drawled. “You guys had sex all afternoon. You really need to get control of yourselves. It’s not cute any longer.”

      “You didn’t think it was cute when it first started,” Lilac pointed out.

      “And it’s even less cute now.”

      I ran my tongue over my lips. They weren’t going to make it easy on us. I couldn’t blame them. “It wasn’t just us being sex fiends.” I sat in one of the chairs at the table and debated the best way to tell them. Ultimately, I went for the “ripping off the Band-Aid” approach. “We were infected by whatever killed the others. We almost died this afternoon.”

      The patio fell silent. The silence stretched until it became oppressive. Finally, Booker spoke. “I think we’re going to need more information.”

      I filled them in. When I got to the part about the mist hanging over us before exploding, everybody started talking at once.

      “Shut up!” Aurora yelled when no single voice could be picked out of the din. “I’ll ask the questions first.”

      “Such a dulcet voice,” Brody noted as he smiled at her. Their relationship was newer, and neither of them were keen to talk about it. They’d bonded, however, and he felt comfortable facing her wrath.

      Aurora extended a warning finger in his direction. “Shut up.” Slowly, she tracked her eyes to me. “Are you saying you somehow magically removed the sickness from your blood?”

      “I don’t know any other way to explain it,” I replied.

      “That is … unbelievable.” Her mind was clearly working overtime. “Hadley, that’s amazing. How did you know to do it?”

      I still didn’t have an answer for that question. “I’m not sure. I just knew. I let the magic do what it naturally wanted to do.”

      “I can see that working because it was self-preservation, but what about Galen? How did you know how to help him?”

      “I just let my heart do the talking.”

      “Aw.” Galen blew me an air kiss. “That’s such a good answer, baby.”

      “I will kill you,” Booker growled out. “I’ve put up with enough of this nonsense. I don’t want you to as much as look at her for the rest of the night. Do you hear me?”

      “You’re not the boss of me,” Galen shot back. “I do understand your discomfort. I remember only bits and pieces of this afternoon—it’s a lot of tongues and sweat—but I’m pretty sure we did not make the best impression.”

      “Thankfully, there weren’t many people in the bar when you guys decided to rub against each other,” Lilac offered. “You didn’t garner that much attention.”

      “Millie Freeport was there,” Booker countered. “She had two of her old biddies with her. I guarantee the story has made it halfway across the island by now. Galen had his hand up Hadley’s shirt.”

      Galen’s mouth dropped open. “I did not!”

      “You did,” Aurora argued. “We were all disgusted. You seemed to think you were being sly, so we decided not to comment on it.”

      “Crap.” Galen was dejected when he sank into one of the chairs. “So much for being respected.”

      “People will understand,” Lilac said. “You just have to tell them you were infected, and they’ll shrug it off.”

      “Is that really the best way to go?” I asked. “I mean … I don’t want everybody thinking we’re sex fiends, but I think it might be better to keep it quiet.”

      “Why?” Galen asked. “I kind of want to be vindicated.”

      “I know, and you will be eventually. Someone infected us. We agree that the odds of it being an accident are slim. Isn’t it better to let whoever it is believe he or she failed? They might come after us again.”

      “How is that a good thing?”

      “We can set a trap for them. We can catch them in the act. And, if we’re infected again, one of these guys can call us on our crap, and I can save us.”

      “I think you just want to be a hero.” Galen stroked my hair, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “That probably is the best course of action. I just don’t understand how we were infected.”

      “Well, let’s retrace your footsteps this morning,” Booker said as he started passing around the food. “We need to know everywhere you went, and everyone you interacted with.”

      “How do we know they were infected today?” Lilac asked. “The others were infected days before they began crying blood.”

      “We talked about that,” Galen said. “We think that it’s possible we burned so brightly, and so fast, because we were already sort of burning for one another. The spell wouldn’t have had to work as hard for us.”

      “The spell never fully took hold for Tom either,” I pointed out. “He still thought he was looking for Annabelle at the end. He might’ve been with Chloe, but his heart never replaced Annabelle.”

      “And your hearts were already full of each other,” Lilac mused. “That kind of makes sense.”

      “We completely lost ourselves,” Galen said. “I barely remember talking to Booker this afternoon. I know he was at the lighthouse, but it’s like that happened inside of a cloud.”

      “Well, let me sum it up for you,” Booker drawled before taking a huge bite out of a chicken leg. He had the good grace to swallow before continuing. “Your mother came to you for information on Nathan. She believes what happened to him was a hit on former DDA members.”

      “Of course she does,” Galen muttered. “Leave it to my mother to assume she’s a target.”

      “We could all be targets before this ends,” Aurora countered.

      “I told her that she was reading too much into it, but she really wasn’t keen to listen,” Booker said. “That was because you kept saying what a weird word fiancée was and trying to stick your hand down Hadley’s pants.”

      Galen looked as if he wanted to find a hole to crawl into.

      “That didn’t happen,” I argued. I was almost certain it hadn’t gone that far. “I mean … I remember saying the word fiancée over and over, but the pants thing didn’t happen. My pants this afternoon were way too tight.”

      “Thanks, Hadley,” Galen drawled.

      I shot him a winning smile and dove into my potato salad. “Booker, stop trying to embarrass Galen,” I ordered with my mouth full of food. “It’s not like anything that happened this afternoon was on purpose.”

      “What about the two weeks before this afternoon?” Booker demanded. “You two were putting on a regular show in front of the second-floor window. The high school kids started camping out on the beach to watch your silhouettes go at it.”

      Was that true? I flung my gaze toward Galen, panic licking through my chest.

      “Don’t get her going,” Galen barked. “We feel bad about this afternoon. We’re not apologizing for the last two weeks. We were minding our own business and celebrating a well-deserved break.”

      “It wasn’t just the engagement, although that was fun,” I said. “It was the DDA going down too. Clive being gone. We knew we were going to have a little window to breathe. Why is that such a bad thing?”

      “It’s not,” Lilac assured me, patting my hand. “Don’t let Booker get you worked up. He likes drilling Galen.”

      “Don’t phrase it like that,” Galen warned.

      Lilac ignored him. “This is just the way they communicate. He was worried when he came back to the bar. Nobody mentioned the possibility that you were infected, but I think we all considered it.”

      “I didn’t,” Aurora said. “I thought they were being gross.”

      “There’s gross and there’s gross,” Lilac countered. “Galen actually squeezed Hadley’s butt when she got up to go to the bathroom this afternoon. He honked and then added some vroom-vroom sounds for good measure.”

      Galen slapped his hand to his forehead. “I don’t remember any of this.”

      “Do you remember your mother melting down?” Booker asked.

      “Vaguely.” Galen’s lips curved down.

      “She’s angry, and she’s not going to let it go. Strangely enough, she blamed most of it on Hadley, especially when your hands shifted, and you didn’t seem to notice. That was the part that worried me most. I thought maybe you were going through some sort of mating ritual.”

      “Why would you think that?” I asked. The ways of the shifters still confused me at times.

      “Some shifters bite and mark their mates when they claim them,” Booker replied. “I didn’t think Galen would ever go that route—it’s a bit too alpha, even for him—but I was worried when he couldn’t stop his hands from shifting.”

      “I’m pretty sure that was the spell,” Galen replied. “I had no intention of marking Hadley. Even in that state, it never crossed my mind.”

      “The spell loosens inhibitions,” Brody noted. “Even though you guys are gross and cuddly half the time, you don’t ever act as if you’re auditioning for a main role in a porno.”

      “Ugh.” Galen closed his eyes. “I don’t want to hear about it again.”

      “We’re going to give you a hard time over this one for weeks,” Booker promised. “We can take a break for the rest of the night, though. You’ve clearly been through enough.”

      “I hate you,” Galen muttered.

      “I hate you too.” Booker clapped his hand on Galen’s shoulder. “Tell us where you were today. Cover every avenue.”

      “We went straight from here to Nathan’s house,” Galen replied.

      “Who did you talk to there?”

      “Steve and Robin for the most part. A couple of my guys were there, but we never got close enough to them to brush against one another even accidentally.”

      “Okay, what about Robin?” Lilac asked. “Maybe she knew Nathan was cheating on her and cursed him.”

      “Nathan was only cheating on her because of the curse,” Galen replied. “On top of that, while she was broken up that he was dead, she was agitated because she didn’t figure she would have enough money to keep the house on the hill.”

      “Ah, true love,” Brody drawled.

      “So, motive would be a problem with Robin,” Booker mused. “That doesn’t necessarily rule her out, but I’m sure you’ve confirmed her story that she was on the mainland.”

      “I didn’t personally, but my guys did,” Galen confirmed. “She was there, with her mother. That’s not to say that she couldn’t have paid someone to do this, but it doesn’t track for me. Why would she go after Tom?”

      “She could’ve wanted to throw you guys off the scent,” Aurora argued. “Go for someone else first, someone outside her circle of friends, and then home in on her real target.”

      “Maybe.” Galen didn’t look convinced. “That doesn’t feel right to me though. I don’t think that’s it. I think we’re looking at an outsider controlling it all.”

      “To what end?” Booker asked. “What’s the end goal, other than death and destruction? Is it just a bored sociopath?”

      Galen dug in his pocket and came back with the baggie of dust we’d collected in the bedroom. “Does this look familiar to anybody?”

      Aurora took the baggie first. When she moved to open it, Galen shook his head.

      “I don’t want to risk you being infected,” he said. “Just look from the outside.”

      Aurora wrinkled her nose. “It looks like powdered sugar. That’s not going to get us anywhere.”

      “Do you want to mount Brody in public?” Galen demanded.

      “I’m not nearly as prudish as you,” Aurora shot back. “Besides, I’m guessing once the substance was removed from your blood streams Hadley made it inert.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “But if I do get infected, we have the cure right here.” Aurora pointed at me and then opened the baggie. She sniffed, wrinkling her nose, and then cocked her head. “It smells like chalk.”

      Booker perked up in his chair. “Chalk? Like the stuff used to write on blackboards?”

      “That would be chalk,” Aurora replied dryly. “It’s not quite that scent. It’s more like … do you remember when we were kids and there was that candy store near the dock? They carried old types of candy, including the candy cigarettes.”

      “I remember.” Booker bobbed his head. “Why is that important?”

      “That candy smelled almost exactly like this.”

      “Let me see.” Booker extended his hand to claim the bag.

      “So now we’re all risking getting infected,” Galen growled.

      “Pipe down, Esmerelda,” Booker countered. “I agree with Aurora. Whatever this is, Hadley rendered it inert. If it’s still active, Hadley can cure us tomorrow.”

      “Why tomorrow?” I asked.

      “Because Galen isn’t the only one who deserves a bunch of sex.”

      “Lovely,” Lilac muttered, rolling her eyes.

      “I’m not saying I want to have it with anybody but you, but I’ve been a good boy too.” Booker took a sniff and frowned. “Not just chalk,” he said. “There’s something else in there. Something I can’t quite recognize, and yet it smells familiar.”

      “Do you guys have any idea on what we could be dealing with?” I asked. “I mean … how are people getting infected? Is it a spell? Is it something that we’re ingesting? Is someone passing it along by touch?”

      “If it were airborne, half the island would already be down,” Aurora replied. “This is targeted.”

      “Totally targeted,” Booker agreed.

      “I think the same goes for touch. Whatever it is, it’s not like a zombie infestation. Nobody is getting bitten—or touched in this instance—and being infected. It has to be happening another way.”

      “You didn’t finish telling us where you were before we saw you today,” Booker reminded us. “You saw Steve and Robin. Who else?”

      “We got Lanie’s name off her ID from inside the house,” Galen replied. “We ran it and found she’d been staying at the resort until a few days ago. We went there. The lobby was filled because the tourists had just gotten in. We didn’t talk to any of them.

      “We spoke with Sierra at the front desk,” he continued. “She told us that Lanie had checked out two nights before. Then she directed us to the bar. We talked to the new bartender, and she told us that a few members of the DDA had been meeting in the corner booth before Lanie and Nathan were inexplicably drawn together.”

      “Maybe she infected you,” Booker suggested.

      “I guess that’s possible.” Galen didn’t look convinced. “But why?”

      “There’s no motive there,” Booker agreed. “Anyone else?”

      “We went from the resort to Lilac’s place.”

      “Then the bartender is our only suspect, and she’s a weak one,” Booker said. “You mentioned at lunch that Drew managed to break through Chloe’s spell and convince her to sleep with him.”

      “Yeah, and I’m still going to pound him for that,” Galen confirmed.

      “I’ll help, but that’s not what I’m getting at. You also said Chloe was very upset when she woke and realized she wasn’t with the man she thought she was supposed to be with. She reacted poorly but was still semi cognizant.”

      Galen held out his hands. “Is that supposed to be important?”

      “It’s got me thinking. Drew managed to overcome whatever this is, but only for a little bit. I’m betting he had to put some effort into it.”

      “Actually, he said as much.”

      “What if we’re talking about an even more powerful cupid?”

      The question threw me off guard. “I thought you were one of the only cupids on the island?” I asked.

      “I’m supposed to be. That’s not what I’m talking about though. What if it was one of the ancient cupids?”

      Now I was even more confused. “What’s an ancient cupid?”

      “We’ve been domesticated, Hadley. Haven’t you heard?” Booker looked jovial, but there was an edge to his tone. “Air elementals were stronger before they started interbreeding. You remember that from what you learned a few months ago.”

      I did remember. “Aren’t all the cupids of old dead?”

      “Yes, but we thought all the shark shifters were extinct,” Booker pointed out, his gaze moving to Brody. “We’ve been wrong before.”

      “Can you figure out if we’re dealing with an ancient cupid now?” Galen asked.

      “I can try.” Booker looked dubious.

      “In the meantime, I’m taking the powder to Steve in the morning. If you guys feel weird at any point, let me know. We want to make sure nobody else is infected.”

      “In other words, you’re the only one who wants to get his rocks off,” Booker drawled.

      “Keep it up,” Galen growled. “My embarrassment is basically over, and I’m back to wanting to hurt you.”

      Booker’s eyes gleamed with amusement. “And all is right with the world.”
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      For once we were not all over one another when it was time for bed. I went straight into the bathroom, left my hair in braids, and brushed my teeth. I changed into a T-shirt and shorts before returning to our bedroom. Galen was already in bed. He was shirtless—he slept hot, so that wasn’t changing despite the events of the day—but there was no flirty smile on his face when I joined him.

      I made a big show of getting comfortable, arranging my pillows, and when I finally looked at him, he was watching me with indecipherable eyes.

      “This is awkward,” I admitted.

      He chuckled. “It’s a little weird.” He reached over and rubbed the back of my neck. “We’re okay, and I bet we’ll feel pretty close to normal tomorrow morning.”

      “Yeah.”

      “No sex, though.” He just threw it out there. “I don’t care how much you want me, we need a quiet, relaxing night.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing, but it didn’t work.

      “I’m serious,” Galen insisted, getting into the spirit of the game. “You are going to have to struggle against your baser urges and keep yourself from touching me for a change. I know it will be difficult, but we need a break after this afternoon.”

      “You’re a funny guy,” I said when I’d recovered.

      “I am nothing if not hilarious,” he agreed.

      I rested my head against his shoulder. “I’m exhausted and a little afraid.”

      “I know.” He rested his cheek against my forehead. “I’m right there with you, but you recognized we were in trouble once and saved us. If it were to happen again, I have no doubt you would save us again.”

      I took his hand into my lap and traced his fingers. “What do you think about what Booker said? About the ancient cupid?”

      Galen lifted one shoulder into a shrug. “It’s interesting, but Steve is finding a compound in people’s blood. That suggests a spell.”

      “Unless the original cupids were casting spells.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Maybe their magic worked differently back then. Perhaps mood enhancement wasn’t ingrained in them, but they had to work to guarantee an outcome. Maybe the magic evolved over time.”

      “That actually makes sense.”

      “I’m a genius,” I readily agreed.

      He chuckled. “Well, I’m not opposed to it being an older cupid,” he said when he’d sobered. “But who could that possibly be?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He held me tight for another minute and then let go. “So, some ground rules for sleeping this evening,” he started.

      My mouth fell open. “You’re putting ground rules in place for sleeping?”

      “I am. You can’t paw me, Hadley. I know you’re going to want to—I mean, look at this body—but you must refrain.” He wiggled his torso in such a way it was impossible not to find him adorable. “We both need our rest,” he insisted.

      “Yes, I’m going to need my rest for the next week if you keep this up,” I said.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Galen countered as he flopped back against the pillows. “One night will suffice for both of us.”

      “I don’t want to cut our rest short,” I argued. “It’s better to be safe than sorry.”

      “We’ll argue about it tomorrow.”

      

      WE SLEPT FOR ALMOST TEN HOURS. That was unusual for us. Even though I wasn’t a morning person, on a normal day I was almost always up before eight o’clock. It was ten o’clock before I stirred the next morning.

      “Hey,” I murmured, rubbing my cheek and taking in Galen’s morning mussed hair as I struggled to greet the day. “We’re still alive, and you’re not bleeding from the eyes.” I checked my eyes to make sure.

      “You’re okay,” he assured me as he snagged my hand. “That was the first thing I checked for. We’re both good.”

      I let out a breath. “Well, that’s one less thing to worry about. Did you sleep?”

      “I slept like a log,” he assured me. “I was down for the count the second my head hit the pillow.”

      “But you’re awake.”

      “I’ve only been up about 20 minutes. I didn’t want to wake you—you look like an angel when you sleep. I knew you wouldn’t sleep all that long.”

      I propped myself up on the pillow to glance around. The sun was shining through the window, which we’d kept closed for a change, and the bedroom was a comfortable temperature because we’d left the air conditioning running all night. “I feel pretty good.” My stomach picked that moment to let out a ruthless growl. “Mostly,” I added.

      Galen chuckled. “I’m hungry too.” He leaned close to study my face. I wasn’t certain what he was looking for. He was happy with whatever he found, because after a few seconds, he pulled back and grinned. “I think we’re sufficiently rested and can go back to our regularly scheduled programming tonight.”

      “Oh, no.” I was solemn as I shook my head. “You need your rest.”

      “Don’t tease me, Hadley,” he warned. “I can only take so much.”

      “Let’s start with breakfast and go from there,” I suggested. “I really am famished.”

      He pressed a soft kiss to my cheek. It was almost chaste it was so simple. “Your wish is my command.”

      My heart stuttered at the naked emotion on his face. “You’re going to make sure that we’re not rested tomorrow morning, aren’t you?”

      He gave me a friendly pat before rolling out of bed. “Bet on it.”

      

      WE DIDN’T SHOWER. Galen tugged on a shirt, and we both brushed our teeth. By the time we arrived at the kitchen, I was hungry enough to reintroduce breakfast meats into our diets.

      I pulled up short when we entered the kitchen and found Marjory toiling in front of the stove.

      “Good morning,” she offered with a bright smile. “I heard you stirring and started breakfast. I have to say, it’s odd that you sleep this late when there’s so much going on, but I don’t judge.”

      Galen darted his eyes to me, a tempest brewing, and then shook his head. “Mother, what are you doing here?”

      “Is that any way to greet me?” Marjory protested.

      “Yes.”

      Galen nudged me over to the stools so I could get comfortable before he headed to the refrigerator. “Juice, Hadley?”

      “I want coffee,” I replied.

      “That makes two of us.” He bypassed the refrigerator and poured two mugs of coffee from the pot before skirting behind his mother and taking a look at her cooking. When he returned to me, his expression was unreadable. “So, what are you doing here, Mother?” he demanded.

      “Can’t a mother just want to make breakfast for her son?” Marjory asked.

      “Not my mother.”

      I shot him a quelling look. “If this is about how we were acting yesterday,” I started. “Um, you should know that we weren’t really feeling ourselves. We’re better now.”

      “Yes, I heard you were infected with a lust spell and spent the afternoon fornicating,” Marjory supplied. “That must have been terrifying.”

      “How did you hear that?” Galen demanded.

      “Booker called last night. He didn’t want me to worry.”

      “Booker called to tell you we spent all afternoon having sex?” Galen’s expression told me he was going to hunt down Booker for a conversation before the day was over.

      “No, Booker told me you were back to acting like your real selves, and when I questioned him, he filled me in on the rest,” Marjory replied. “I don’t think you understand how out of sorts you were acting.” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You had your hand under her shirt, Galen. It was very disturbing.”

      I turned a hilarious look toward Galen. “I am shocked!”

      He extended a warning finger in my direction. “Don’t start.”

      “Shocked I tell you,” I added. “That is just so tacky.”

      “You tried to use your magic to unbutton his shorts in front of me,” Marjory countered. “He wasn’t the only one embarrassing your guests.”

      “Oh, now I’m shocked,” Galen intoned, his eyes flashing with mischief. “That is just so gauche, Hadley.”

      I elbowed him in the stomach as he laughed. I had to regain control of this conversation, and I had to do it now. “I’m sorry. We were struggling with some issues yesterday. We’re totally back to normal.”

      “We didn’t even have sex last night,” Galen agreed.

      Marjory pinned her only son with a warning look. “I think you’ve mentioned the S-word more than enough for one day, Galen. Don’t push things.”

      “And there she is,” Galen noted. “There’s the mother I grew up with.”

      Marjory ignored the darkening of his eyes and focused on me. “I’m actually here for you, dear.”

      My blood ran cold. “What did I do?” I whined. “He started the groping.”

      “There’s no reason to rehash that,” Marjory warned.

      “Yeah, Hadley,” Galen sneered, his twinkling eyes telling me he was having fun. “Stop rehashing it. You’re making my mother uncomfortable.”

      “Did she tell you about the birds and the bees when you were a kid?” I asked. “Did she make you read books so she wouldn’t have to explain it?”

      “Actually, she told me to feel free to ask the school nurse if I had any questions,” Galen replied. He seemed amused as he looked back on the conversation. “Of course, I was fifteen at the time. She thought I didn’t know anything about sex.”

      “Seriously?” I laughed. “My dad was so afraid, he made me start watching videos about girls and their bodies when I was ten. He wanted to make sure there weren’t any accidents. He also wanted to appear really cool, so he started buying tampons for me a year before I started my period. They just started showing up in my bathroom.”

      Galen snorted. “That’s weird.”

      “Well, it was my dad, so of course it was weird.”

      Marjory pinned us with quelling looks in turn. “We’ve discussed this topic quite enough,” she said primly. “You’re obviously fine. The crisis has passed. I want to talk about something else.”

      “This should be good,” Galen muttered.

      “What do you want to talk about?” I asked.

      “Your wedding.” The way Marjory smiled—she was showing a bit too much teeth—had me straightening. She was about to mount a stealth attack. “I think I should be put in charge of planning it.”

      Yup. That was even worse than I was expecting.

      “Why would we put you in charge of our wedding?” Galen demanded.

      “Because that’s a mother’s job, and Hadley doesn’t have a mother.”

      I frowned. I didn’t need a reminder that my mother was gone. “I’m not sure—”

      She made a tsking sound with her tongue to cut me off. “I have the means to throw you a beautiful wedding. I also have a very nice house that was essentially made for such an event. I should naturally be in charge.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Galen didn’t look convinced. “Well, we’re not having our wedding at your house. We’re having it on the beach.”

      Marjory started shaking her head. “Beach weddings are windy. Hadley’s hair will be a mess by the end of the night.”

      “I don’t care,” Galen countered. “I like when her hair is a mess. It turns me on.”

      Marjory frantically waved the spatula to shut him up. “What did I say?” She sounded as if she was close to a meltdown.

      “Mother, enough is enough,” Galen warned. “You have an agenda. We both know it.”

      “Can’t I see that my only child has a proper wedding?” Marjory demanded.

      “Please, I don’t know who you’re trying to fool, but it’s not going to work on me,” Galen shot back. “You know darned well I won’t allow you to throw our wedding. Hadley gets to decide all the details.”

      “I kind of want your help,” I said to him.

      “Hadley and I get to decide the details,” he clarified. “You don’t get a say in anything. That’s not why you’re here. Just tell me and get it over with.”

      “I want to talk about Nathan,” she said as she started plating the food.

      Galen frowned. “I should’ve known.”

      “He was obviously targeted, Galen,” Marjory insisted. “What makes you think the rest of us won’t be targeted?”

      “We don’t have proof that Nathan was targeted,” Galen countered. “If he was, he wasn’t the only one. Tom Kent was, but he wasn’t on the DDA.”

      “Yes, but maybe Tom was targeted to throw you off the scent and another attack is coming for one of us,” Marjory argued.

      “Or maybe someone else is being targeted altogether,” Galen argued. “Hadley and I were targeted yesterday, and we definitely have nothing to do with the DDA.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Marjory argued.

      “How do you figure that?”

      “People are putting your name into consideration for a position of power in the new government, Galen.”

      “Oh, geez.” Galen rubbed his forehead. “Mother, I have no interest in a leadership position in the government.”

      “It’s a little late for that, sheriff,” she said dryly.

      “Being sheriff is different,” Galen pointed out. “I want to keep the residents safe, but I don’t want to be in charge. I’ve already made my decision on that.”

      “You might change your mind,” Marjory argued. “You’re still young. I could take the position as mayor and hold it for you until you’re ready.”

      “Over my dead body,” Galen snapped. His eyes were fierce when his mother delivered his breakfast. He immediately slid the plate in front of me. His manners were impeccable, even when debating killing his mother. “You’re not going to be put into a position of power again, Mother. I won’t allow it.”

      Marjory narrowed her eyes to slits and stared at her son before returning to the stove to fill another plate. “Tell me what you think is going on with Nathan and Tom,” she instructed.

      It was a shocking shift.  Rather than comment, I shoveled food into my mouth and let mother and son battle it out.

      “We’re not sure about anything yet,” Galen replied. “Hadley and I have no idea how we were infected.”

      “I’m curious about how you managed to save yourselves,” Marjory admitted as she delivered Galen’s breakfast.

      “That was all Hadley,” Galen replied. “She somehow realized that we were in trouble and burned the contagion out of our blood with her magic. She’s the hero.”

      “Of course she is.” Marjory shot me a tight smile. Our relationship was full of ups and downs. In truth, I believed she liked me. I just wasn’t what she had in mind for her son. She wanted him to marry a pack member and ascend the leadership ladder. She refused to see that was never going to happen.

      “Booker brought up something interesting last night,” I offered, desperate to change the subject. “He thinks that perhaps one of the earlier-generation cupids could’ve pulled off what happened.”

      “He also said they’re all dead,” Galen reminded me.

      “Yes, and it was pointed out we thought the same thing about shark shifters, but then Brody came into our lives,” I said. “It’s not out of the realm of possibility to consider.”

      Galen didn’t look convinced. “I have trouble believing an ancient cupid could set up shop on Moonstone Bay without anybody noticing.”

      “Maybe not on Moonstone Bay,” Marjory agreed. “There was one on Azure Island about thirty years ago.”

      Galen looked stunned.

      “What’s Azure Island?” I asked.

      “It’s a very small island off the south side of Moonstone Bay,” Marjory explained. “There are no structures. Sometimes, when the tide is high enough, the entire island is swallowed. It’s only three square miles.”

      I glanced at Galen, debating. “If there are no structures, how was a cupid living there?”

      “The rumor was she had built a teepee and was hippie-ing it up,” Marjory replied. “She made her own clothes.” The way she wrinkled her nose told me exactly what she thought about that. “She caught all her own food and planted a garden. She didn’t allow visitors to her island.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” Galen argued. “We used to go to Azure Island to party all the time in high school.”

      “Did you search the island?” Marjory asked.

      “No, but if someone was living on the island, wouldn’t she have approached us? How do you even know it was a female?”

      “People saw her from time to time,” Marjory replied. “I never met her myself. I just know the rumors. I don’t think she’s still out there. At a certain point, we stopped hearing about her. I think she’s gone.”

      “But she was out there?” I pressed.

      “Yes.”

      I shifted my curious gaze to Galen. “If there was an early-generation cupid here thirty years ago, it’s possible another one has made its way to the island.”

      “Or maybe the first got bored living on Azure Island and moved to Moonstone Bay,” Galen suggested. He went back to eating his breakfast. “Are you up for a boat ride when we’re done here?” he asked after several seconds.

      “I think I can handle that.” I grinned.

      “I would love a boat ride,” Marjory enthused.

      “You’re not invited because you’d spend the entire time trying to manipulate me,” Galen replied. “I thank you for breakfast and the tip on the cupid, though. You came through.” He shot her a thumbs-up.

      Marjory looked caught. Her relationship with Galen was strained, which pained her. This was a way for her to earn points toward repairing it. Ultimately, she smiled. “I’m glad to be of service.”
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      Booker met us at the marina. Galen was a big proponent of having someone else who could handle a boat with us when we went out on something that could turn sideways. Even though the odds were long on this one, he didn’t want to risk me having to get back to Moonstone Bay without him.

      “I never knew there was an older cupid living on Azure Island,” Booker said once we were on our way. “Why wouldn’t we have heard the story? We threw bonfire parties out there in high school.”

      “I’m curious about that too,” Galen admitted. He was behind the wheel and his eyes kept drifting to me. “Hadley, tighten that life vest,” he ordered.

      I glared at him but did as ordered. “If the boat goes down, I’m not sure I want to survive,” I argued. “I’ll be like a floating teabag when the sharks come to eat my legs, and nobody wants that.”

      “What did I tell you about sharks?” Galen demanded.

      “Sharks don’t know they’re not supposed to be close to the island,” I argued. “They don’t follow rules like that. There are rogue sharks in literature and movies for a reason. I mean … have you even seen Jaws?”

      “Yes, because Jaws is real life,” Galen muttered.

      Booker smirked. “It’s good to see you back to normal. I was worried there for a bit.”

      “Yes, I’m so glad all the mush is gone, and the banter is back,” Galen agreed. “You’re not going to be eaten by a shark, Hadley. I promise.”

      That didn’t mean I could just snap my fingers and get over the fear. “Tell me about Azure Island.” I figured a change in subject could only help. “Why is it vacant?”

      “You can’t do anything with it,” Booker explained. “Depending on the time of year, the island floods with the tides. During storm season it’s almost entirely underwater.”

      “Then how did a cupid live there?” I asked.

      Booker shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense to me.”

      “What happens if we find a cupid?” I asked Galen. “Like … can it take control and kill us right there?”

      Galen looked uncomfortable with the question. “We’ll be fine.” He said it, but I couldn’t be certain he believed it. “Odds are we won’t find anyone.”

      “And if we do, there’s no reason to believe the cupid will come for us,” Booker added. “We were out there a lot as kids and never came across anybody. If the cupid wanted to hurt us, she or he could’ve easily done it. We were young and stupid.”

      “Yeah, but we’re only going out there because we believe it’s possible a cupid has been hurting people,” I reminded him.

      “I’d rather not dwell on that,” Booker said. “Let’s not jump to any conclusions.”

      

      IT TOOK US FORTY MINUTES TO REACH OUR destination, and when we did, I was frustrated because Galen and Booker anchored out from the island. There was no way to reach solid ground without getting wet.

      “Do you expect me to swim in my clothes?” I asked Galen, horrified at the thought.

      “Are you going to whine if I say yes?” he asked with a smirk.

      “I can’t swim in my clothes. I’ll drown.”

      “You could strip down to your bra and panties,” Booker suggested. “That would make it easier.”

      I slid my narrowed eyes to him. “I’ll tell Lilac you suggested that.”

      He smirked, seemingly unbothered by the threat. “There’s a Zodiac, Hadley.”

      I didn’t consider myself the smartest witch in the world, but I said a dumb thing in the moment. “Like the Zodiac Killer?”

      The pitying looks Galen and Booker gave me indicated I’d made a grave misstep.

      “Scratch that,” I said quickly. “I know what a Zodiac is.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Galen’s response was easy. “What is it?”

      “It’s … well … why don’t you tell me, and I’ll tell you if you’re right?”

      Galen chuckled. “It’s a small boat, Hadley,” he replied. “It’s inflatable. We just have to pull a cord to inflate it, and we can take it to the island. Nobody has to strip to their bra and panties, and if you do it in front of Booker, I’m going to be mad.”

      I let loose a breath. That was good news. “I knew that,” I said.

      He smirked as he killed the engine. “Come on.” He motioned for me to follow him to the stern of the boat. There was a huge chest positioned there, and I peered inside when he opened it. “See.” He gestured to something that looked as if it could be inflated into a huge floatie. “We’ll be fine.”

      I shot him a thumbs-up, but I still had questions.

      “I’ll get the motor,” Booker offered as he disappeared below deck.

      Galen inflated the boat on the deck by pulling a cord. Once it was fully inflated, he and Booker worked together to attach the motor before lowering it over the side.

      “Ready?” Galen asked me.

      “Do you expect me to jump into that thing?”

      He laughed at my discomfort. “Use the ladder.”

      I leaned over the railing to look at the ladder. It didn’t look very sturdy. “I can wait here,” I said.

      Galen swung his leg over the side. “I’ll go first,” he said to Booker. “Once I’m steady, send her down.

      “Hey!” I split a glare between them. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.”

      “We’re just making sure we have you covered,” Galen assured me. He patted my shoulder. “Watch me, and then follow suit. I’ll catch you if it comes to it. I promise you’ll be safe.”

      I didn’t like his tone. “I’m totally capable of climbing down a ladder and getting in a boat.”

      “Of course you are.” Galen exchanged an amused look with Booker and then started down. “I’ll tell you when to follow me.”

      I watched him closely. He was all muscles and strength and had no problem climbing down the rickety-looking ladder. He was deft when he landed in the boat, his legs compensating for the waves, and his smile was at the ready when he looked up at me.

      “Come on, Hadley,” he called out.

      I could turn into a baby and pout on the deck of the bigger boat, or I could pretend I wasn’t bothered and hoped I somehow looked coordinated descending the ladder. I went with the second option, but only because I had way too much pride.

      I steadily climbed down each rung. When I reached the last rung above the water level and darted a look to the Zodiac, my bravado fled.

      “It’s okay,” Galen said in a low voice. His eyes were calm when mine locked with them. “I won’t let you fall.”

      It was the simple way he said it that convinced me. I nodded, sucked in a breath, and extended a leg toward the inflatable boat. The breeze picked that moment to push the Zodiac away. Galen’s arms were around my waist in an instant.

      “Told you.” He beamed at me, holding me close as I tried to regulate my breathing. “As long as I’m here, you’ll never fall.”

      “Don’t make me throw up on you,” Booker said from the top of the ladder. He looked annoyed. “Stop that mush train right now.”

      Galen smirked. “Fine.” He kissed the tip of my nose and then instructed me to sit in the middle of the boat. “Booker will take the bow. I’ll steer. We’ll be on dry land before you know it.”

      I couldn’t wait. I was careful when sitting. Booker landed with a lot more grace, and he grinned when he got comfortable in the bow.

      “Ready?” he asked me.

      I nodded. “Let’s find the ancient cupid.”

      

      BOOKER GOT OUT OF THE ZODIAC and held out his hands to me. I took them and was grateful when I landed on the sand.

      “I don’t think I’m a boat person,” I announced as I pressed my hand to my stomach.

      “The approach was choppier than I expected,” Galen acknowledged. He ran his hand over my back. “Do you feel sick?”

      “A little.” There was no point in lying.

      “Well, why don’t you sit here.” He pointed to a dry spot in the sand. “Just until you feel better. We’re going to look around.”

      I glared at him. “And what happens if you run into this cupid and she makes you and Booker fall in lust with one another so she can make her escape?”

      Galen scowled. “You always have to take it to a weird place.”

      I was determined as I removed my hand from my stomach. “I’m fine. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “If only,” he muttered.

      We searched the beach, but there wasn’t much to see.

      “It doesn’t look like anybody has been walking here,” Booker noted.

      “I send boats by the island at dusk,” Galen said. “I know what we used to do out here. My guys patrol daily.”

      “And they’ve never seen anything?”

      Galen shook his head. “Apparently, kids today are not as adventurous as we used to be.”

      Oh, well, now he had my full attention. “What did you do out here?”

      Galen didn’t make eye contact. “A little drinking.”

      “And a little romancing,” Booker added on a grin. “We were very popular as teenagers. All the girls loved us. Me more than him.”

      “Only because you had your cupid powers,” Galen shot back.

      “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that.”

      I pushed between them and started for the trees. The woods weren’t thick, but they offered cover. “I wouldn’t party on the beach if I was trying to avoid the sheriff’s boat,” I supplied. “I would go beyond the tree line. Besides, what’s to stop them from going to the far side of the island to beach their boats? I bet your deputies don’t patrol that side of the island.”

      Galen hesitated and then shook his head. “That’s a point, but the water on that side is rougher.”

      “Would that have stopped you at that age?”

      Galen rubbed his chin. “You have a point. Let’s see what we find in the trees.”

      I took the lead even though I knew it would irritate them. Once in the shade, I planted my hands on my hips and looked around. “All coconut palms,” I noted.

      “It’s an island in the tropics,” Galen replied.

      “I know. I was just thinking.”

      “About what?”

      “Is there a source of fresh water?”

      Galen seemed to understand where I was going right away. “No. But the coconuts would provide a source of liquid.”

      “Can cupids survive without water?”

      “No, but if someone was living here, they could’ve set up a way to collect rainwater.”

      I considered it. “That seems like a lot of work. I can’t imagine not having running water.”

      Galen chuckled. “If you know what you’re doing, it’s possible to set it up in such a way that it’s only true work at the start. Once you have your system in place, boiling is the most time-consuming part.”

      We ventured into the woods. It wasn’t as hot in the shade, and we spread out to search. I was starting to get bored when we uncovered our first clue that maybe someone had been staying on the island.

      “Look there.” Booker pointed to a spot between the tree fronds. “Is that the top of a teepee?”

      I tried to look in the direction he indicated but saw nothing. Galen immediately started nodding.

      “That’s exactly what it is.” Galen took my hand and tugged. “You stick close to me.”

      It didn’t take us long to reach our destination, and when we did, it became glaringly apparent that someone had set up a long-term camp. The teepee was the central point of interest, but there was a garden on one side as well. It was overgrown, but there were flashes of red that indicated tomatoes. There was also a bonfire pit with two homemade benches placed on either side.

      Galen went to the bonfire pit and poked at the charred remnants. “This hasn’t been used in at least two weeks.”

      The revelation was jarring. “Seriously? Just two weeks. How does that work? And how do you even know that?”

      “Just a little talent of mine.” He darted his eyes to the teepee. “Let’s take a look inside.”

      It was dark inside, so I offered a bit of magical help. There wasn’t much to look at other than a cot someone had fashioned out of tree limbs.

      “Look at this.” Booker dropped to one knee next to the cot. “Someone took the time to actually weave this.”

      “Which means they were here for more than a night or two,” Galen said.

      Booker looked intrigued. “The teepee looks as if it was built a long time ago—the center support poles look ancient—but the other pieces have been switched out over the years.”

      Years? “Are you suggesting someone was really living out here for an extended period?” The notion baffled me.

      “It kind of looks that way.”

      We did another sweep of the teepee. I marveled at how cool it was inside despite the heat. Once we were free of the teepee darkness, I made my way to the garden. There were indeed tomato plants, as well as a few other vegetables.

      “What are we thinking?” I asked as Booker grabbed what looked to be a spear from the side of the teepee. “Do we really believe an ancient cupid decided to get away from it all and built a teepee here? Could he or she have really survived?”

      “My mother said it was a female,” Galen noted. He was focused on the ground, measuring his footprint against an indentation he’d found. “This looks like a print, and it’s way smaller than mine. That would seem to indicate a female.”

      “But … how could someone live out here?” I demanded. “I’ve seen the movie Castaway and know it wouldn’t be easy.”

      “You need to watch less television.” Galen flicked my ear. “It wouldn’t be as difficult as you think. They could’ve speared fish and cooked them over a fire. The vegetables would’ve rounded things out. There’s a tarp on the back side of the teepee that runs into a trough to collect rainwater. It wouldn’t have been easy, but it’s possible.

      “And look here.” Booker narrowed his eyes and pointed in the opposite direction we’d come from. “The other side of the island is right there. We just came in from the wrong side.”

      We all moved in the direction he pointed. We found footprints on the shore.

      “There are traps,” Galen noted, pointing to a rope attached to a tiny buoy sticking out of the water. “Whoever it was, was trapping shellfish.”

      “These footprints are interesting,” Booker noted as he dropped down. “There are no treads on the soles.”

      “Maybe they were barefoot,” I suggested.

      “Or maybe they made their own shoes.” Booker’s gaze was speculative when it locked with Galen’s troubled stare. “Just a guess.”

      I was behind. “Who makes their own shoes?”

      “The sirens,” Galen replied. “Some of them buy shoes, but some make their own so they can swim without ruining them.”

      I was shocked. “Are you telling me a siren was living here?”

      “Or a siren was visiting the individual living here,” Galen replied.

      “Does that mean Aurora knew about the cupid here?”

      “Maybe not Aurora,” Galen hedged. “Someone in that siren stronghold knew.”

      “I’m guessing you want to visit Cordelia,” Booker surmised. He looked annoyed and yet resigned.

      “While we’re already here on the boat it couldn’t hurt,” Galen replied.

      Booker nodded grimly. “Cordelia isn’t going to admit to anything. She’s cagey.”
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      We didn’t waste time returning to the other side of the island. Galen took a few photos of the campsite with his phone and then we were off. He lifted me and placed me in the Zodiac before settling behind me.

      “I could’ve gotten on myself,” I groused, although I wasn’t entirely certain that was true.

      “Just saving time.” He blew me a kiss before firing up the engine. “Can you tolerate the Zodiac all the way to Cooper’s Hollow?” he asked.

      I wasn’t expecting the question. “Why aren’t we getting the bigger boat?” At least then I would feel slightly solid on my feet.

      “The entrance to Cooper’s Hollow is gnarly,” Booker replied. “The bigger boat will be harder to navigate. It will be safer in this.”

      Safer didn’t mean smoother. Still, I didn’t want to be the lone wuss in the group. “I’ll be fine.”

      Galen arched a dubious eyebrow. “Are you sure?”

      “I said I’ll be fine. Don’t give me grief.”

      He looked beyond me, snagging gazes with Booker, and then nodded. “Okay. Don’t put your head down. Keep your eyes on the water line. That will help.”

      “I’m good.” I gripped my seat as he took off, giving Azure Island a wide berth as he angled in closer to Moonstone Bay. I wasn’t good with geography, so it was difficult to gauge exactly where we were as Galen pulled into view of the bigger island. He seemed to know exactly where we were going, however, and thirty minutes later he throttled back and steered into a narrow cove.

      The first thing I noticed was the choppy waters. If I thought things were uneven when we approached Azure Island, I was in for a rude awakening. I tried to do as he said and keep my eyes on the water line, but my stomach threatened to revolt, forcing me to squeeze them shut. It was by sheer force of will that I didn’t throw up.

      When we landed, I was shaky and uncertain. Booker hopped off first and dragged the bow of the Zodiac up the beach before extending a hand to me.

      I didn’t take it.

      “Hadley.” Booker shook his hand to get my attention.

      I still didn’t take it. I was afraid that if I moved a muscle, I would puke all over him. I didn’t want Cordelia, the siren leader, to see me puke. She was a strong warrior. She wouldn’t harbor respect for someone who puked all over her beach.

      Behind me, Galen shifted closer. “Baby, are you okay?” he asked. “You can wait for us here.”

      I wasn’t going to be left behind. “I’m good.” I reached forward and took Booker’s hand. The second my feet hit land I pitched forward and lost what was left of my breakfast all over his shoes.

      “I freaking knew it!” Booker released me and threw his hands in the air. “That is disgusting, Hadley!”

      I wanted to be embarrassed—and part of me was—but I was too focused on not repeating the action.

      “Leave her alone,” Galen warned as he appeared at my side.

      I bent at the waist and studied the sand. Not the part where I’d thrown up of course because that wasn’t going to help me get a grip on things. I picked a bare spot several feet to the right of Booker and made that my focal point.

      “Baby…” Galen sounded lost as his hand landed on my back. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Well, that makes two of us,” a female voice called out. I didn’t have to look up to know it was Cordelia. “This is a surprise.” She didn’t sound happy about the surprise, but I couldn’t force myself to look away from the spot in the sand.

      “Cordelia,” Galen said. “Good to see you.”

      “I can’t say the same.” Cordelia’s agitation was palpable even though I’d yet to see her face. “Aren’t you supposed to get permission before visiting us? I know I’ve been lax in recent weeks because of circumstances, but we don’t appreciate uninvited guests. This space is sacred.”

      “We were at Azure Island. It was easier to come on the boat,” Galen replied. “We have some questions.”

      “When don’t you have questions?” Cordelia made a disgusted sound in her throat. “What’s wrong with her?”

      She was obviously asking about me, but I didn’t stir. If I tried to talk, I would throw up again.

      “Motion sickness,” Galen replied. “We came in the Zodiac instead of the big boat.”

      “Did she do that to your shoes, Booker?” Cordelia demanded.

      “Well, I certainly didn’t do it myself.” Booker’s annoyance was prickly enough to double as a cactus. “She totally ruined my shoes.”

      “She did,” Cordelia agreed. “That’s not my problem.”

      “We’re not here to make anything your problem,” Galen offered. “We need some information.”

      “Is this about the DDA member dying?” Cordelia asked. “We had nothing to do with that.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting you did.” Galen had his cop face in place when I finally managed to dart a look at him. He was focused on Cordelia, but his worry for me hadn’t dissipated. It was going to be a long ride back to the other boat. “How much do you know about that?”

      “Not much,” Cordelia admitted. “I know that Nathan Rose was found with a woman who wasn’t his wife, that they were both naked, and it appeared they’d cried blood.”

      “That’s mostly true,” Galen confirmed. “Nathan had on boxer shorts when he died. I’m going to nutshell things for you to speed this up.” He ran through everything that had happened the last couple of days. “Booker suggested this was in the wheelhouse of an early-generation cupid,” he said. “When I mentioned that to my mother, she told me there were stories about an older cupid living on Azure Island.”

      “Interesting,” Cordelia mused in what could only be described as a disinterested voice. “I didn’t realize you and your mother were so close, especially since the DDA was removed from power.”

      “My relationship with my mother isn’t germane to this conversation,” Galen replied. “She’s a pain in the ass, but she occasionally has good information.”

      “I’m assuming you spent some time on Azure Island,” Cordelia prodded.

      When I risked another look at Galen, it was impossible to miss the speculation lighting his eyes.

      “Okay, to save us both time, I’ll get to the heart of matters,” he said. “We saw the campsite. We know someone was living there. The garden is still growing, and there’s a firepit. Given the size of the footprints there, I’m guessing we’re dealing with a female.”

      Cordelia pursed her lips.

      “We went to the beach on the south side, Cordelia,” Galen said. “We saw the traps. We also saw the footprints. We know at least one of your people was in contact with the person living there.”

      Cordelia wrinkled her nose, glanced over her shoulder to where her male guards were watching, and muttered something unintelligible before speaking a bit louder. “I knew this would come back to bite us.”

      I had questions—so many questions—but I left them to Galen.

      “How long have your people been in contact with her?” Galen demanded.

      “A long time,” Cordelia replied. “When I came to power, an arrangement had already been brokered. I stuck to the arrangement.”

      “What does the arrangement entail?”

      “Little things. We provide her with bowls and utensils. A few food supplies during lean garden months. Occasionally, when it didn’t rain, we provided her with water. In exchange, she wove cots for us. She was surprisingly good at it.”

      “We saw one of the cots,” Booker acknowledged. “It was very nice work.”

      “Is she a cupid?” Galen asked.

      “Yes.” Cordelia didn’t look embarrassed about keeping such a big secret. She wasn’t the type to show any weakness, however.

      Galen dragged a hand through his hair and turned his back on Cordelia. He was likely counting to ten before continuing, one of his tricks to keep his temper in check. When he turned back, he was still frustrated. “Tell me what you know.”

      “It’s not much,” Cordelia replied. “My understanding is that she took up residence on Azure Island more than twenty years ago.”

      “My mother said thirty years.”

      “Who am I to argue with the almighty Marjory Blackwood?” Cordelia drawled. “Does it really matter?”

      “It might.”

      Cordelia held her hands palms out. “I don’t know when she first took up residence there. I honestly don’t, so stop trying to pin down an exact date. I wasn’t in charge then. In fact, I didn’t become privy to the situation until after I’d assumed leadership.”

      “You must know something,” Galen pressed.

      “I only know what I was told.” Cordelia wet her lips. “Supposedly, one of our groups was taking a breather on the island. It was the stormy season, and the waters were particularly choppy. They stumbled across her as she was coming to check her traps.

      “They were understandably curious—the island often disappears under the water during storm season. They asked her if she’d been shipwrecked,” she continued. “She seemed to find that funny. They asked questions. She didn’t answer them. Because it was getting late, they had to leave.”

      “There’s no way that’s the end of the story,” Galen said with a glower.

      “Did I say it was the end?” Cordelia didn’t like when anybody talked back to her. She tolerated Galen because of his status on the island. “My people endured the stormy season and then went back. They waited on the beach again. She didn’t show. They assumed that she’d died during the storms. But when they went back a few weeks later, she was there checking her traps.”

      “This story is so boring I might die,” Booker interjected.

      Cordelia murdered him with a glare. “I’m answering our good sheriff’s questions. If you don’t like it, you can leave.”

      “You could speed up the story,” Booker argued. “This is taking forever.”

      “You’re such a whiner,” Cordelia shot back. “If you don’t want my help, the exit is that way.” She gestured toward the cove.

      “Ignore him,” Galen instructed. “He’s just being a baby because of his shoes. I need to hear the rest.”

      “There’s not much to tell,” Cordelia replied, matter of fact. “A relationship, a rather tenuous one but still a relationship, was struck up over the course of several months. She provided my people with food and water occasionally. They started taking her gifts. We didn’t see her often.”

      “Why didn’t you tell anybody she was out there?” I asked before I even realized I was going to speak.

      Cordelia’s gaze was heavy when it landed on me. “Because she asked us not to.”

      “What if she had gotten into trouble?” Galen challenged. “Don’t you think we should’ve known she was out there?”

      “She didn’t want anyone to know. She wasn’t hurting anything. She took care of herself, minded her own business, and didn’t get in anybody’s way. I don’t understand why that’s not to be respected.”

      “Because … because…” Galen couldn’t finish.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” I asked, still trying to wrap my head around things.

      “I’m not certain.” Cordelia lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I never personally interacted with her. My scouts did, about once a month. She was hardly a friend. If I had to guess, it was about a month ago.”

      Galen seemed doubtful. You would have to know him well to see it, but it was obvious to me. “So you don’t know why she’s no longer on the island?”

      “What makes you think she’s not there?” Cordelia challenged. “Perhaps she simply didn’t want to entertain you.”

      “Nobody has lit a fire in the pit in at least two weeks,” Galen replied, unruffled by Cordelia’s tone. “The garden is overgrown. Nobody is tending it. I don’t know about you, but if I was reliant on that garden to survive, I would make sure that it survived.”

      “Yes, you’ve always struck me as the gardening type,” Cordelia drawled.

      “Are you really going to sit there and tell me you didn’t know she was gone?”

      “It’s not my business. It’s not yours. She hasn’t done anything.”

      “We have four people dead, and the manner of death suggests that an early-generation cupid could’ve done it,” Galen reminded her. “I only know of one in the area.”

      “I have no idea what generation she is,” Cordelia fired back. “I only know that she didn’t get in the way and didn’t cause problems. That’s not something I can say about you.”

      A muscle worked in Galen’s jaw as he stared her down. After a few moments, he nodded and took a step back. “Okay, then.” He put his hand to my back. “Can you survive the ride back to the boat?”

      I didn’t see that I had many options. I couldn’t very well stay at Cooper’s Hollow with Cordelia. That would be worse than puking on Booker again. “I’m good.”

      “Thanks for your time, Cordelia.” He didn’t look over his shoulder as he led me to the Zodiac. I did, though, and I saw the frown marring Cordelia’s pretty features.

      “Just like that you’re going to leave?” Cordelia demanded. “Why am I suspicious of your change of heart?”

      “Maybe you’re just a suspicious person,” Galen replied. He lifted me and climbed into the boat. When he got me settled, he looked as if he was the one who wanted to puke. “Baby, you know you’re going to get sick going back, right?”

      I was resigned to my fate. “Yeah.”

      “Try to aim it over the side of the boat. I don’t want it flying back and hitting me. You know I’m a sympathetic puker.”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. I should’ve thought ahead.” He looked to Booker, who had settled in the bow. They exchanged heavy looks. “We’ll talk about it back on the boat,” he said.

      Booker bobbed his head and then turned his attention to me. “I’m going to be really mad if you puke on me again.”

      “That makes two of us.” I squeezed my eyes shut for the ride, my stomach rolling like the waves. I had to lean over the side to throw up twice. By the second time, however, there was nothing left, and all I could do was dry heave. The ride seemed to take far longer than the initial trip, but when we reached our destination, relief overwhelmed me.

      “I’ll go up first,” Booker said. “Throw the line up before you help Hadley,” he ordered Galen.

      I was over worrying about the boat. I just wanted to lie down on one of the benches.

      Galen waited until Booker was on the boat before giving me a boost.

      I climbed three rungs and then slapped my hand into Booker’s so he could haul me up. Once there, I rolled to the side and didn’t even bother getting on the bench. Instead, I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to drown out the noise as I pretended the deck wasn’t uncomfortable.

      Booker and Galen didn’t speak to one another as they stowed the Zodiac. After several minutes, I became aware of my surroundings again because Galen was picking me up from the deck.

      “Here, baby.” He got me comfortable on the bench and sat beside me. “Booker, take us home. Try to take it easy. I don’t want her puking on me.”

      “It’s not fun,” Booker agreed. “Before we go, I have one question for you. Do you believe Cordelia?”

      “Not for a second,” Galen replied. “She’s lying. I just don’t know what she’s lying about.”

      “She knew the cupid was no longer on the island.”

      “I have to wonder what else she knows.”
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      I was not in the best shape when we returned to Moonstone Bay. Once we docked, I refused to get up from the bench and kept my eyes squeezed shut as I willed my body to pull itself together.

      Once I finally opened my eyes, Galen looked tortured as he dropped to his knees next to me, his fingers gentle as he brushed my hair from my face. He tried to cajole me off the bench, but I was having none of it. Ultimately, he picked me up like a romance novel hero and carried me to the dock. He put me on another bench and ordered Booker to find some ginger ale.

      “Since when am I your slave?” Booker demanded.

      “Don’t make me beat the snot out of you,” Galen snapped. “Can’t you see she’s sick?”

      “She has motion sickness,” Booker countered. “She’ll be fine in twenty minutes.”

      “I will drown you and lie to Lilac about where your body is!”

      “You can’t take me,” Booker replied. “The only working out you’ve been doing for the last three weeks is petting Hadley. I’m way stronger than you.”

      I wanted to choke them both to shut them up. Thankfully, Aurora picked that moment to approach.

      “What’s going on here?” she asked.

      “Hadley is sick from the boat ride,” Galen replied. “Booker won’t get her ginger ale.”

      “She puked on my shoes,” Booker complained.

      “Oh, like she did that on purpose,” Aurora replied. “Hold on.” She whipped out her phone and started typing. After a few seconds, she shoved it back in her pocket. “Brody is picking up some ginger ale and is on his way. You guys stop crowding her.” She used her hip to nudge Galen away. “Are you going to puke on me?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “There’s nothing left in my stomach.”

      “Well, that’s good.” Aurora briefly pressed her hand to my forehead. “You’re not warm, so I’m guessing this is just motion sickness from the boat. You’ll be fine in a few minutes, although you really should start carrying medication for her, Galen.”

      “Thank you, Nurse King,” Galen drawled, snark on full display.

      Aurora planted her hands on her hips. “Why am I a nurse and not a doctor? Because I’m a woman?”

      “Oh, geez.” Galen made a face. “Are you trying to torture me?”

      “I do enjoy torturing you,” Aurora replied. “That’s not on my list today.” Her gaze moved back to me. “Some of your color is coming back. What were you doing on the official department boat today? Did you get a lead?”

      “Actually, we did.” This time when Galen looked in Booker’s direction, he displayed worry. “My mother stopped by to fix us breakfast. She had ulterior motives, as usual, but she let something interesting slip.”

      “Your mother always has ulterior motives,” Aurora offered.

      Galen nodded. “She said there’s a longstanding rumor about an ancient cupid living on Azure Island.”

      I watched Aurora closely for a reaction. When her forehead creased and her upper lip curved into a sneer, I realized she was unaware of the rumor.

      “I think I would’ve heard about that,” she countered. “Azure Island isn’t far from Cooper’s Hollow.”

      Galen offered a tight smile to an approaching Brody, who was carrying a can of ginger ale. “Thank you so much.” He took the can, propped me against his side as he sat on the bench, and popped the top. “Sip this,” he ordered. “Don’t guzzle it.”

      “What’s going on?” Brody asked as he glanced between faces. “Why is Hadley sick?”

      “Galen and Booker took her out on the boat. She has a stomach like an infant’s,” Aurora replied. “Obviously, you believed what your mother told you enough to check it out,” she said to Galen.

      “I did,” Galen confirmed. He looked uncomfortable. “We found what looked to be a long-term camp, complete with a garden and a system for collecting rainwater.”

      “There must be more to the story than that.” Aurora knew Galen well enough to know when he was dragging something out. Her eyes narrowed, and she braced for something bad.

      “On the far beach, we found where she’d been trapping crabs and stuff,” Galen explained. “There were footprints … and none of them had markings to suggest a brand.”

      Aurora didn’t visibly react, but I sensed a change in her energy. “Did you talk to Cordelia?” she asked.

      “Yeah, and she confirmed there was a cupid on the island,” Galen replied. “She said that they left her to her own devices, occasionally traded with her, and that she has no knowledge where the cupid has gone.”

      “Obviously, you didn’t know there was a cupid on the island,” Booker supplied.

      “I had no idea.” Aurora looked troubled now. “To be honest, I was never much interested in Azure Island. There’s nothing there.”

      “It’s a teenage party place, and I never think much of it,” Galen added. “I can’t help but feel Cordelia was lying to me. I didn’t call her on it, but she knew the cupid was no longer on the island.”

      “Well, crap.” Aurora’s nose wrinkled. She didn’t seem all that surprised that Cordelia had lied to us. Despite being a siren, Aurora was careful when interacting with her own people. I’d come to the conclusion that Galen, Booker, and Lilac were her family. The sirens were simply the people she occasionally interacted with, and not by choice. She’d chosen one family but was still anchored to the other by blood. “What do you want to do?”

      Galen lightly traced his fingers up and down my arm as I continued to suck down the ginger ale. “I would like to find this cupid. I have to think she’s somewhere on this island.”

      “She?” Brody straightened. “How do you know it’s a woman?”

      “My mother mentioned that was the rumor. I found a footprint at the campsite that was too small to belong to a man. And Cordelia pretty much confirmed it.”

      “Right.” Brody bobbed his head. “Should we be looking for a newcomer keeping to herself?”

      “I guess.” Galen looked dubious.

      “We should be looking for odd couples,” I interjected.

      “She speaks.” Galen looked down at me, smiling. “Feeling better?”

      “I am.” I returned his smile. “Sorry about being so weak.”

      “Don’t do that, Hadley,” he chided. “You can’t help it. We grew up on boats. You’re not used to them.”

      “It’s still embarrassing.”

      Galen was having none of it. “Why is it embarrassing? You can’t control it. I don’t want to hear that again.”

      I nodded. Really, there was no reason to argue about it. “We don’t know where to find the cupid. We do know that two couples are dead. I think we need to be on the lookout for couples that likely wouldn’t hook up under normal circumstances.”

      “I’d agree if it wasn’t for you and Galen,” Booker said. “You guys were infected, but you’re not an odd couple.”

      “I have to wonder if that’s because we were investigating the other deaths,” I said. “I don’t think we matched the pattern. It was an attempt to knock us off the investigation. Our fall was accelerated as well.”

      “Probably because you’re already in love,” Aurora mused. “The others fought it. You gave in because it felt natural.”

      “It’s an interesting hunch,” Galen agreed. “We have to at least try to be proactive.”

      “The festival kicks off tonight,” Aurora noted, inclining her head to the park across the way. “Where better for odd couples to meet?”

      “That’s a good idea.” Galen slid his eyes back to me. “Are you up for a festival outing?” He looked dubious.

      “Um, yeah.” I was feeling markedly better as I finished the ginger ale. “In fact, I’m starving. Will there be a fried green tomato sandwich booth? I love that.”

      A crooked smile lifted Galen’s lips. “You have like a five-second rebound rate. It’s one of the things I love best about you.”

      I beamed at him. “I am a medical marvel.”

      “Oh, good grief,” Booker whined. “You two almost died yesterday because your loins were on fire, and we’re already back to this?”

      “Shut up,” Galen muttered as he smiled at me. “You need to brush your teeth before you do anything, Hadley. I can’t kiss you after you’ve puked.”

      “So we’re going to make the rounds at the festival and see what we come up with?” I asked.

      “That’s the plan.” Galen took the can from me. “First, you brush your teeth. I don’t want to forget and accidentally kiss you. Then I’ll puke, and nobody wants that.”

      “True story.” I bumped his fist and smiled at Booker. “Aren’t you excited for the festival?”

      “You have no idea,” Booker deadpanned. “It’s going to be the highlight of my day.”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      “I was being sarcastic.”

      “So was I.”

      

      I STOPPED AT A TOURIST shop to buy a toothbrush and some travel toothpaste. Then I hit the festival grounds bathroom to brush my teeth. When I exited to find Galen, I was ready to plant a huge wet one against his lips. I found him talking to Jenna next to a trash receptacle.

      I pulled up short, debating if I should approach. If it was official business, it was none of my concern. Galen would tell me when we got home, but I had to be mindful of exactly when to insert myself into his business.

      The decision was ultimately taken out of my hands when Galen glanced up. It was as if he sensed me because he knew exactly where to look. He broke into a grin. “Feeling better?” he asked as I joined them.

      “Actually, I am.” I shot Jenna a rueful smile. “I got sick a bit ago. Motion sickness.”

      “Galen told me.” Jenna’s eyes filled with pity. “That’s too bad. Living on an island and not being able to go out on the water must be torture.”

      “I’ve been on the water,” I said, my mind going back to when we’d raced out onto the ocean to find a boat in distress. “I felt sick then, but it wasn’t as bad as today. And that was during a storm.” I flicked my eyes to Galen. “What’s up with that?”

      “I think that tense situation didn’t allow you to focus on how you were feeling,” Galen replied. “Today was different.”

      “I guess.” I wasn’t sure I believed him. “I’m horribly embarrassed.”

      “Knock it off,” Galen chided. “You can’t help something like that. We’ll get some Dramamine and test you on short excursions.”

      “There are glasses that are supposed to help,” Jenna volunteered. “I have a cousin who uses them, and she swears they’ve changed her life.”

      “Glasses?”

      Jenna pulled out her phone and typed before holding it up for me. I was horrified at the image. The frames looked plastic, and unbelievably thick. The glasses were round, and on each side were blinders.

      “Absolutely not,” I said.

      “Why not?” Galen demanded. “If they help, why wouldn’t you want to try them? I like going out on a boat, and I want to take you with me.”

      I held up the phone for him. “I’m not wearing those.”

      “There’s my vain girl,” he teased.

      “I’m not vain.” That was mostly true. “But I cannot wear those glasses.”

      “I’m ordering a pair. We’ll have this argument later. I want the option in case we need them.” He smiled at Jenna as I returned her phone to her. “How is your work going? Do you have an idea how we’re going to pull this off?”

      “My discussion with Wesley Durham was quite helpful,” Jenna said as she slipped her phone into her pocket. “Despite being a bit of a curmudgeon, he’s extremely levelheaded. We both agreed that we want to push Moonstone Bay forward and that the island needs regular elections to ensure the will of the residents is taken into consideration.

      “I’m still not sure how that DDA gained so much power, but the will of the people seems to have been discarded some time ago,” she continued. “We want checks and balances in place so that doesn’t happen again.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Galen said as he lightly rubbed my back. “How soon can we set that up?”

      “That’s the thing.” Jenna looked less certain now. “We need to write certain bylaws for Moonstone Bay. We need to put together committees to decide on terms. There are going to be a lot of moving parts to this.”

      “Okay.” Galen looked to be taking it all in. “What does that ultimately mean for us?”

      “You need a semblance of leadership now,” Jenna replied. “Somebody has to be in charge. Someone who can handle the complaints that will eventually go to the mayor. It can’t be someone delicate.”

      “We need an interim mayor,” Galen surmised.

      “Yes. We need someone to take control of the office, help establish bylaws, and act as a liaison between the departments. There’s a void there right now, and the only people I can ascertain who want to fill that void are former DDA members. I’m guessing that’s not what you want.”

      “Not even a little,” Galen agreed grimly, a muscle working in his jaw. “You’re going to ask me to step into that position.”

      My heart flopped. Galen was a natural leader. He took control of a bad situation better than anybody I’d ever seen, but he didn’t want to be mayor.

      “That’s not fair,” I blurted. “He doesn’t want the position. You can’t make him leave a position he loves for one he’ll hate.”

      “It’s okay, Hadley,” Galen said. “If that’s what has to happen so we can make sure the DDA doesn’t regain power, I’ll do it.” He looked resigned.

      “It’s not okay,” I muttered, morose. “There has to be another way,” I implored Jenna.

      “I wasn’t actually suggesting that he take the position,” she admitted, catching me off guard. “I considered it, briefly, but he needs to stay where he is because he’ll be a powerful force backing up the interim mayor. I think the island is better served with Galen staying in his current position.”

      I let out a breath. “That’s good.”

      “It is good,” Galen agreed. “I really don’t want the job. You have an idea about someone for the position, I’m guessing.”

      “I do,” Jenna confirmed. “At first, I thought Wesley might be good. People on the island respect him. He doesn’t put up with any crap.”

      “He has a farm to run,” I argued. “He provides food for the island.”

      “I agree,” Jenna said with a laugh. “Plus, when I floated the idea to him, he said he would rather bathe in cow manure. We need someone who wants to do the job because it’s going to be challenging.”

      “So who?” Galen asked.

      “I was thinking Hadley could do it.”

      All of the air whooshed out of my lungs, and I had to put a hand on the side of the trash receptacle to brace myself. “What?” I squeaked.

      “You’re respected on the island even though you’re a newcomer,” Jenna insisted. “I don’t know exactly what happened with the DDA, but the residents believe you were instrumental in taking them out of power—and they’re grateful.”

      I turned to Galen. “Can you believe this?”

      Instead of laughing and agreeing that it was ludicrous, he looked intrigued. “What would she have to do?”

      My eyes bulged. “Nothing! That’s what I would have to do because it’s a ridiculous idea.”

      “Hold on now.” Galen held up his hand. “I like this idea.”

      I shook my head and started backing up. “No. I am not qualified for the position, and it’s not something I would even consider.”

      Galen didn’t follow me. “Hadley—”

      “I said no.” With that, I turned on my heel and disappeared into the festival crowd.
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      I bought two fried green tomato sandwiches and paired them with onion rings. Then I found a table away from everybody and sat down to eat my feelings, which were fairly hard to describe, let alone digest.

      Mayor? Me? Um, in what world did that compute? It was the most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard. How could anybody actually suggest that? It made me wonder about the qualifications of this coordinator. She obviously didn’t know what she was doing.

      Galen joined me about ten minutes after I’d sat down. I was just finishing. “Don’t,” I said when he opened his mouth to speak.

      He considered it a beat and then grabbed one of my napkins and wiped my cheek. “You have some mayonnaise there,” he explained.

      “It’s not mayonnaise. It’s aioli sauce, and it’s delightful.”

      “I’m glad you have your appetite back.” He studied me and then pushed himself to a standing position. “I’m going to grab something to eat. I’ll be right back.”

      I nodded.

      “Did you have to go with onion rings?” he asked before leaving. “That’s going to curtail my plans for you later.”

      “You’ll survive.”

      “I guess I will.”

      I kept my gaze on my plate. My whole world had become my dinner. When he returned, he had a burger and fries. The burger was decked out with fried onions and mushrooms.

      “I figured if you were going to stink, I might as well stink too,” he said as he sat across from me. His gaze was seeking, but he didn’t immediately push me on the mayoral topic. Instead, he bit into his burger. It was a tactic I’d seen him use with other people. He was waiting me out, figuring I would break under the oppressive silence first.

      Well, I had news for him. This conversation was over. Done. Finito.

      I shoved two huge onion rings into my mouth and methodically chewed as I stared him down. He didn’t blink staring back.

      With each chew, my discomfort grew. I remained determined not to be the first to speak, but then I ran out of onion rings.

      “I have no qualifications to be mayor,” I blurted.

      Galen glanced around, likely to gauge if anybody was eavesdropping. The table I’d chosen meant we were mostly isolated, and he appeared content with that when he returned his gaze to me. “I happen to think it’s a good idea.”

      “How can you even say that?” I chucked a used napkin at him.

      He plucked it out of the air without moving his gaze from me. “Hadley, just take a breath. You’ll give yourself indigestion.”

      I hated that he was right. My stomach was already iffy. If I wasn’t careful, I’d end up puking on his shoes. Instead of freaking out, which was my way, I adjusted my tone. “I’m not smart enough to do what she’s suggesting.”

      Galen’s frown was instantaneous. “Why would you say something like that about yourself? You’re the smartest person I know.”

      “Oh, come on,” I challenged. “That’s not even remotely true.”

      “Yes, it is.” He didn’t back down. “Do you see yourself as stupid or something?” He looked baffled by the possibility. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t see myself as stupid. I simply don’t think I’m qualified to be mayor. I’ve never done that.”

      “Nobody on the island has. That’s the point.” He rested his hand on top of mine before I could reach for my second sandwich. “Take a breath and let your food digest for a second. I don’t want you getting sick again.” He was unbelievably calm. It bothered me.

      When he spoke again, his voice was soft. “You’ve been looking for something to do since you got here. I know you thought you were going to do that ‘witch for hire’ thing but that’s never come to fruition.”

      “I keep getting distracted,” I grumbled.

      “You understand both sides of what’s happening here. You know we have to keep tourism up, but you also know that we have to keep the residents safe. Why can’t you consider this?”

      I knew what I was going to say but something else came out. “You don’t think I’d be in over my head?”

      “No, baby, I don’t. You’re uniquely qualified because you don’t have preconceived notions regarding the people here. You’d be open to listening to them and figuring out solutions.”

      “But I’ve never done anything like this before!”

      “That doesn’t mean you wouldn’t be good at it.” An impish grin took over his face. “I think you might be interested. That’s the reason you’re reacting the way you are.”

      “Nope.” I was almost certain I wasn’t interested. “I’m not qualified.”

      “If you say you’re not smart enough to do it again, we’re going to have a problem,” he warned.

      “I don’t understand government,” I insisted. “That’s never been my thing.”

      “Maybe that’s good. Maybe we need someone who looks at this from the position of the people and not the position of a politician. You could really help people, Hadley.”

      “What if I screw up?”

      “We all screw up. I do it on a daily basis. It’s what you learn from the screwups that’s important.”

      I wasn’t convinced. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      “That’s why Jenna is here. She’ll walk you through it. She’s going to be here for at least six months. She would teach you what you need to know.”

      I still felt I wasn’t equipped. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      He looked as if he wanted to argue further, but he decided against it. “That’s okay. You don’t have to make any decisions now. I’ll let you sleep on it.”

      “I’m not going to change my mind.” I was firm on that. “I don’t have the qualifications to fill this position.”

      “Hadley, you’re selling yourself short, and it makes me angry. When you look at yourself, you don’t see what I see. You’re so much more than you give yourself credit for.”

      “Are you sure your vision of me isn’t skewed by love?”

      “Oh, I love you more than anything, but I see you for what you are. This could be an incredibly good fit, but I’m not going to push you. I want you to take some time to settle with the idea.”

      “It’s not the right fit.”

      He smirked. “I don’t believe that, but I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

      “It’s a terrible idea.”

      “Okay, let it go.” His forced disinterest wasn’t fooling anybody. “Let’s look for odd couples.”

      I was up for anything that ended this conversation.

      

      THERE WERE NO ODD COUPLES AT THE festival. Well, the sort of odd couples that would cause concern. A few caught my interest, but when Galen gave me the backstory, I dismissed them from consideration.

      “Well, that was a bust,” I said as Galen and I walked the beach hand in hand toward the lighthouse. His truck was at the marina, but it would only be a five-minute walk for him to reclaim it in the morning.

      “I’m worried that whoever is going to be infected next is already holed up in a house, and we won’t know anything is wrong until it’s too late.”

      “There’s not much you can do about that short of going door to door. Don’t beat yourself up over it.”

      “Says the woman who doesn’t think she’s smart enough to be mayor.”

      “I thought you agreed to give that up,” I barked.

      “I’m pacing myself.” He kept a firm hold on my hand. “Don’t even. I won’t allow you to turn this into a fight.”

      “You’re the one turning this into a fight,” I shot back. “I’m just sitting here minding my own business like a good girl.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I was thinking,” he drawled. “In fact…” He trailed off, his gaze moving toward a couple standing in the surf. The woman was dressed in a pretty pink floral dress, and the man’s shorts hung way too low. His muscle shirt was something only someone incredibly young (or incredibly stupid) thought he could pull off.

      “Do you know them?” I asked.

      “Um, yeah.” It was hard to read Galen’s expression, but whatever he was thinking couldn’t be good given how his features had started to pinch.

      “Who are they?” I asked, moving my stare back to the woman and man.

      “That’s Mrs. Grundy.”

      I blinked. “I take it that’s not Mr. Grundy?”

      “Definitely not. Mr. Grundy divorced Mrs. Grundy years ago and took up with one of the strippers from Coconuts before it closed down.”

      I rubbed my cheek as I took it all in. “You had a strip club called Coconuts?”

      That earned a small smile. “Yes, and they wore coconut bras to start if that’s what you’re wondering. They eventually took them off, but they started in them.”

      “I’m wondering a great many things,” I admitted. “What happened to Coconuts?”

      “Well, it turns out Coconuts was a front for prostitution, so it got shut down. After that, the DDA decided strip clubs were a no-no. I could never decide how I felt on the subject. On one hand, I don’t like the puritanical stuff. On the other, there was a nuisance call to Coconuts almost every night.”

      I turned back to the couple on the beach. “If Mr. Grundy left Mrs. Grundy, why are you so worked up about her being with someone else?”

      “Because Mrs. Grundy was my ninth-grade English teacher,” Galen replied. “All the boys, and even some of the girls, had crushes on her—but she’s in her fifties now.”

      “Okay.” I still wasn’t catching on. “Who is she with?”

      “That’s Bellamy Franklin,” Galen replied on a grimace. “He’s the star rower for our rowing team.”

      Reality hit me in the face. “Wait … are you saying he’s in high school?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      I was appalled. “Is he at least eighteen?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Well, that makes them an odd couple.”

      We set off together to intercept the couple. Galen scanned the beach as we approached. He gripped Bellamy’s shoulder and spun the boy away from his teacher.

      “What a nice night for a grope session in the surf, huh?” he challenged as he glanced between his former teacher and the island’s version of a star athlete.

      “Hello, Galen,” Mrs. Grundy said primly. I didn’t know her first name—Galen probably couldn’t get over the idea of calling her Mrs. Grundy because she’d been in a position of authority over him—but up close, she looked like an English teacher. I didn’t go in for stereotypes, but she definitely had the look. “What are you doing out here?” Her cheeks were flushed with color.

      “I was just about to ask you the same thing,” Galen challenged. His eyes moved to Bellamy. “Aren’t you supposed to be with the other kids at the festival?”

      Unlike most of the teenagers on the island, Bellamy didn’t look fearful of Galen. Agitation—it was impossible to miss—lit his eyes under the moon, which was two days from being full. “Why do you care? We’re not breaking any laws.”

      “You’re a teenager,” Galen shot back. “And she’s your teacher.”

      “I’m eighteen,” Bellamy argued. “I’m an adult.”

      A relieved breath escaped. Sure, it shouldn’t have mattered if he was seventeen or eighteen, but knowing he was legally an adult in the eyes of the law made things easier for Galen. “You’re eighteen?”

      “Yeah, my birthday was yesterday,” Bellamy replied, surliness on display. “And look how well things worked out for me now that I’m an adult.” He shot a sly smile toward Mrs. Grundy. It was enough to make my stomach turn.

      “Oh, this is so gross,” I muttered.

      Galen gave Bellamy another shove to keep him back. “Kid, stay over there,” he warned. “I mean it. I have some questions.”

      “We don’t have to answer your questions, Galen,” Mrs. Grundy said primly. “We’re minding our own business. You should do the same.”

      “What you’re doing here is my business,” he shot back. “How long have you guys been a thing?”

      “Not long.” Mrs. Grundy was more interested in flipping the end of her skirt and twirling than meeting his steady gaze. “Why? Are you jealous? I know you had a crush on me when I was your teacher. You and Booker used to compete to see who could get me to tutor on weekends. You thought I didn’t understand what you meant when you said you desperately wanted to learn how to diagram a sentence.”

      I murdered Galen with a glare. “Really? What is wrong with you?”

      “I was fourteen, and it seemed possible that she might like me,” Galen explained. “Sue me. I was an idiot kid.”

      I planted my hand on Mrs. Grundy’s sweating forehead. She was burning up. “Were you guys flirting before you crossed paths earlier today?” I asked.

      “No, but it feels inevitable,” Mrs. Grundy said. “I mean … look at him.” She licked her lips and winked at Bellamy, making me want to puke for an entirely different reason. “Who wouldn’t want to get with that?” The flex of her hips made me want to run screaming into the night.

      “They have to be infected,” I said to Galen.

      “I sure hope so.” Galen shoved Bellamy back yet again. “Dude, I’m fifty pounds heavier than you. Don’t make me crush you.”

      “I want my woman,” Bellamy snapped. “You can’t keep me from her.”

      “Unbelievable,” Galen muttered.

      I shot him a warning look and then stared closer at Mrs. Grundy’s eyes. They were red, but not bleeding. “I think they were just infected today. I think this is what the start looks like. They can’t stop themselves from falling all over one another, and it builds from there.”

      “What do we do?” Galen asked.

      There was only one thing I could think to do. Without invitation, I slapped my hand to Mrs. Grundy’s shoulder and unleashed the same magic I’d used to free Galen and myself from the spell the previous day. With my right hand, I motioned for him to bring Bellamy closer, and then did the same with him.

      They struggled, but I refused to cede my grip. The weird mist that had emerged from our bodies was present within seconds, although there wasn’t nearly as much of it, telling me that the infection likely built in the victim’s body until it took over. We were indeed catching this infected couple before the sickness got a true foothold.

      The mist from Bellamy’s body joined with the mist from Mrs. Grundy’s and formed the shape of a single woman. My heart skipped as the mist woman floated in front of me. She wasn’t real and yet the profound hate emanating from her couldn’t be ignored.

      “You will regret this,” she hissed before exploding in a puff of the powder that had coated our room.

      I wiped the powder from my face as Mrs. Grundy and Bellamy dropped to the sand. They were both out of it, although the murmurs they were emanating suggested they were conscious.

      “What was that?” Galen demanded.

      “Nothing good,” I replied.

      He stepped toward me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve been better.”

      He smiled, catching me off guard. “You handled that really well, Hadley. Almost as if you were born to be in charge and make hard decisions. You know, like a mayor.”

      I scowled at him. “What did I say?”

      Rather than quake in the face of my fury, he laughed. “I love you.” He swooped in for a kiss and then turned his attention to his former teacher and the rowing star. “How are we going to explain this to them?”

      I had no idea. “That’s your job. I’m going to stand over here and pretend I haven’t noticed that her panties are on the beach over there and his zipper is undone.”
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      Mrs. Grundy and Bellamy pretended they didn’t remember anything, but the looks they kept darting one another told me they remembered enough to be mortified.

      “Nobody has to know about this,” I told Mrs. Grundy as she stared at the sand and likely wished a hole would open up and swallow her.

      She raised her eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her cheeks were flame red. “I was just out walking the beach.”

      “Yeah, stick to that story.” I gave her a hearty clap on the arm and turned to watch Galen and Bellamy talking near the water.

      When Galen returned after sending Bellamy toward town, he looked distinctly uncomfortable about having to face his former teacher. It got worse when he had to hand over the panties he’d collected from the beach. She shoved them into her pocket without a single word.

      “We’re done here, right?” she asked.

      “Mostly,” Galen said. “I asked Bellamy, but he didn’t have an answer, so now I have to ask you. Did you, um, run into anybody you didn’t know at the festival earlier?”

      “No,” Mrs. Grundy replied. “Why is that important?”

      “We believe you were under a spell.”

      Mrs. Grundy’s eyes widened. “What sort of spell?”

      “The sort that made you make out with a teenager and would’ve ultimately killed you,” I replied bluntly.

      Mrs. Grundy looked like a guppy the way her mouth puffed in disbelief.

      “Thank you, Hadley,” Galen growled.

      I shrugged. “I just don’t think it’s good to drag things out.”

      Galen gave Mrs. Grundy a puppy dog look that would’ve made me laugh under different circumstances. “Everything is fine. I just need to know if you crossed paths with anyone you didn’t recognize.”

      “There are tourists,” she pointed out. “I didn’t recognize quite a few people.”

      “Did you talk to any of them?”

      “No. I was meeting some friends. We had dinner, talked for a bit, and that was it.”

      “And then what happened?”

      “I … don’t know.” The look on Mrs. Grundy’s face suggested she did know at least a little something. “I started to walk home, and the next thing I remember is waking up with you leaning over me.”

      That was a lie. I knew well from when I was infected that even though my memory hadn’t been crystal clear, there were still bits and pieces that poked through.

      “Well, you should be fine now.” Galen flashed a tight smile. “Would you like us to walk you home?”

      “No. I’ll be fine.” Mrs. Grundy smoothed the front of her dress.

      Galen watched her hurry away with a mixture of horror and amusement. “I’ll never get over that,” he said when it was just the two of us.

      I couldn’t stop laughing. “You had it bad for her, didn’t you?”

      “Fourteen-year-old Galen wanted to settle down in her little cottage and diagram sentences for the rest of his life.”

      “What was it about her that got to you?”

      “I think it was the dresses. She was always perfectly coordinated.”

      “Dresses, huh?” I stared after the teacher and shook my head. “I never would’ve guessed. I thought you were a cutoffs and tank top guy.”

      “I am, but there was always something about those dresses.”

      “I think you liked the fact that she was teaching you too,” I said as I slipped my hand into his and we resumed our walk. “You probably thought she knew everything about … well, everything. You wanted to know those things.”

      His smile was enigmatic. “I like when you teach me things now.”

      “What have I taught you?”

      “More than you know.” He lifted our joined hands and kissed my knuckles. “Have I mentioned how much I love you today?”

      “Actually, you have.”

      “You’re smart and beautiful. So smart, in fact, you’d make a fine mayor.”

      “Why do you keep pushing this?”

      “I think you want it but won’t allow yourself to want it, and that’s not fair to you.”

      “Well, I don’t want it.” I was almost positive that was true. “It’s a ludicrous suggestion. The faster you forget about it, the better.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. I’ll let it go.”

      I was instantly suspicious. “You’re not going to let it go.”

      “I am for the rest of the night. We need sleep. We’re obviously nowhere near the finish line. I mean … what was up with the mist taking on a female form? It didn’t do that with us.”

      I was troubled by that as well. “Magic can carry messages. Maybe she directed that magic at us specifically.”

      “Like somehow she knew we would be walking home on the beach and wanted us to see them?”

      “That’s possible. I don’t like it, but it’s possible.”

      He scanned the beach forward and back. There was nobody but us. “Let’s get home,” he said decisively after a few seconds. “I don’t like being exposed like this. Not right now.”

      We increased our pace. “Are you really going to let the mayor thing go?”

      “For tonight. Tomorrow is a new day.”

      “Ugh. This is going to turn into a thing.”

      “It’s totally going to turn into a thing.”

      

      GALEN CHECKED EVERY DOOR AND WINDOW IN the lighthouse before we tumbled into bed. On a normal night, there might’ve been some romance. Given what we’d seen between his former teacher and her current student, neither of us were in the mood.

      I passed out hard, my head resting on Galen’s shoulder. I was still in the same position when I woke the next morning. I wasn’t certain what had woken me until I realized Galen had gone stiff in the bed next to me.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

      “Shh.”

      I frowned. “Don’t shush me,” I grumbled.

      He slapped his hand over my mouth and cocked his head. I couldn’t hear anything. He had shifter hearing, so he could hear everything in the lighthouse if he put his mind to it.

      “Someone’s in the lighthouse,” he whispered as he removed his hand. “They’re on the main floor.”

      I stared at him, willing my brain to start firing on all cylinders. I was crap at figuring things out before my first jolt of coffee.

      “It could be Wesley,” I said. “He’s let himself in before.”

      “Or my mother,” Galen agreed grimly. He pressed a kiss to my forehead before climbing out of bed. He was dressed in a pair of boxer shorts, his bare chest and gleaming muscles on full display. I almost complained when he grabbed a T-shirt and tugged it over his head. “You stay here.”

      My mouth fell open as he hurried to the bedroom door and disappeared through it. Did he just tell me to stay here? What a load of crap. I almost tripped in my haste to get out of bed. I hadn’t bothered with pajamas the previous evening—I almost never did—so I grabbed a pair of his boxer shorts from the dresser and threw on one of his shirts.

      The lighthouse was quiet as I descended the spiral staircase. That only amped up my anxiety.

      The living room was empty. The front door hadn’t been kicked in or jimmied, but the deadbolt wasn’t locked. Galen wouldn’t do that, which meant someone was in the lighthouse … someone with a firm grasp of magic or a key.

      I scurried to the kitchen, prepared to unleash a barrage of magic to protect my beloved, but when I launched myself into the fragrant room, I found not one but two familiar faces working in front of the stove.

      Marjory and Wesley were cooking breakfast. They weren’t known for getting along, but they shot me twin smiles of welcome.

      “There she is.” Wesley beamed as he dropped a grandfatherly kiss on my forehead. “We’re making French toast.”

      “I brought fresh berries,” Marjory said happily.

      I slid my eyes to Galen, who was standing on the other side of the island glaring at them. “Is this what you expected?” I asked dumbly.

      “Not even a little,” he replied. “It never occurred to me that they would be here together.”

      “Maybe it’s the apocalypse.”

      He smirked. “There’s an idea.”

      “An apocalypse?” Marjory looked annoyed when she turned back to me. “That’s a silly thing to say. We all know that it will rain fire when the apocalypse comes. We’re still a few years from that.”

      I didn’t realize my jaw was swaying in the breeze until I looked at Galen again. “Wait … is the apocalypse really a thing?”

      “There are multiple apocalypses that could happen,” Wesley replied. “I think one is due in five years. They always fall by the wayside because someone stops them. Don’t get worked up.” He inclined his head toward the table. “You should sit. We have some things to discuss.”

      The situation felt as if it was devised by a sinister soap opera writer. “I think we should run upstairs and hide in bed,” I announced to Galen.

      The way his eyes gleamed told me he’d been thinking the same thing. “Yeah, let’s do that.” He started toward me, but the look Wesley lobbed at him stopped him in his tracks. “Or we could have breakfast,” he said.

      “Yes, you should definitely eat,” Wesley agreed. “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

      We were caught, and we both knew it. Resigned, I shuffled to the table. “This is going to end poorly,” I said to Galen as he sat next to me.

      “I’m well aware.”

      “Stop being dramatic,” Marjory chastised. “Can’t a mother and grandfather join in to make their two favorite people breakfast?”

      Galen replied immediately. “We’re well aware that you’re up to something. It’s best if you tell us and get it out of the way.”

      “That is best,” I agreed as I poured myself a glass of juice. “Also, I need caffeine. Where is my coffee?”

      “My dear, you should lay off the caffeine now if you don’t want to suffer when you get pregnant,” Marjory said. “You know you must avoid caffeine while pregnant?”

      Was she joking? “I don’t know how to respond,” I said. “It’s like we’re trapped in the Twilight Zone.”

      “I’ve got this.” Galen rested his hand on top of mine. “Nobody is getting pregnant right away, Mother. We want to enjoy being married for a few years before we indulge that idea.”

      “But Hadley is no spring chicken,” Marjory argued. “Once she hits thirty-five, a pregnancy will be considered geriatric.”

      “Is that true?” I asked.

      “Why are you looking at me?” Galen appeared equally confused. “Why are you telling us this over breakfast? Is this really important right now?”

      “I want to get a feeling for what your future is going to look like,” Marjory insisted. “Hadley needs to remain calm—no stress in her life—if she wants to ensure her geriatric pregnancy isn’t high risk.”

      I had no idea where she was going. Galen, however, was a different story. He’d clearly figured it out if his darkening expression was any indication.

      “You know,” he snapped.

      “What does she know?” I asked.

      “She knows Jenna suggested you take over as interim mayor,” Galen growled. “She’s here to dissuade you from taking the position.”

      Wesley straightened behind the counter. “I thought we were on the same page.”

      “You know too?” I was horrified. “Who told you?”

      “I suggested it to Jenna,” Wesley replied. “You’re in town. You’re up on all the shenanigans. People like you, and if they don’t, you have magic to put them in their place. You’re not prejudiced against the people, which means you would be perfect for the job.”

      “That’s what I said.” Galen got to his feet.

      “Your mother was outside when I got here this morning,” Wesley continued. “I could tell she knew by the expression on her face. She said she was here to tell Hadley it was a great idea.”

      “And you believed that?” Galen scoffed. “Come on. You’ve been around her enough to know she’d never be okay with Hadley taking the position. She wants it herself.”

      “I thought she’d seen the error of her ways.”

      “You’re slipping.” Galen shook his head as he stalked toward his mother, who had the good sense to back away from him. “Who told you about Jenna’s suggestion?”

      “A suggestion that I’ve already ruled out,” I added.

      “No, you haven’t,” Galen said. “You’re considering it. You don’t think you’re smart enough to do it, but that’s complete and total crap.”

      “It is crap,” Wesley said solemnly. “You’re smart as a whip. You get it from me. You’re perfect for the position.”

      “She’s never been in government,” Marjory trilled. “I am trying to make her see how difficult it would be to raise a child and be mayor.”

      “A child we don’t even have yet,” Galen argued. “A child that will not be part of our lives for several years.”

      “I brought some brochures on geriatric pregnancies,” Marjory volunteered. “They’re in my purse. They could sway Hadley’s decision.”

      “You are the absolute worst,” Galen hissed. “What is the matter with you? This could be good for her. She’s been looking for something to focus on.”

      “She has no background in politics,” Marjory repeated. “What makes you think she’d be good at this?”

      “Because you’re terrified of her getting the position,” Galen replied. He pointed to the back door. “It’s time for you to go.”

      “You’re kicking me out?” Marjory’s expression twisted into one of sadness. “What happened to respecting your mother?”

      “What happened to being a mother worth respecting?” Galen replied. He towered over his mother as he got directly in her face. “I don’t know if Hadley will do this, but I do know one thing: there’s no way you’re getting the position.”

      “I would be good at it,” Marjory argued. “I’m familiar with the politics.”

      “Because you were part of the problem.” Galen shook his finger. “Go.”

      Marjory licked her lips, as if debating how far to push. She moved to the stool where her purse rested and dug inside and dropped several brochures on the counter. “You should look at them, Hadley. You don’t want to have a risky pregnancy given everything that happens here. That’s a worry I wouldn’t wish on anybody.”

      With that, she stomped to the door. “We’ll pick up this discussion at a later date.”

      “You’re not getting that position, Mother,” Galen warned. “I’ll die before I let that happen.”

      “Enjoy your French toast.”

      Once she was gone, I turned my attention to Wesley. “Did you really believe she was going to get behind me as a candidate?”

      “I wanted to believe it. I want her to be the mother-in-law you deserve.”

      “She’ll never be that person,” Galen replied as he grabbed the syrup from the counter and motioned for Wesley to bring the platter of French toast to the table. “Always assume she has ulterior motives. How do you think I survived growing up with her?”

      “I guess I just wanted to believe it,” Wesley sighed as he sat. “Maybe she’ll surprise us and get used to Hadley being in charge.”

      I sputtered. “I’m not going to be mayor.”

      Wesley snorted. “You keep telling yourself that. I see the interest in your eyes. You’ll be mayor by the end of the month.”

      I turned an incredulous glare to Galen. “Why won’t you people listen to me?”

      “Because we want what’s best for you,” he replied. “Maybe it’s time you start accepting it as a possibility.”

      “Or maybe you guys should listen to the words coming out of my mouth.”

      “We’ll do that just as soon as your heart and mouth agree.” Galen dropped three slices of French toast on my plate. “Now, eat up. It’s going to be a long day.”
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      Galen suggested we start our day by checking on Bellamy and Mrs. Grundy. I was uncomfortable at the thought of having another run-in with the mortified teacher, but it was the smart thing to do. That meant heading to the high school, another place I’d never been.

      “So, how long has this school been here?” I asked as we walked the sidewalk to the front door.

      “A long time,” Galen replied. “Why?”

      “It just … looks old.”

      “It is old.”

      “My high school was pretty new when I got there.” I took in the faded brick exterior and peeling trim. “I think it had been built two years before my freshman year. It was nice.”

      “Are you saying this building isn’t nice?”

      I shrugged. “It could use a pick-me-up. Why hasn’t it been painted?”

      “The DDA never released the funding.” Galen put his left hand to my back when we reached the door and held it open with his right hand as he prodded me forward. “Do you really think they’re going to allow money to go to the kids? How does that benefit them?”

      My frown grew. “That is just wrong.”

      “Spoken like a true mayor with the island’s best interests at heart.”

      “Why won’t you let that go?”

      “It will be good for you. And you’d be good for the island. When I see a win-win scenario, there’s no way I can let it go.”

      “But—”

      “No.” Galen cut me off. “You’re not ready yet, but you will be soon. Until then, I’m going to keep getting in little digs wherever I can.”

      “You said you wouldn’t.”

      “I lied.” His grin was impish. “The more I think about this, the better I like the idea. You’d be great, Hadley.”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “Have a little faith in yourself, baby.” He gave me a quick kiss and then nudged me toward the front office. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

      I cast a look over my shoulder at the front doors. “There’s no security?”

      Galen chuckled. “Moonstone Bay is old school. We don’t have the same sort of problems schools on the mainland do.”

      “Why?”

      “Probably because half the students are paranormals. And while I would never say there are no drugs on the island, the drug trade isn’t exactly robust. Alcohol is the drug of choice, and it’s legal.

      “Out in the hills beyond the city, there are a few problems nobody talks about,” he continued. “There’s some meth and fentanyl to grapple with. There’s always pot. In general, though, things are pretty quiet in our schools.”

      “It’s refreshing. When our kids go to school, they’ll be safe.”

      “I think we’re always going to draw trouble as a couple. That might affect our kids,” Galen replied. “I’m not worried about them going to school, though.” He seemed to have second thoughts almost immediately. “But if our daughter looks like you, I have a feeling I’m going to be beating the boys senseless when they start sniffing around.”

      I shot him a dubious look. “How do you know we’re going to have a girl?”

      “I want a little Hadley.”

      “You could get a little Galen.”

      “No, I want a little Hadley.” Galen was firm. “I want a little you to make me drink tea, put ribbons in my hair, and force me to buy her a million dolls.”

      I screwed up my face. “Those are very stereotypical assumptions. I didn’t have tea parties or play with dolls.”

      “Did you put ribbons in your father’s hair?”

      “No, but I did get one of those kiddie makeup kits when I was little, and he let me put makeup on him. He looked like a clown. There’s a photo of us.”

      “See. That’s what I want.”

      “I won’t let you stereotype any kids we have,” I warned him. “If we have a son and he wants to play with dolls instead of fire trucks, he’s allowed. And if we have a girl and she wants to play with Matchbox cars instead of dolls, that’s allowed.”

      “I’ve got it, Hadley,” he said dryly. “I can’t believe this conversation has gone on for as long as it has. I’m going to let our kids—or kid, if you have your way—do whatever they want. I don’t care about that stuff.”

      “Good.” I cast one more look around before starting toward the office. “This school really needs an upgrade. I bet the desks are so old they have gum from 1984 under them.”

      Galen was all smiles as he strode into the office. There, sitting behind a desk that was somehow pristine, despite the fact that I was certain it was at least forty years old, sat a woman in a black suit. Her hair, long and gray, was pulled back in a severe bun, and when she looked at us over the rim of her glasses, there was no hint of a smile.

      “Galen,” she said primly.

      “Hello, Mrs. Merriweather.” Galen’s most charming smile was on display, and it made me laugh just to see it. “How are you today?”

      “I’m still alive,” she replied. “No thanks to you and your merry band of juvenile delinquents.”

      I was caught off guard by the woman’s biting tone.

      “You’re not still holding grudges, are you, Mrs. Merriweather?” Galen teased. “What I did as a teenager shouldn’t be held against me now.”

      “I feel differently,” Mrs. Merriweather replied snottily. “How you act as a teenager is a reflection of who you will grow into as an adult.”

      Galen never dropped his smile, but I felt the irritation leaping up under his demeanor. “I need to talk with Ms. Shanley.”

      Mrs. Merriweather’s top lip curled into a sneer. “Do you have an appointment?”

      “You know I don’t.” Galen looked pained. “This is a serious issue. Can’t you let me talk to her for five minutes? Good grief, you act as if I come here to irritate you daily.”

      “Perhaps I just have a long memory.” Mrs. Merriweather regarded him for a long while and then turned to me. “I remember every face of every child who ever walked these halls,” she announced.

      My eyes went wide. “How long have you been the secretary here?”

      Galen chuckled at Mrs. Merriweather’s obvious annoyance at my question.

      To quiet him, the receptionist jabbed a finger in his direction while never taking her eyes off me. “You look like your mother.”

      My heart skipped. “Thank you.”

      “It wasn’t a compliment.”

      I frowned and darted my eyes toward Galen. How was I supposed to react?

      “Mrs. Merriweather, we’re here on official business,” Galen said pointedly. “The sort of business that can’t be delayed. Why must you always take things to a negative place? What has Hadley ever done to you?”

      “Her mother used to run wild in the halls of this school. She caused her fair share of trouble,” Mrs. Merriweather replied primly. “I want to make sure her offspring doesn’t try to do the same.”

      “I’m a bit old for high school,” I said. “As for my mother, I didn’t know her.”

      Galen’s hand landed on my shoulder and gave it a solid squeeze. “You’re being purposely mean right now, Mrs. Merriweather. We would’ve already come and gone if you hadn’t decided to drag things out. I need to talk to Ms. Shanley.”

      “Are the other troublemakers with you?” Mrs. Merriweather asked.

      “They are not,” Galen replied. “But I’ll make sure to tell them that you send your warmest regards.”

      “You do that.” Mrs. Merriweather pointed at the closed office door behind her. “You may have five minutes. Not a minute longer.”

      “Thank you so much.” Galen gripped my elbow and directed me to the office. He knocked three times and waited until the individual on the other side directed him to come in. He kept his attention on me even after we’d invaded the principal’s private space. “You can’t punch her. She’s ancient.”

      “I don’t know that I care,” I shot back. “She’s mean.”

      “That’s what keeps her alive. She feeds off of it.”

      The woman behind the desk, who was much younger and more relaxed than her bulldog protector outside, burst out laughing.

      “Is Mrs. Merriweather giving you a hard time, Galen?” she asked.

      She was young and her red hair and green eyes made for a striking combination. The freckles across the bridge of her nose made her prettier.

      “Hey, Daisy.” Galen abandoned me and gave the principal a kiss on the cheek. “Why do you keep that fire breather on the payroll?” he demanded when he pulled back. “She’s horrible.”

      “The kids are frightened of her,” the principal replied. “She keeps them in line. With budgets how they are, I need someone to terrorize them into toeing the line because I can’t afford to bring more people in to watch them.”

      Galen held Daisy’s hand a moment and then introduced us. “Daisy Shanley, this is Hadley Hunter. I don’t think you’ve had the opportunity to meet yet.”

      “Not yet,” Daisy agreed. “I’ve heard about you. You’re May Potter’s granddaughter.”

      I nodded, unsure how I felt about the pretty woman who had her fingers wrapped around Galen’s wrist.

      “You’re the woman who brought this player to his knees.” Daisy squeezed Galen’s wrist and laughed when his cheeks turned red. “So, cute,” she cooed. “I can’t believe it finally happened. You must be magical, Hadley.”

      I balked. “I…”

      “It’s okay, Hadley,” Galen assured me. “Daisy is a shifter. She’s an old friend. We went to high school together. We’ve always been tight.”

      “You’re not pack either? Did you two date?” Why that question popped out of my mouth was beyond me.

      “Oh, no.” Daisy solemnly shook her head. “Galen never fit in with the pack because he refused to take orders. I was asked to leave the pack because my sexual preferences didn’t fit their vision of how things were supposed to play out.”

      It took me a second to realize what she was saying. “Oh, so you’re a … um … not interested in Galen.” I felt awkward.

      “Yes, I’m a lesbian,” Daisy confirmed. If she was bothered about my stumbling, she didn’t show it. “I knew at a young age. I told my parents. They kept telling me it was a phase I would grow out of. When it came time to enter the dating portal for the pack, I put my foot down … and was quietly asked to leave.”

      “The pack has a dating portal?”

      She chuckled. “They’re idiots. Galen was one of the few who stood up for me. He was younger, and still in the pack when they decided to drum me out. When removed, those still in the pack are supposed to shun you. Galen refused to do that. He helped make sure I found a job and a place to live. I’ll always love him for that.”

      “I’m glad he was so helpful.”

      “Me too.” She cocked her head and smiled. “You are gone for each other, aren’t you? That’s adorable. Let me see the ring.” She released Galen and motioned for me to move closer.

      I did, showing off my engagement ring, and it took everything I had not to laugh when she squealed in delight.

      “Oh, you did a good job, Galen,” she said. “That is a beautiful ring. I assume you didn’t let Marjory pick it out.”

      Galen looked appalled at the suggestion. “Yes, that sounds just like me. Give me a break.”

      “Just checking.” Daisy released my hand and turned serious. “What’s up? You must have a reason for being here.”

      “We do,” Galen confirmed. “I need to ask about one of your students and one of your teachers.”

      Daisy nodded, unruffled.

      “Have you seen Bellamy Franklin and Mrs. Grundy this morning?”

      Daisy cocked her head, seemingly confused by the pairing, and nodded. “I saw them both. Bellamy was holding court under the tree as usual. He pretends he’s big and bad even though we all know he’s really into Scrabble tournaments. But he has to live up to his friends’ expectations. Eventually, he’ll come around. He’s not a bad kid.

      “As for Mrs. Grundy, I saw her in the teacher’s lounge,” she continued. “She was a little pale and somewhat withdrawn, but I figured she was tired from hanging out at the festival last night. I saw her there having a good time. Lord knows the kids make me want to drink sometimes.”

      Galen chuckled. “Have you seen them together today?”

      Daisy’s eyes narrowed, all traces of mirth missing from her face. “What are you suggesting?”

      “Nothing,” Galen replied hurriedly. “I don’t want any of this getting out. I need you to be on the lookout for any potential weird couplings between students and teachers.” He seemed to consider it a moment longer. “Any weird couplings with anybody under this roof should be monitored. Call me if you’re suspicious.”

      Daisy said, “You know darned well you can’t just drop that bomb on me and then walk away.”

      Galen let out an exasperated breath. “Fine, but I can’t go into specific details.” He laid the basics out for her. Daisy was dumbfounded. “You saw them going at it on the beach?” She looked as if she wanted to throw up.

      “They hadn’t gotten to the weird part yet,” Galen assured her. “It wasn’t their fault. Don’t hold it against them, because there’s nothing they could’ve done to fight what happened. It was just bad luck.”

      “But they’re fine now?” Daisy arched a speculative eyebrow.

      “They are,” Galen confirmed. “At least we think they are. If you could keep an eye on them and call us if something goes sideways, we would appreciate it.”

      “I can do that.” Daisy’s eyes flicked to me. “You saved them.” She looked impressed.

      “I just did what came naturally,” I replied, suddenly uncomfortable. “I’m not a hero or anything.”

      “She’s a total hero,” Galen countered. “She’s going through a self-esteem crisis because of several things coalescing all at once, including my mother. She’ll be fine, but self-doubt is a pain in the butt.”

      “It is,” Daisy agreed. “I’m impressed with everything you’re doing, Hadley. Don’t doubt yourself. I know that means nothing coming from me—you don’t know me—but I think you’re Galen’s perfect match. I always knew he’d end up with someone powerful.”

      “Aw, so sweet,” Galen drawled. “Just watch the students and faculty for me, huh? I really don’t want some horrible incident to pop up because people lose all ability to reason.”

      “I’ll make sure we’re watching,” Daisy promised. “What are you going to do?”

      “We believe a cupid has been living on Azure Island for at least thirty years,” Galen replied. “Apparently, a lot of people knew about it, but nobody got too close. There’s only one person I can think of who was around back then who might’ve risked it.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Jareth,” Galen replied. “He knows all and sees all on the island. And he would be immune to the cupid’s powers. He’s our next stop.”
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      I’d met Jareth Kern, a vampire, upon relocating to Moonstone Bay. He owned and operated the only funeral home on the island.

      I held Galen’s hand when we left the high school and headed to the funeral home, two blocks away.

      “I like Daisy,” I announced. Galen seemed to be lost in his head, and I wanted to know what he was thinking.

      “She’s great,” Galen agreed. “I’ve always been fond of her.”

      “I assumed you guys had a romantic past given the way she greeted you.”

      He chuckled. “It was never that way between us.”

      “You don’t have the right parts for her.”

      “Even if I did, sometimes it’s okay to have friends of the opposite sex.” He winked at me. “I never felt that way about Aurora and Lilac either, in case you’re wondering.”

      “I might’ve wondered a bit at the beginning,” I admitted. “It’s obvious you think of each other as family.”

      “That didn’t stop Booker from banging our sister.”

      I couldn’t contain the laughter that bubbled up. “Can you not put that in my head?”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “They’re happy together. Shouldn’t you be happy for your friends?”

      “I’m pretty sure she can do better.”

      “I’m pretty sure they belong together. It’s not just that Booker had to help her with her demon powers. Their personalities mesh. He’s chill, and she tends to get excitable. Now that she can mostly control her demon powers without help, she doesn’t need him for that. It’s good, because now they don’t have to wonder if they’re together out of convenience. They’re free to love one another without anything hanging over their heads.”

      “You’ve given this way too much thought,” Galen chided. “I don’t want Booker taking up that much real estate in your head.”

      “Ugh. You need to let it go. You’re friends.”

      “That doesn’t mean we don’t like to compete with one another. Your focus should be on me. I want a pie chart if you’re going to keep it weird.”

      I shot him a withering look. “You’re the worst sometimes.”

      “Just imagine how much fun it will be to have these conversations when you’re mayor and I’m sheriff. It will be like nonstop foreplay.”

      My mouth fell open. “What is wrong with you? Stop bringing that up!”

      He shook his head. “I saw your face when Daisy mentioned they didn’t have enough manpower to watch the students. That’s the sort of thing you want to fix. You won’t be able to get that out of your head now that it’s in there.”

      He was right. “I’m not talking about this with you right now.”

      “Fair enough.” He shot me a charming smile. “We can talk about it later. Is lunch good for you?”

      “And I’m done talking to you.”

      We made the rest of the walk to the funeral home in silence. I refused to look at Galen, yet I knew he was smiling. He thought he was winning. He was right. I was starting to wonder about the good things I could do in the position. But I couldn’t get over my lack of qualifications.

      Soft music filled the funeral home, the sort that makes you want to fall asleep during a massage. Jareth was in the parlor, sitting on one of the ridiculous little settees arranged there, drinking from a mug.

      I had questions about how he fed, but I knew better than asking them. He looked up and smiled in a way that suggested he’d been expecting us.

      “Hello.”

      “Hi,” I said. Being around the vampire always made me nervous.

      Galen shot me a sidelong look, as if asking a silent question, and then stepped forward to shake Jareth’s hand. “We’re not interrupting?”

      Jareth arched an eyebrow and looked around the empty room. “It doesn’t appear so?”

      “I thought maybe you’d be busy,” Galen said. “Four bodies have dropped in the last few days.”

      “The morgue hasn’t released them yet. Something I find both intriguing and troubling.”

      Galen looked momentarily stymied. “I didn’t think about that.”

      Jareth’s smile didn’t diminish when he turned to me. “Congratulations on your engagement. We all knew it was coming, but the news is still a blessing.”

      “Everybody seems to say that,” I acknowledged as I sat in one of the chairs across from Jareth. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me—if he was dangerous, Galen wouldn’t bring me to talk to him—but the cadence of his voice and the veins pulsing under his skin always set me on edge. I liked him, but he made me leery. “I don’t know how everybody knew Galen was going to propose before he did, but it’s kind of nice.”

      “All one has to do is look at the man,” Jareth replied. “He’s been besotted with you since he laid eyes on you. It was pathetic really, the way the mighty lothario fell. We all knew it would happen one day, of course, but the speed with which it happened was shocking.”

      “Okay.” Galen grimaced as he sat in the chair next to mine. “There’s no reason to get melodramatic. I think you’re exaggerating a bit.”

      “How adorable,” Jareth cooed. “You’re embarrassed that everybody finds your love for Hadley entertaining. Why is that?”

      “I’m not embarrassed,” Galen said. “I don’t like people talking about me behind my back.”

      “That’s not the boy I remember,” Jareth chastised. “When you were younger, you wanted everyone to talk about you. That’s why you could never find your shirt. You were like that wolf in those delightful teenage movies with the vampires and shifters. The ones with all the sparkling.”

      I frowned. “Twilight?”

      “That’s it.” He snapped his fingers. “What delightful films.”

      I didn’t know what to make of that. “You don’t sparkle, do you?”

      Jareth laughed. “No, but I do love how humans envision us. It’s rare anyone comes up with something new. I should point out that I was equally enamored with The Strain, which featured us growing a stinger, losing our hair, and becoming zombies.”

      “This conversation has turned,” Galen said. “For the record, I don’t care who knows that I’m in love with Hadley. I’ll shout it from the rooftops.”

      “Word is you were showing it to anybody who dared look at you in Lilac’s bar the other day.” Jareth’s smile was enigmatic.

      “That incident is part of the reason we’re here.” Galen took advantage of the opportunity to take charge of the conversation. “Some things have been happening.” He filled Jareth in. When he got to the part about Mrs. Grundy and Bellamy, Jareth looked shocked.

      “We went to Azure Island yesterday,” Galen said. “Someone was clearly living out there.”

      “And someone is using cupid magic to force individuals together,” Jareth mused.

      “That’s the nice way of saying it,” Galen confirmed.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “You’ve been around a long time, Jareth. If there was an early-generation cupid living in our midst, you would’ve been aware.”

      “That is true.” For the first time since I’d met him, Jareth looked uncomfortable. “What do you want me to say, Galen?”

      “I want to know what you know.”

      “A deal was struck many years ago to wipe the cupid’s existence from our history. People aren’t supposed to know about her.”

      I leaned back in my chair, surprised.

      Galen didn’t look nearly as surprised. He looked angry. “Tell us what you know. We won’t mention your name. Hadley and I could’ve died the other day. Four people have died, and while I have trouble calling Nathan Rose innocent, the rest of them were.”

      “Yes, it would seem that we have quite the pickle on our hands,” Jareth agreed as he linked his fingers and rested them on his lap. “I was not close with her. I saw her only once from afar. She came to Moonstone Bay almost forty years ago. She thought she could live her life on her terms here.”

      “Obviously, something went wrong,” I said.

      “Something did indeed go wrong.” There was no hint of a smile on Jareth’s face when he adjusted himself on the settee. “She bought one of the houses on the hill. She had a lot of money at her disposal. The house is no longer there. It was bulldozed decades ago to make way for another house.”

      “Who lives in that house?” Galen demanded.

      “I believe Nathan Rose lived there.”

      I felt sick. “This is going to be a bad story,” I groused.

      “Quite.” Jareth nodded once. “The first few years were fine. She wasn’t trusted, but she wasn’t outright hated. Then things started changing. Store owners claimed items were going missing. We didn’t have cameras then. It took law enforcement months to come up with a suspect.”

      “The cupid,” Galen surmised.

      “Yes. She used her powers to get whatever she wanted. Food, luxuries, her home ultimately. The money was all a smoke show. Her abilities were a different story. Unfortunately, she also stole companionship. When bored, she wandered downtown and enticed one half of a married couple. She’d entertain herself with this individual, make him believe that he was in love with her, and then cut ties after destroying the marriage. It was all quite scandalous.”

      Galen nodded. “I’ll bet the wives weren’t happy.”

      “Complaints circulated for years. Then the cupid went after the head of the DDA—Ralph Waterstone—and his wife called for the cupid’s death after riling up all the other women in town.” Jareth looked momentarily sad. “Nobody grabbed pitchforks and headed out to kill her right away. People were understandably frightened. I suggested someone sit down and have a chat with her, but I was shut down quickly.”

      “You could’ve gone out there and talked to her,” I argued. “You wouldn’t have fallen prey to her powers.”

      “That’s true.” Jareth managed a flat smile. “I was not comfortable doing that. My position on the island has never been at risk, but people fear me. I understand it, but I don’t like to involve myself in the business of others. I felt this was the DDA’s business. Of course, that was before we all learned exactly how toxic the DDA really was.”

      “This would’ve been the DDA of a generation ago,” Galen noted. “It wouldn’t have been the same people.”

      “They were no better then. Ralph’s wife owned the property. She got him his position on the board. She benefitted from it, but he was in line to lose everything if they didn’t get rid of the cupid.”

      Jareth paused—whether or not for dramatic effect, I couldn’t say. “They brought in the witches from the other side of the island, cast a spell, and trapped the cupid,” he said. “They arranged things so that she couldn’t use her powers. There was talk of drowning her, but most people weren’t comfortable handing out a death sentence. Instead, they took her to Azure Island, where another spell was cast.”

      “They warded the island so she couldn’t leave,” I surmised.

      Jareth nodded. “Very good, my dear. They also made sure that people avoided the island as much as possible. If people did stumble in, the wards were designed to hide her existence. They didn’t want her to starve, so they made monthly deliveries. Only women made those deliveries.”

      “That’s where the sirens come in.”

      Galen shifted in his chair, his eyes moving to me. “That is why you’ll make the perfect interim mayor.”

      “What did I say?” I growled.

      “I heard about that.” Jareth’s lips curved as he regarded me. “Word is spreading that the consultant wants you to help us move into the future. If you’re looking for opinions—which you’re likely not—I think it’s a solid idea.”

      I wanted to scream. “Why? I’ve never been involved in politics or government.”

      “That’s precisely why you’re a good fit,” Jareth replied easily. “You won’t go in asking yourself how you can wield the power to benefit yourself. You’ll want to do as much as possible for as many people as possible.”

      “I’ll screw it up,” I blurted. “I screw things up all the time.”

      “Hadley.” Galen pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “Please stop speaking poorly about yourself.”

      Jareth leaned forward. “You’re quite capable. And, just for the record, everybody screws up. It’s how you move forward that counts. You, my dear, always figure a way out even after you’ve screwed up. You’re exactly who we need.”

      “So I keep hearing,” I muttered. “I don’t want to talk about this right now. I want to talk about the cupid. If the sirens were dealing with her, why did Cordelia act as if she had little knowledge of the woman?”

      Jareth chuckled. “Why does Cordelia do anything?”

      “I have no idea why she does the things she does,” I admitted. “I don’t get the whole siren song thing. She’s a bit much.”

      “I wasn’t talking to you, but that was a delightful answer.” Jareth winked before focusing on Galen.

      “Cordelia only does what she believes will benefit her people,” Galen replied. “She’s really interested in benefitting herself. Her people come second.”

      “Very good.” Jareth nodded approvingly. “Do we think the cupid was capable of swimming to Moonstone Bay?”

      “I have no idea,” Galen replied. “I could probably manage it, but I have shifter strength. She might’ve grown stronger out on that island.”

      “But how did she escape? What happened to the wards?”

      The question threw me. “I was there,” I replied. “I didn’t sense any wards.”

      “Were you looking for them?”

      “No, but usually I can sense them. Of course, I was off my game. I got motion sickness from the ride. Even worse than usual.”

      “Is that so?” Jareth narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps you sensed them and didn’t realize what you were sensing and that made you ill.”

      “I got really sick going into the bay at Cooper’s Hollow,” I replied. “I think I was just off yesterday.”

      “You sometimes get motion sickness when we’re out, but never that bad,” Galen countered. “I thought it was strange you got as violently ill as you did. It might’ve been the wards.”

      “And the feeling might’ve lasted for the trip to Cooper’s Hollow,” I said.

      Galen rolled his neck. “So you think someone either weakened the wards for the cupid or she managed it herself,” he pressed Jareth. “Then someone got her off the island.”

      “She’s back here,” Jareth agreed. “What do you think she wants? After being exiled for thirty years, it can’t be good.”

      Something occurred to me. “Was Tom on the old DDA??”

      “No, but he tore down the cupid’s house and built the current one,” Jareth replied. “He used to have a thriving construction business.”

      Galen pushed himself to a standing position, determination in his eyes. “She’s been here for weeks. Cordelia lied to us yesterday. She knew, and she lied to my face.”

      “You can’t be surprised,” Jareth argued. “Cordelia would not have benefited from telling you the truth.”

      “Well, she’s telling me the truth today.” Galen held out his hand. “Come on, Hadley. We have a long drive ahead of us.”

      And an angry siren on the other side of the drive, I silently added.
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      Galen tapped Booker to go with us. He wanted backup, and even though he made constant noise about Booker not being his best friend, it simply wasn’t true. If a fight was coming, Galen wanted Booker with him.

      That didn’t stop them from sniping at one another during the long drive.

      “We could’ve taken the boat and saved time,” Booker groused from the passenger seat. I was in the back playing on my phone.

      “Hadley can’t ride on the boat unless you want to lose another pair of shoes,” Galen shot back.

      “Unless it really was the wards that made me sick,” I suggested.

      Galen lifted his eyes so I could see them in the rearview mirror. “Do you want to bet on that?”

      I shuddered at the memory. “We should test it on a day when it’s just you and me and we’re not far from shore.”

      “What wards?” Booker looked confused.

      “Supposedly, the coven warded the island so the cupid couldn’t leave,” Galen replied. “That was their punishment. And, as delicate as Jareth tried to be filling us in, I’m guessing the people who banished her hoped she would die out there.”

      “They had the sirens making deliveries once a month,” I pointed out.

      “What if there was a medical emergency?” Galen pressed. “I guarantee they weren’t hiking in to see her. They were dropping supplies on the beach hoping that eventually they would return, and the supplies wouldn’t have been picked up because she died.”

      “Do you really think they would’ve done nothing if she was dying?”

      “Yes,” Galen and Booker answered in tandem.

      “You’re too sweet for your own good sometimes, Hadley,” Booker added. “The history of this island has some very bloodthirsty times. The fact that they were keeping this one quiet suggests they had a specific outcome in mind.” He slid his eyes to Galen. “It’s interesting that your mother told you enough to help you figure it out without actually coming clean.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” Galen admitted. “She was alive then, an adult. I don’t have an exact timeline, but it could’ve been right before she had me.”

      “My mother would’ve been around then too,” Booker mused.

      “Neither of them would’ve been on the DDA at that point,” Galen argued. “They wouldn’t have had a hand in the banishment.”

      “But they likely knew about it.”

      The truck slid into silence for several seconds. Galen was the first to speak.

      “Your mother is a pureblood freak,” he noted. “She was angry about the dilution of the cupid lines and wanted it to stop. No more breeding outside the circle. That was her whole thing.”

      “I’m familiar with my mother’s work,” Booker said dryly.

      “I’m wondering why she wouldn’t want to get her hands on an early-generation cupid. Her lines would’ve been practically pristine.”

      “It’s interesting,” Booker agreed as he looked out the passenger window. “My mother needs to be in charge. An ancient cupid might’ve been too powerful to risk taking on.”

      “Your mother does like a fight where the end isn’t in doubt,” Galen agreed. “She wants a guaranteed win.”

      “Do you really think Cordelia will provide the answers you’re looking for?” I asked. My dealings with the siren leader had been limited, but I’d never known her to help because it was the right thing to do.

      “I’m not giving her a choice,” Galen replied firmly. “She’s going to tell us what she knows.”

      They were bold words. I had no doubt Cordelia would ram them down his throat if she was in a bad mood.

      

      WHEN WE ARRIVED AT COOPER’S HOLLOW, my butt was sore, and I immediately hopped out of the truck to stretch. I was familiar with the drill. We weren’t allowed to leave what they loosely called a parking area until a team of Cordelia’s soldiers met us. Today, the advance troop swept in quickly.

      “Cordelia isn’t seeing anyone today,” a man with a spear announced. He had two other men with him, both armed similarly, and there was a glint in his eyes I didn’t like. “She prefers advanced notice of visitors.”

      “Then tell her to get a phone,” Galen suggested.

      “She’s not available for conversation,” the male siren insisted.

      Galen flicked his eyes to Booker, something unsaid passing between them, and then he let out a sigh as he drew up his shoulders. “You know, I’m all for respecting the boundaries Cordelia has set up here, but I don’t have time for her crap today. Tell her that I want to talk to her now. If she can’t find the time to talk to us, tell her I have the original deeds for this land.”

      It was an odd threat, but for once, I kept my mouth shut.

      The siren narrowed his eyes and then held up a finger. “You will remain here while I convey the message.”

      “I’m familiar with the rules.” Galen planted his hands on his hips and stared down the siren.

      “What documents did you find?” Booker asked after the advance guard left.

      “I found deeds after we removed the DDA, but I didn’t touch them,” Galen replied. “Given who Cordelia is, and some of the deals she’s made, I have to think the siren hold on this parcel is iffy. I was just fishing.”

      Booker chuckled. “Nice bluff, man. It spurred that guy into action, which means there might be a legitimate worry for Cordelia.”

      “Yeah.”

      I slid closer to Galen, my eyes going to his face. “You lied?”

      “I exaggerated.” He ran his hand over my back to reassure me. “It’s fine. Nothing bad is going to happen.”

      While I was thrilled that he seemingly believed that, we were vastly outnumbered, and I couldn’t help but worry. I forced a smile for his benefit. “I’ll create a magical distraction if we need to run. Just give me a sign.”

      His eyes were plaintive when they locked with mine. “We’re going to be okay. I know you can’t help but worry, but we really will get through this.”

      I wanted to believe him. “We’ll be fine,” I repeated. “I have faith.”

      “Good.” He planted a kiss on my forehead. “Stick close to me all the same.”

      

      CORDELIA MADE US WAIT. THAT WAS HER WAY. When she did emerge from the woods, the same guards who had been present upon our arrival flanked her.

      “Galen.” There was no inflection in Cordelia’s voice when she stepped in front of him. “I’m told you’re demanding an audience.”

      “You know, if you got a phone, I wouldn’t have to show up on your doorstep,” Galen noted. “I could call and not ruin your day. Heck, I wouldn’t ruin my day in the process.”

      “What fun would that be?” Cordelia folded her arms over her chest. “What do you want, Galen? I have important issues to tend to.”

      “Like the cupid you helped escape from Azure Island?” Galen challenged.

      Cordelia narrowed her eyes and then cast a look over her shoulder at her guards. She spoke in a language I didn’t recognize, barking out what sounded like an order, and then waited for her sentries to disappear back into the woods. “We talked about this yesterday,” she snapped when she turned back to Galen. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. My people occasionally traded with her. That’s it.”

      “That explains why you sent your guards away,” Galen agreed, shaking his head. “You’re so full of yourself sometimes I can’t stand it. We know why she was there.”

      Cordelia’s face remained neutral. “What is it you think you know?”

      “Thirty years ago, she decided to amuse herself by tempting husbands away from their wives. She ticked off the women of Moonstone Bay,” he replied. “They tapped the coven to help capture her and then warded her on Azure Island, where I’m sure they hoped she would die.”

      “That sounds rather harsh,” Cordelia said.

      “You know it’s true,” Galen insisted. “I need you to stop doing … whatever it is you’re doing. Enough is enough. The people of Moonstone Bay didn’t want to kill her because they feared there would be a record of it. They didn’t want to look like barbarians. Instead, they exiled her to Azure Island. They arranged for your people to drop off supplies once a month, and then they waited for her to die. But she didn’t die.”

      Cordelia blinked twice before emitting an exaggerated sigh. “Do you need me to confirm your theory, sheriff?”

      “I don’t need your confirmation,” Galen replied. “I got my information from a solid source.”

      “And who is that?”

      “You lied to me yesterday, Cordelia. I want to know why.”

      Cordelia finally showed a glint of reaction, her eyes blazing. “Are you really going to stand there and call me a liar?”

      “You lied to me yesterday,” Galen insisted. “You were well aware when we left yesterday that I didn’t believe you.”

      “I don’t know what you want from me, Galen,” she snapped. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”

      “I can’t believe you’re going to drag this out.” Galen planted his hands on his hips and glared directly into her eyes. “You helped that cupid off Azure Island. I don’t know how you managed to mess with the wards, but you helped her escape. You knew she was on our island. And, I have to believe, Cordelia, that you knew she was going to kill.”

      Rather than deny it, Cordelia worked her jaw. “So what if I knew she was here?” she asked. “It’s not my job to police anybody.”

      I darted my eyes to Galen to gauge his response. I couldn’t believe she’d actually admitted it.

      “I need to know the truth, Cordelia,” Galen insisted. “Tell me what you know, and we’ll be on our way.”

      “What makes you think I know anything?” Cordelia was suddenly the picture of innocence. “I don’t have anything to do with the town. That’s your problem.”

      Galen rested his hand on top of his truck. The look on his face told me he was about to do something shocking.

      “I know that you were going to trade Aurora to Clive as a mate in exchange for land,” Galen said.

      Cordelia froze, and for the first time since I’d met her, she looked unsure of herself. “That’s preposterous.”

      “Don’t.” There was warning in the single word as Galen faced her down. “Don’t deny it. Clive admitted it. He’s still out there. When he comes back to this plane—and that’s a when, not if—he’s coming after all of us.”

      “I’m not afraid of Clive,” Cordelia scoffed, although the worry in her eyes belied her words.

      “You should be,” Galen replied. “He has nothing left to lose and plenty of revenge to dish out.” He stopped then, a light sparking in his eyes. “Unless that’s why you did it.”

      “Did what?” Cordelia demanded.

      “That’s it.” Now Galen looked at Booker. “Clive reneged on your deal. He didn’t give you the land you wanted even though you’d been helping him behind everybody’s backs. You brought the cupid over to pay him back.”

      Cordelia narrowed her eyes, and for a moment, I thought she was going to deny it. Instead, she burst out laughing, a sound I found alarming.

      “Nobody gives you enough credit for intelligence,” she said. “You hide behind that ridiculously handsome face and people assume you can’t possibly be smart on top of it. But you are.” Her eyes darted to Booker. “The same goes for you. You’re the strong and silent type to boot, so it’s impossible to figure out what you’re thinking.”

      “I’m thinking that I’ll kill you myself if you ever try to hurt Aurora,” Booker replied. “She might be your tribe, but she’s our family. We won’t let you screw her over.”

      “You don’t have to worry about Aurora.” Cordelia waved her hand dismissively. “Clive might’ve been obsessed with her, but she’s safe. I was only trying to secure our land.”

      “Because there’s something funky with the deeds,” Galen surmised.

      Cordelia ran her tongue over her lips and then shook her head. “I’m not going there with you.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Galen replied. “I can figure it out myself. Somehow the DDA was double dealing when it gave you this land all those years ago. You don’t really own it. That’s typical of them, and why we wanted them gone.

      “You made the deal with Clive for Aurora because he agreed to make the deeds legitimate,” he continued. “Then he screwed you yet again.”

      “He did screw me,” Cordelia agreed. “I wanted to kill him. I thought we were finally going to be out from under this shadow that has been plaguing us. I’ve been working on fixing this for years, ever since I discovered the initial problem.”

      “No matter what he said, Clive was never going to give you what you wanted,” Galen said.

      “And that’s why I had the coven witches working on those wards,” Cordelia said. “That was before they went crazy and tried to kill everybody. I had no idea they were going to do that. We had a trade going on. We gave them food and other supplies, and they worked on the wards. They were very hard to break, and even now that they’ve done it, remnants are still out there.”

      Which explained why I got so sick.

      “You transported her back to the island,” Galen surmised.

      “Not me personally, but my people,” Cordelia confirmed. “They brought her back about three weeks ago.”

      “Right before we got rid of Clive.”

      She managed a grim smile. “I didn’t know you were going to do that. If I’d just waited…” She trailed off and then collected herself. “She was already loose when we found out about Clive. I tried to call her off, but it was too late. She wasn’t interested in my revenge. She had her own to carry out.”

      Galen threw his hands in the air. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I would’ve been culpable.”

      “Four people are dead,” Galen argued. “We saved a high school student from going at it with his teacher last night. More people will die if we don’t find her.”

      “What will you do when you find her?” Cordelia shot back. “It took twenty witches to subdue her last time.”

      “I’m going to use my family,” Galen replied. “I bet she’s never come up against a cupid, siren, witch, a half demon, and two shifters.”

      Cordelia’s eyes went wide. “That offers a possibility.”

      Galen extended a finger. “You’re going to tell us everything.”

      “Fine, but I don’t want my people knowing about this,” Cordelia challenged. “If they think there’s a possibility we could lose our home…” She teared up.

      “That won’t happen,” Galen barked. “This is your land. The new mayor, when she’s installed, will see to that.” He sent me a significant look that I refused to respond to. “You’ve put me in a really bad place, Cordelia. You’re going to help.”

      “I will,” Cordelia agreed. “Tell me what I can do.”
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      Cordelia gave us a detailed description of the cupid. It didn’t match anyone we could think of offhand. Galen thanked her for the information, said we would be in touch, and then we climbed back into his truck for the ride to town.

      “You know, an ancient cupid might be able to change her appearance,” Booker said as he stretched his long legs out in front of him.

      “Like she can glamour herself?” I asked.

      “More like she can affect people’s thoughts and perception,” Booker said. “She can make you think you’re seeing one thing when you’re really seeing something else. I don’t think we can go solely on the description.”

      “We’re in trouble regardless,” Galen replied. “We have no idea who we’re dealing with. For all we know, the cupid has taken off.”

      “Except for the fact that Mrs. Grundy and Bellamy were infected yesterday,” I reminded him.

      Galen made a disgruntled sound deep in his throat. “I’m so mad at her right now.”

      I didn’t have to ask who he was referring to. Cordelia was the only option.

      “You could take her into custody,” Booker noted. “She’s an accessory essentially.”

      “She is, but I kind of understand why she did what she did,” Galen said. “The sirens have been treated as second-class citizens for a long time. They deserve their land. It’s not at all surprising that the DDA screwed them because that’s what they’ve always done. Her people deserve to feel safe.”

      “Plus, if the cupid had done what she was supposed to and killed Clive, we would all be exalting her.”

      “There’s that too,” Galen acknowledged. “I need to think about the Cordelia situation. I’m not sure what the answer is there.”

      “If she tries to force Aurora to marry someone, I’ll kill her,” Booker warned. “I won’t allow her to screw Aurora that way.”

      “Nothing will happen to Aurora,” Galen promised. “We’ll protect her.”

      They fell into silence for several seconds. When Booker spoke again, it was to address something that had popped up during our conversation with Cordelia. “What did you mean about a new mayor fixing the problem with land deeds?”

      “When we get our interim mayor, that can be one of the things handled right away,” Galen replied evasively.

      I sank lower in my seat and focused on my knees. I did not want this conversation going to an uncomfortable place.

      “But you were fairly specific,” Booker argued. “Is it because Hadley is going to be the mayor?”

      Now it was my turn to growl.

      Galen glanced at me over his shoulder and then went back to staring at the road. “How do you know about that?”

      “Everybody knows,” Booker replied. “Apparently, Jenna was at one of the bars last night and someone overheard her talking about Hadley as a possibility for interim mayor. She made it sound like a done deal.”

      “Well, it’s not,” I barked. “You tell all the gossips on the island to stop spreading that story!”

      “Take a breath, Hadley,” Galen chided. “He’s allowed to be curious.”

      “I’m sick of this conversation,” I muttered, folding my arms over my chest and jutting out my lower lip. “We have a murderous cupid on the loose. That’s what we should be focused on.”

      Galen was quiet for a moment. When he spoke again, it was to Booker. “She’s having a self-esteem crisis. Wesley initially suggested she become interim mayor.”

      “Wesley does think she walks on water,” Booker agreed with a laugh.

      “She’s a good fit for the role,” Galen said.

      “Is that because you think she walks on water?”

      I hated that they were talking about me like I wasn’t in the vehicle with them, but I refused to speak. It was too much. All of it was just too much.

      “I don’t think she walks on water,” Galen countered.

      “Oh, whatever,” Booker scoffed.

      “I don’t,” Galen insisted. “She’s uniquely qualified for what Jenna has planned. This isn’t a permanent position. We’re talking maybe a year or so. Hadley doesn’t know all the players. She won’t go into it with preconceived notions. She won’t be prejudiced against the sirens because she heard stories about how they ate sailors who’d gone overboard from the white-haired haters around a bonfire when she was a kid. She won’t fall victim to the ‘I own property so you have to do what I say’ mentality.”

      I stirred. “Did the sirens really eat sailors who’d fallen overboard?” I was horrified at the thought.

      “Not to my knowledge,” Galen replied. “There are a lot of myths that aren’t true. You don’t know them, so your perception can’t be skewed.”

      “That is an interesting point.” Booker scratched his chin. “Also, she is a property owner here. Even though some of the old folks will balk at the changes, the fact that she’s May’s granddaughter—and that Wesley backs her—will shut most of those people up, at least to start.”

      “Hadley will care about the things the people care about because she’s new here and she sees things that we’ve long given up trying to change,” Galen supplied. “Like this morning, we were going into the high school and she was horrified by the conditions. She could come up with a plan to go in there and fix things when the DDA would’ve preferred to let the ceiling cave in on the kids.”

      “Okay,” Booker said, “but what about the other stuff?”

      “What other stuff?”

      “The stuff where Hadley doesn’t know all the players so she gets bamboozled because she’s not aware of the background of a manipulative individual,” Booker pressed. “We both know if she agrees to do the job that some of the worst people will come out of the woodwork to press their agendas.

      “Like, she won’t know that Carmine Grazio and Delbert Brooks have been fighting over who owns the fence behind their stores for twenty years. She might believe whichever gets to her first,” he continued. “She’s going to be at a disadvantage there.”

      “She’ll have the sheriff to help her.”

      “Oh, so you’ll be mayor and sheriff,” Booker implied.

      Galen glared at him. “I don’t want to be mayor. I want to be sheriff. She’s going to make a great mayor.”

      “What did I say?” I hissed, glaring at the back of his head. “I don’t want to be mayor. I’m not qualified.”

      “She doesn’t think she’s smart enough for some reason,” Galen noted. “She has self-confidence coming out of every pore on a normal day, but this has thrown her.”

      “She feels as if she’s getting in over her head,” Booker argued. “It’s okay. She’ll get over that relatively quickly when the people treat her like a peon even though she’s in a position of power.”

      “I’m not doing it,” I growled.

      “Now that Galen has laid it out, I kind of agree with him,” Booker replied. “You’d be good at the job. On top of that, you have magic if the wrong person gets out of line.”

      “See.” Galen beamed at me before focusing on the road again.

      “I hate both of you,” I muttered.

      “I love you too,” Galen replied. “We have to make the cupid our priority. She’s out there, and we need to find her.”

      “Which means putting together our team,” Booker said, removing his phone from his pocket. “I’ll have Lilac gather the others at the bar so we can eat and talk when we get back.”

      Galen bobbed his head. “What should I tell Aurora about Cordelia?” He looked uncomfortable.

      “The truth,” Booker replied. “She’s aware of Cordelia’s issues. This is not the time to start holding back.”

      

      THE TRIP BACK FELT LONGER THAN THE trip out, and I raced into the bathroom upon our return. By the time I joined the others at a table, I was feeling better. All of that changed when several sets of expectant eyes landed on me.

      “What?” I demanded. “What did I do?”

      “Booker might have mentioned you’re up for mayor,” Galen hedged, refusing to meet my gaze.

      “I can’t believe you,” I snapped. “Why are you trying to drive me crazy?”

      “It’s a great idea,” Lilac said. “You’d make a great mayor.”

      “I’d vote for you,” Brody added.

      “I’m neutral, but I hate all politicians,” Aurora said. “It’s possible you could change that, but I’d have to wait and see.”

      I slapped my hand to my forehead and sank into one of the chairs. I was so frustrated that my stomach had begun to coil and spit acid like a volcano. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “Hadley, it’s okay.” Galen sat next to me, his hand moving up and down my back as he tried to soothe me. “Don’t get worked up. We’re not going to talk about it.” He cast stern looks toward the others. “We’re going to focus on the cupid.”

      “You’ve said that before,” I challenged.

      “I know. I’m just trying to ease you into it. I thought if I kept mentioning it you might loosen up. But first we have to deal with the cupid.”

      “Yes, we want to make sure that you’re comfortable, Hadley,” Booker drawled. “Our lives revolve around you.”

      “Don’t make me thump you,” Galen snapped.

      “He has a point,” Aurora noted. “She’s a bit of a basket case.”

      “We’ve had a very long week,” Galen countered. “Between the deaths, having to save a student and teacher from having sex on the beach, being cursed, her bout of seasickness which we now think was a result of the Azure Island wards, and this interim mayor thing, it’s too much.”

      I frowned. “That’s no more than we’ve dealt with in times of trouble before,” I argued.

      “Then suck it up.” He turned serious. “We have a fight in front of us, and you’re being whiny.”

      I wanted to be angry—so, so much—but he was right. “Where do we find the cupid?” I asked.

      “That’s my girl.” Galen clapped my shoulder like I was one of the guys and turned to the others. “It must be a woman. She might be able to convince others that she’s a man, but that’s a long ruse to maintain. It has to be someone new, and it has to be someone in a position where she’s crossing paths with people and it’s not suspicious.”

      “Okay.” Lilac sat down next to him and drummed her fingers on the counter. “Let’s start with the obvious. Who is new in town?”

      “I think we have to make a run to the barracks to answer that,” Booker replied. “We get one or two new workers every week.”

      “What if she’s not staying at the barracks?” I asked.

      “That’s a question in and of itself,” Galen noted. “Where is she staying? We don’t even have Airbnbs.”

      “She knows how to rough it,” I pointed out. “Maybe she’s taken up refuge somewhere outside town.”

      “She needs to shower somewhere. I think people would notice if she was wandering around town smelling like a campsite.”

      “I can check the barracks and then hit the hotels,” Booker said. “Can anyone think of a new face in town?”

      “Just Jenna,” I replied morosely.

      Next to me, Galen stiffened.

      “It can’t be her,” Lilac pressed. “She came from the mainland. She has a history of helping governments with transitions. Her presence was requested.”

      “It was.” Galen nodded. “But the cupid can make herself look any way she wants. If she somehow stumbled across the real Jenna and killed her, she could’ve easily taken over her identity. It’s sort of ingenious if it is her because we don’t know anything about Jenna.”

      “She’s been doing her job,” Booker argued. “She’s been talking to all the business owners. She’s gathering intel. She even went to Wesley’s farm.”

      “It could all be a cover.”

      “That’s a lot of work for a cover.” Booker didn’t look convinced. “How would she even know how to fake something like that? She’s been exiled to an island with no Internet or access to reading material for thirty years. I don’t think she could carry that off, even using magic.”

      “I hope so, because I like Jenna,” Galen said. “We still have to check it out. She was at Lilac’s bar right before Hadley and I started acting out of sorts. I’ll call someone at her last posting.”

      “Is there anyone else new?” Aurora asked.

      “Just Becky,” I replied.

      “Who is Becky?” Aurora’s forehead creased in confusion.

      “The new bartender at the resort,” Galen replied. “We saw her right before we saw Jenna the day we lost our heads.”

      “You mean when you lost them in each other’s nether regions,” Booker said.

      “I think we’ve spent more than enough time together for one day,” Galen shot back. “When we split up, you’re not going to be in my group.”

      The declaration only made Booker smile wider. “You’re so easy.” He sobered quickly. “In theory, I should be able to detect this woman if I’m close enough. I didn’t hit on Jenna.”

      “How certain are you that you could recognize her?” Aurora asked.

      Booker held out his hands. “Maybe 60-40? My magic is fairly powerful. She’d be far more powerful, though.”

      “That’s why Drew had such trouble exerting his magic over Chloe,” Galen said. “It wouldn’t stick. He had to keep dosing her.”

      “I want to know what she’s doing to people,” I interjected. “How is she making their insides boil until they explode?”

      “I don’t have that power,” Booker said. “There are certain cupid abilities that were lost through interbreeding and diluting our lines. That was one of the reasons my mother went pureblood crazy. Maybe she was trying to get back what we lost, powers this woman still has.”

      “We probably don’t have the time to jump through the red tape for you to get on the phone with your mother?” Galen prodded.

      “I can try. She likely won’t take my call, but it’s worth a shot.”

      “Make sure you wait to tell her we’re dating until after you get the information,” Lilac suggested. “She’ll never work with you if she knows the truth.”

      “That will be a nice way to end the conversation,” Booker said. “Maybe it will even give her a heart attack.” He beamed at Lilac before kissing her. “Thanks for brightening my day, sugarplum.”

      I froze in place at the nickname and then darted a quick look to Galen. The way his eyes gleamed told me he’d heard it too.

      “Sugarplum?” Aurora’s tongue dripped with disdain.

      Booker’s shoulders went rigid. “I didn’t say that,” he said. “You misheard.”

      “Then we all misheard.” Galen pushed himself to a standing position. “We’re going to give you endless grief about it, but later. Right now, we need to find this cupid before she infects somebody else. I don’t want any more blood spilled because of revenge. I want this finished today.”
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      Galen and I were our own team. We headed to his office so he could place some calls on Jenna, leaving me to pace. He didn’t get anywhere immediately, but he did leave a message with several secretaries and requested calls back. After that, we were stuck.

      “Let’s go to the resort,” he said decisively, standing.

      I lifted an eyebrow as I stopped pacing. “What are we going to do at the resort?”

      “I want to talk to Becky the bartender.”

      “Okay, but … what are you going to ask her? You can’t just straight up ask her if she’s an ancient cupid. What if she doesn’t know the big paranormal secret on the island?”

      “I don’t plan to accuse her. Come on.” He extended his hand. “We’ll both go crazy if we sit here waiting for calls. It’s time to be proactive.”

      I slipped my hand in his and readily walked out of the building with him. It was only a five-minute trip to the resort, but the heat was so oppressive I was glad when the wall of AC hit us upon our arrival.

      “Whew. Why is it so hot out there?”

      “I think a storm is coming.”

      “I thought it only stormed during storm season.”

      “We don’t get many storms. It’s a fluke of the island.”

      “Will it be big?”

      “I thought you said size doesn’t matter.” He sent me a wink, which I refused to acknowledge because it would only encourage him. “Let’s start with Sierra,” he suggested when I didn’t react. “She might have something for us.”

      “You mean for you. The only thing she wants to give me is a shovel to the back of the head.”

      “So sensitive.” He squeezed my hand before releasing it and walked up to the front desk. “Hey, Sierra.” He greeted the clerk with his flirtiest smile.

      “Hey, sheriff,” Sierra drawled, resting her elbows on the desk, and propping her chin on her hands. “Long time no see.”

      “You saw us a few days ago,” I muttered, just loud enough for her to hear me.

      She didn’t react to me at all. “You’re looking especially handsome these days, Galen,” Sierra purred. “Your hair is longer than I remember. It suits you.”

      “It’s long because he cancelled his hair appointment to spend time with me,” I volunteered.

      Again, Sierra pretended she didn’t hear me. “You’re the handsomest man on the island,” she gushed. “Has anybody ever told you that?”

      “You tell him that whenever we’re here,” I said blithely.

      Galen sent me a quelling look before turning back to Sierra. “I’m actually here digging for information. I was hoping you could help me.”

      “I would love to help you.” Sierra practically had hearts shooting out of her eyes. “What can I help you with?”

      “It’s not his pants,” I replied. I was growing louder. The more she ignored me, the more determined I became.

      “I need you to pull up your records for the last three and a half weeks,” Galen replied. “I need to know if there are any guests who didn’t have reservations.”

      Sierra was surprised that he had real work on his mind because she blinked several times in rapid succession and then straightened. “Okay.” She started typing. “I’m confused. Who would come to the island without a reservation? This isn’t the sort of destination one goes to unless they know they have accommodations.”

      “We believe someone might’ve come to the island via a different route.”

      “Like they swam here?”

      It took everything I had not to roll my eyes straight out of my head. Yes, someone swam to the island. What in the spell?

      “I’m thinking someone might’ve come by boat, but not at this end of the island. I believe they’ve made their way to the city, and I’m trying to figure out where they might be staying.”

      “Ooh, like a smuggler?” Sierra’s eyes sparkled with unmitigated delight.

      “Yes, exactly like a smuggler.”

      “Except not like a smuggler at all,” I muttered.

      Galen discreetly reached over to pinch me but never took his eyes off Sierra. I swatted his hand away, but it didn’t faze him.

      “Well, I don’t have anything here that wasn’t reserved first,” Sierra noted after several seconds. “We have one reservation that was made less than a week before the guests arrived, but that’s the shortest lead we have. Most people book months—at least weeks—in advance.”

      “Who booked the room seven days out? And when?”

      “That would be Pierce Wentworth,” Sierra replied. If she was bothered about breaking privacy laws without a warrant, she didn’t show it. “He paid with a black card, which means he has money, and he and his wife—I believe she’s forty years younger than him—spent a week here.”

      Galen briefly glanced at me and then shook his head. “That’s not who we’re looking for. What about any single women without roommates?”

      “Also in the past three and a half weeks?”

      “Yes.”

      Sierra started typing again. “We have eight total. Do you want me to go through them all individually?”

      “Yes, and slowly,” Galen confirmed.

      Sierra started reading off the names, going slowly as he requested. Galen typed the names into his phone as Sierra went through the specifics. Slowly, we weeded out all eight.

      “Well, that’s a bust.” Galen rolled his neck. “If she’s not staying here, and she’s not in the barracks—Booker just texted that he has nothing over there—where is she staying?”

      “Maybe she’s staying with someone,” Sierra suggested. “There’s been talk of some mighty strange couples of late. Maybe she’s half of one of those couples and moved in with some random guy.”

      Galen’s eyes narrowed. “What weird couples have you heard about?”

      “Well, I heard about Mr. Kent and that tourist. That was really weird.”

      “It was,” Galen confirmed.

      “Then there’s you and her.” For the first time this visit, Sierra acknowledged me with a less-than-subtle chin jerk.

      Galen covered his mouth with his finger and rubbed, hiding a smile from Sierra as he gathered himself. “Anyone else?”

      “Everyone is buzzing about what happened to Mr. Rose and that prostitute.”

      “She wasn’t a prostitute,” Galen replied. “She was an innocent woman who got caught up in a mess. Anybody else?”

      “That’s all I can think of offhand.”

      “Okay.” Galen put his hands on the desk and rocked back and forth, clearly thinking. “What can you tell me about your new bartender?”

      Sierra’s eyes widened. “Becky? Why are you interested in Becky?”

      “Do you know where she came from?”

      “Somewhere on the mainland.” Sierra was nowhere near as flirty as she had been only moments before. “You don’t have something going on with Becky, do you? She’s been here like five minutes, and she’s nowhere near as cute as me.”

      “Seriously?” I waved my hands. “Are you kidding me? Am I invisible?”

      Galen slipped his arm around my shoulders and tugged me close, anchoring me to his side. “Sierra, you know I adore you … at least some of the time. I’m engaged to Hadley, so that was pretty insulting. Do you have to do that?”

      “I’m just waiting for you to come to your senses,” Sierra replied primly.

      “You’re going to be waiting a long time,” I noted. “At least forty or fifty years.”

      “Try seventy,” Galen countered. “We’re going to live until we’re 100 and then die at the same time.”

      “Like The Notebook?” I asked.

      “I have no idea what that is but sure. If that makes you feel better.” He sent me a wink and then turned back to Sierra. “What can you tell me about Becky?”

      “I don’t know much about her,” Sierra replied. “I didn’t even know they hired someone until she showed up in the bar one day. When I heard they were bringing in a female bartender instead of a male, I pretty much lost interest in the whole process.”

      That sounded about right.

      “Can you pull up her personnel file for me?” Galen asked in his most charming voice.

      “Sorry.” Sierra shook her head. “I don’t have access to those records. You’ll have to go through Dale in Human Resources. Ever since that maid used the files to stalk that bartender five years ago, they’ve been locked away.”

      “Something tells me your smile isn’t going to work on Dale,” I noted.

      Galen shot me a shushing look. “Okay, well, thanks for the information, Sierra.” He pushed away from the desk and started for the bar.

      “I get off in an hour,” she called to his back. “If you’re still here, we can get a drink or something.”

      I stopped in the middle of the lobby and turned. Slowly. She smiled when she saw me glaring. “Seriously?” I demanded.

      “You have a nice day, Galen,” she called to his back. Then she went back to work and pretended I wasn’t there.

      I was still swearing under my breath when I caught up with Galen in the bar.

      “You let her get to you, and that’s why she keeps doing what she does,” he said. “You need to stop. Then she’ll stop.”

      “Or you could stop making her panties feel loose with that smile of yours,” I shot back.

      “Yeah, I’m not doing that. She’s provided me with too much information the last few years.”

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      Rather than answer, he guided me toward a booth. I was surprised he didn’t want to sit at the bar again. We settled across from one another and waited for Becky to find us.

      “You again.” She beamed at us. “You just can’t stay away, eh?” She placed disposable coasters in front of us. “What will it be?”

      I looked to Galen for a clue.

      “We’ll both have Mai Tais,” Galen replied, taking me by surprise.

      “Sure.” Becky beamed at him before turning on her heel and heading back to the bar.

      “We’re drinking in the middle of the day now?” I was dubious.

      “Whatever happens, don’t drink that cocktail. She won’t know we’re not drinking our drinks.”

      “Um … when the glasses don’t start going down, she’ll figure it out.”

      “Not when I dump the drinks into this plant.” He gestured toward the large cactus I hadn’t noticed when we sat down.

      “Smart.” I managed a smile. “You really are smarter than you should be based on your looks.”

      “Does that mean I’m forgiven for flirting with Sierra?” He snagged my wrist and pressed a kiss to the inside of it, right in the spot he knew drove me crazy.

      “That’s not going to work on me right now,” I warned, snatching my wrist back as Becky returned with our drinks. “We’re on the job.”

      “I’m going to give you a different job later,” he warned, his eyes smoldering. By the time Becky reached us, his casual smile was in place. “So, how are things going?” he asked. The bar wasn’t busy, and I knew he was going to get right to the heart of things.

      “I like it here,” Becky replied. “I enjoy it a great deal. Why?”

      “I’m just curious.”

      “He’s the head of the Moonstone Bay Welcome Wagon,” I offered helpfully, sliding my drink in front of me but making sure not to sip it. The last thing we needed was another bolt of lust taking us out.

      “Is that true?” Becky asked on a playful smile.

      “Not really.” Galen shook his head. “The last Moonstone Bay Welcome Wagon representative died about a year ago. Right after he tried to kill Hadley.”

      Becky’s mouth opened, and it looked as if she was trying to ask a question. Nothing came out though.

      I waved off whatever she was going to say. “It was no big deal in the grand scheme of things.”

      “Okay, well, okay.” Becky wrung her apron. “That is still disconcerting. I thought everything on Moonstone Bay was supposed to be relaxing. Isn’t that what the brochures say?”

      “It’s great to live on an island,” Galen assured her. “Island time is a thing, and we’re sometimes grateful for it and sometimes not. No place is perfect, though. Obviously, you heard what’s been going on the last few days.”

      “Only in passing,” Becky replied, although her interest looked piqued. “I heard that one of the guys in the government died. Was he the one who was in here?”

      “Nathan Rose,” Galen confirmed. “He lived on the hill with his wife. The woman he was with when you saw him was not his wife.”

      I watched Becky closely for a reaction but there was nothing.

      “Do you know how he died?”

      “We’re still working on that,” Galen replied. “We shouldn’t talk about unhappy things. We want to hear more about you.”

      “More about me?” Amusement lit Becky’s gaze. “Why?”

      “I’m a curious guy.”

      “Um, well, I’m from Minnesota, so the weather here has been a bit of a shock. I’m still acclimating, and I’m worried I’ll never acclimate at this point.”

      “And how long have you been here?”

      “About two weeks. Why?” Becky looked genuinely puzzled.

      “No reason. I was just wondering. I find it fascinating when someone picks up and moves to my island.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t. I’m pretty sure everybody in Minnesota has dreamed about living on a tropical island at some point during a long winter.” She held up her finger to still Galen before he could speak and flicked her eyes back to the bar, where two men had taken position on the stools. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      Galen took advantage of her distraction to dump half of his drink into the cactus and then added half of mine.

      “What do you expect her to tell you?” I asked, leaning forward. “Do you think she’s just going to blurt out something incriminating?”

      “I thought she might mention what went down with you and me,” he admitted. “Like … maybe she’d ask about how our afternoon went after we left here the other day. She doesn’t seem interested.”

      “I’m pretty sure she thinks we’re weird,” I replied.

      “Weird? We’re not acting weird.”

      “We kind of are. We could be acting weirder, so I’m not going to spend too much time worrying about it.”

      “That’s smart.” Galen shot me a beaming smile and then turned it on Becky as she returned. “So what made you decide to relocate to Moonstone Bay?”

      Becky held up her hands in placating fashion. “Listen, you’re very nice,” she started. There was an edge to her voice that told me she was troubled, and likely not about the same thing we were. “I’m going to stop you right there. This isn’t my thing.”

      “What isn’t your thing?” I asked blankly, glancing around.

      “This … dynamic … you have going.” She moved her finger between Galen and me. “I don’t kink shame. If you guys like to pick up women and add them to the mix, good for you. I know that was a thing in Minneapolis when people got bored during winter, and this is exactly how they recruited. I’m just not interested. No judgement.”

      I pressed my lips together and briefly closed my eyes as the picture became clear.

      “Are you suggesting that we’re trying to pick you up for a threesome?” Galen looked horrified.

      “Isn’t that what you’re doing?” Becky asked. “I mean … you’re asking a lot of weird questions if that’s not what you’re doing.”

      “That’s not what we’re doing,” Galen snapped.

      “Then what’s up?” Becky made sure she didn’t get too close to the table. “I just want to do my job and be left alone. I don’t want to be dragged into some weird island ritual.”

      Galen sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Never mind. We’ll just take our check.”

      “Sure.” Becky looked relieved when she bolted back to the cash register.

      “Whoopsie,” I said in my most innocent voice.

      Galen pinned me with a dark look. “That did not go as I thought it would.”

      “She doesn’t seem like a cupid,” I offered. “I mean, I guess we can’t rule it out, but I think she’s more Minnesota than monster.”

      “I agree. That leaves Jenna.”

      “Who we still need information on.”

      “I’m worried that it’s not either of them and we’ll never find her.”

      “We will,” I promised. “Have a little faith.”

      “I just want some peace, Hadley. I miss our two-week vacation so much.”

      “We’ll have it again.”

      “We’d better. I can only take so much, and accusations of threesome hunting is a bridge too far.”

      “It was kind of funny.”

      “No, it really wasn’t.”
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      Jenna was at the festival getting to know people. Galen took me to one of the booths—people he trusted—to get a cocktail and we sat on a bench and watched her from a distance.

      She certainly didn’t look like a woman searching for victims. Of course, we had no idea what that would resemble. It was doubtful she would follow anybody around and make “mwahaha” noises to tip us off.

      “What are you thinking?” Galen asked after several minutes, his hand resting on my thigh.

      “I’m thinking that we better hope Becky doesn’t spread the story of us searching for a threesome partner because it will tarnish our pristine reputations.”

      He snorted. “My reputation isn’t all that pristine, and only the women will look down on you if they think that’s really true. The men will think you’re a hero, and I’ll have to beat them off with a stick.”

      My lips curved. “I can’t really blame her for thinking that,” I admitted. “We were acting like idiots.”

      “We just weren’t stealthy. It’s hard to be stealthy in this situation because we have one very big problem in front of us that makes it impossible to come right out and ask if they’re guilty.”

      “We don’t know what they know about the paranormal world.”

      He bobbed his head and sipped his cocktail. “Exactly. I think Jenna suspects something isn’t right, but I’ve skirted her attempts to get information. She wants to know how the DDA got put in control in the first place. She doesn’t understand that entire process. A DDA, traditionally, has been a separate board tasked with invigorating a downtown area and enticing businesses. My understanding is that the DDA was supposed to be focused on balancing businesses and making this the perfect place for tourists. Things spiraled out of control.”

      “I agree that the business owners should be catered to and taken care of,” I offered. “But people are more important than property.”

      Galen didn’t immediately respond, and when I slid him a sidelong look, I found him staring at me with open-eyed wonder.

      “What?” I demanded, suddenly self-conscious.

      “That’s why you should be mayor, Hadley,” he said in an earnest voice. “That right there is exactly why you’re perfect for the job. You can find the balance.”

      I bit back a sigh. He was fixated on this possibility and didn’t see the bigger picture. I needed him to get with the program. “Galen, look at what we’re doing.” I kept my voice as reasonable as humanly possible. “Right now, we’re watching the woman who made that suggestion just in case she’s an evil ancient cupid who wants to wreak havoc on the island. She could be responsible for four deaths, and at least four other attempts … including us.”

      “I know that, and I’m not overlooking the possibility that she’s not who we think she is,” he said. “That doesn’t change the fact that it’s a good idea. Think of all the people you could help.”

      “That’s hitting below the belt,” I groused.

      He smirked. “Just think about it. Don’t dismiss the idea because you erroneously believe you’re not smart enough.”

      “I’m afraid to be a failure.” It was hard to admit, but I couldn’t escape the true reason the job freaked me out for any longer. “You look at me as if I can do anything because I’ve gotten lucky with magic a few times, and I like that. What if you stop because I screw this up?”

      He leaned back, his eyes searching. “Is that where your true fear comes from?” he asked finally.

      “That’s not the only reason, but part of it.”

      “Hadley, it’s impossible for you to disappoint me.”

      “Oh, come on,” I scoffed. “Don’t you remember when I marinated those chicken breasts in Italian dressing because I was too lazy to go to the store to get the Italian salt? You weren’t happy with that dinner.”

      “That was just funny. You’re never going to be a good cook. I can live with that. You’re trying to make light of a serious conversation, and I won’t let you do that.” He was firm. “You’ve never disappointed me. It’s impossible.”

      “It’s not impossible,” I muttered. “Everybody screws up.”

      “It’s not the screw-ups that are a problem. It’s how you fix them, and you always fix them. You have the best heart of anybody I know.” He was earnest. “You’re going to be great at this.”

      “I haven’t said I’ll do it.”

      “You will.” He rubbed my knee and went back to watching Jenna. She didn’t look as if she was going to be leaving anytime soon. “I’m going to put Brody and Aurora on her. They’ll be able to spy better than us because she’s hyper aware of us.”

      I nodded. “Then what?”

      “Then we’re going home. Some of the information I requested on her should be rolling in. We can go through it and then crash.”

      “I thought you wanted to end this today.”

      “I do, but I don’t think that’s going to happen.” He lifted one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug. “We don’t always get what we want.”

      “You got me,” I argued. “You wanted me.”

      “More than anything before or after I met you,” he agreed. “Tomorrow is the day we end this. We still have some loose ends to tie up. I am not comfortable accusing Jenna if it means revealing the paranormal stuff and freaking her out. We need to be smart about this.”

      “Okay.” I offered him a smile. “I want to take another cocktail home so I’m just tipsy enough to get the giggles when we start romancing each other.”

      “Now you’re thinking.” He beamed as he leaned in to give me a kiss. “I’ll talk to Aurora. You get your cocktail.”

      

      GALEN WAS STRIPPED DOWN TO HIS BOXER SHORTS when I found him in our bedroom after washing my face and changing into sleep shorts and a tank top. He was normally the one who checked all the locks, but I went through that routine so he wouldn’t have to.

      “Anything?” I asked as he read on his phone.

      “There are photos.” He shifted his phone so I could see it, then went through the elaborate ordeal of propping the pillows behind our backs so we could get comfortable together.

      “That’s Jenna,” I noted as I saw the woman’s smiling countenance reflected back at me. The photos were obviously staged for public relations purposes—including one in which she was holding oversized scissors at the opening of a community center in Chicago. I was struck by how she always seemed ready for the perfect shot.

      “The cupid could’ve stumbled across the real Jenna and stolen her identity,” Galen mused. “The fact that she looks like Jenna might not clear her.”

      “You don’t think it’s her,” I surmised. “Why?”

      On a sigh, he rested his cheek against my head. “Because she’s knowledgeable.”

      “You don’t think she could be the cupid because she’s smart?” That was a weird declaration. “Um … I would think the cupid would have to be smart to survive on a deserted island for thirty years with minimal help.”

      “Not smart, and you’re fixated on that word quite a bit right now,” he said. “She’s knowledgeable. That’s different. She knows specific things about Moonstone Bay’s government. More than that, she knows ways to fix what’s wrong here. How would the cupid know that?”

      “You think she knows too much about how government operates to fake it.”

      “It’s possible the cupid was familiar with governmental functions back in the day, but that seems like a bit of a stretch, doesn’t it?”

      “Maybe she took Jenna’s stuff and studied it.”

      “Why? What’s the end game? I can’t see her wanting to stay on Moonstone Bay. We’re the only people who can figure out who she is. After she gets her revenge, wouldn’t she want to leave?”

      “Yes, and Jenna’s identity would make it easy for her to travel.”

      “But it wouldn’t make it necessary to learn everything there is to know about government transitions,” Galen persisted. “Jenna has dropped stats on me. Historical stuff. Would the cupid bother to do that?”

      “Probably not,” I said, licking my lips. “You’re right. That seems like a lot of work for a temporary position. From her point of view, it’s better for her to be inept and fired because then she can waltz off this island with nobody the wiser.”

      “Plus, Jenna has only been here a few days,” Galen said. “I met her when we were still doing our bubble thing. I went into the office because I had to at least pretend I was doing my job, and she was there one day. That was at least four or five days before the incident with Tom.”

      “The timeline is murky,” I mused, tapping my bottom lip. “Cordelia said ‘two weeks ago’ when we were talking, but I think it’s been closer to three weeks now.”

      Galen nodded, seemingly happy to let me work it out.

      “It had to be before we faced off with Clive. That was three weeks ago. Even if we dispatched Clive a day before she retrieved the cupid, the timeline works. News doesn’t spread as fast out there.”

      “True,” Galen confirmed.

      “So, she strikes a deal with the cupid—and I have to think she went to the island herself to do it because she’s not going to trust her people to gossip—and she brings the cupid back to Cooper’s Hollow.”

      Galen moved his hand to the back of my neck and lightly massaged at the tension there. He was often happiest when we were brainstorming together.

      “She’s not just going to set the cupid loose on the island,” I continued. “She’ll want to talk to her. She’ll have to explain about technological advances.”

      Galen caught on. “She would’ve spent days in Cooper’s Hollow.” He suddenly frowned. “Which means Cordelia would’ve known about Clive’s takedown before the cupid even left to do her thing.”

      “Yes, well, she’s Cordelia,” I reminded him. “I’m guessing she told the cupid the deal was no longer necessary, but there was no putting that genie back in the bottle. The cupid wasn’t going back, and Cordelia didn’t have the power to stop her, so she was quiet so as not to absorb the blame.”

      “That all tracks,” Galen said.

      “How did she get to town, though?” I had trouble with that. “Did Cordelia’s people take her?”

      “They might’ve wanted to get rid of her. Workers in the groves out there could’ve seen her walking and offered a ride.”

      “Okay.” Perhaps figuring out how she got to town wasn’t important. She was here. We were certain about that. “What does she do when she gets here? She might’ve had a few outfits provided by the sirens, and she has the ability to make herself look a certain way. What would she do first to set herself up so she’s in the prime position to exact her revenge?”

      “I don’t know.” Galen made a clucking sound with his tongue. “She would be hampered by technology, and even though we joke that the island hasn’t changed in a hundred years, it has. There’s going to be a learning curve.”

      “She’s going to need money too,” I said. “And lodging.”

      “Okay. Where would someone with zero skills go to get a job on a tourist island?”

      “We don’t know that she has zero skills,” I reminded him. “On top of that, she has cupid powers. She can use them to influence people. They’ll give her a job whether they want to or not. They’ll even let her keep it if she’s terrible at it.”

      “That’s a very good point, baby. You’re so wise.” He winked at me before pressing a kiss on the tip of my nose. He was trying to be adorable, and it was working. He went back to brainstorming rather than act on it, however. That was still to come.

      “She needs a job that comes with lodging,” I decided.

      “The barracks are available for almost all new workers,” Galen replied.

      “Booker said he went through all the newbies staying there. None of them were cupids.”

      His forehead creased as he concentrated. He was really putting his all into it.

      Then something occurred to me. “Where would Becky stay?”

      “Don’t ask that question of anybody but me,” he warned. “They’ll think we’re stalking that poor girl to force her into a threesome.”

      “I’m serious,” I insisted. “Where would she go?”

      “She would stay at the resort.” Galen dragged the last few words out as he considered it. “The resort has a block of rooms for new employees. It’s temporary lodging, but it’s an enticement.”

      “How does it work?”

      “They get free lodging at the resort for six months. After that, they can transition to apartments—much like the ones we visited the other day—or they can move to the barracks.”

      “So if the cupid was working for the resort, she would likely be staying there,” I mused.

      “Yeah.” Galen dropped a kiss on top of my head and got to his feet to pace on the side of the bed. “You know, I can’t think of a better job for a revenge-minded cupid to take than that of a bartender at the premiere island resort.”

      Slowly, Galen tracked his eyes to me. “Thirty years ago, the resort was the island hub. It even had meeting rooms for the DDA. They only moved after my mother joined the DDA. It was agreed they needed a more private space.”

      “A more private space to do their wheeling and dealing,” I groused.

      “Yes, but that’s not important right now because I think I know who the cupid is.”

      I rested my hands on my lap and stared him down. “Well, don’t leave me in suspense,” I said.

      “Becky.”

      “But she thought we were there because we wanted a threesome.”

      “Did she?” Galen didn’t look convinced. “You’re right, Hadley. A cupid who survived alone for thirty years would have to be smart. Maybe she figured out that we were on her tail. I mean, think about it.” He edged closer to the bed. “She gave us iced tea. We got sick.”

      “Jenna touched our iced tea glasses at Lilac’s bar too,” I reminded him.

      “I’m well aware. Becky was close to Nathan and Lanie when they were infected too.”

      “And Drew mentioned that Chloe was at the resort bar a few times because that’s the first place where he picked her up. How did she cross paths with Tom, though?”

      “Likely at the docks. She would’ve gone down there to scout the area.”

      “Do you think she’s on the run after our visit earlier?” I asked. “She has to know we weren’t really there for a threesome.”

      “She can’t run,” Galen replied. “Not yet. We don’t have a plane leaving for two days, and there’s no ship for four days. She’s stuck here.”

      “She could hide in the woods until it’s time to go,” I said.

      “Or she could try to silence us again to buy herself time.” Galen held my gaze for a beat and then pushed himself away from the bed and walked to the window. He was there maybe two seconds when a breathy exhale escaped, and I knew something was wrong.

      I clambered over the bed and joined him at the window. It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness, and when they did, I almost whimpered I was so surprised.

      There were people on the beach. A lot of them. They were fixated on the lighthouse.

      We were surrounded, and there in the middle of the group, a smug smile visible on her face thanks to the back patio light, Becky stood and stared us down. She was practically daring us to move against her.

      “Well, I think it’s definitely Becky,” I said.

      “Yup.” Galen rolled his neck. He wasn’t one to panic, but he was agitated. “Do me a favor and text Lilac. We’re going to need help.”

      I hesitated. “What if they get sucked into the spell?”

      “We have to take that risk, Hadley. I don’t think you and I alone are strong enough to beat her. We need our family.”
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      Lilac responded to the text almost immediately and said she was amassing the troops and to hold tight.

      “How are we going to get to them when we’re surrounded?” I asked Galen as we headed downstairs. I’d taken the time to throw the same clothes I’d been wearing before on—I couldn’t fight in my pajamas—and I was anxious.

      Galen tugged on his shirt as we descended the stairs. “We’ll figure it out.” He didn’t turn on the lights, likely because he didn’t want Becky to know where we were, and stopped at the front window to look outside. The people staring at the lighthouse were thick enough that I knew there would be significant injuries should we try to push through them.

      “Galen.” That’s all I said. What else was there?

      “I know, baby.” He gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “We can’t fight our way out because we’ll be hurting innocent people, and if we stay here, we’re sitting ducks.”

      “What do we do?”

      “We talk to her,” he replied. “We need to buy time until the others get here.”

      I was fine with the plan except for one thing. “What are they going to do?”

      “Work with us,” he replied simply. “You’ve joined powers with them before. You’ll do it again. That’s the only thing I know for certain the cupid can’t overcome. Booker might not be as old as her, or as powerful, but he should be able to help us direct the joined magic.”

      “And then what?” I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      “And then Lilac will do her thing.”

      “We’re going to have to kill her.”

      “Can you think of another way to end this?”

      “No. I want to feel sorry for her because she was alone so long, but she can’t be controlled and she’s not rational.”

      “Not even a little,” Galen agreed. “She has to die, but let’s see what she says first. We need to give the others time to get into position.”

      I nodded and followed him through the dark lighthouse. We didn’t stop until we reached the patio door.

      “Let me do the talking,” he insisted. “I’m going to drag this out as long as I can. Don’t act surprised or impatient by anything I say.”

      “I’ve got it.”

      “Good.” He gave me a firm kiss. “This is no worse than some of the other things we’ve faced. We’ll be fine.”

      It felt worse, but mostly because of all the innocent fodder Becky had lined up outside our home. “We’ll be better than fine,” I assured him. “We can do this.”

      Galen opened the door and stepped outside. Becky had moved since we’d seen her from the upstairs window and was waiting on the sand, just beyond the cement work, when we exited.

      “You’re not here for a threesome, are you?” Galen asked blandly. “Because I think that ship has sailed.”

      Becky smirked. She looked far too amused with his greeting. “That threw you, didn’t it?”

      “It did,” Galen confirmed. “It also made me feel like a skeevy pervert, as if I was emitting some sort of weird musk.”

      “I knew when you showed up that you were on to me,” Becky replied. “I needed to buy myself time so I could make my move.”

      “It was an impressive move.” Galen’s eyes flicked to the people on the lawn. Their eyes were open, but they weren’t fixed on anything specific. They looked like zombies waiting for orders to eat brains. “How did you manage this?”

      “You would be surprised how much power I can wield,” Becky replied simply. “I’m not like the few other cupids on this island. You have no idea how thrilled I was to discover that. Thirty years ago, there were many. Now there are only two that I can detect, and only one is of any concern.”

      She was talking about Booker. My stomach shriveled at the thought that she was aware of him.

      “We have questions,” Galen noted. “I get that you’re here to kill us, but we would like some answers first.”

      Becky chuckled at his cheekiness. “I’m fine with that,” she said. “I have a few questions too. For example, how is it that you broke free from the spell so easily? That shouldn’t have been possible. I expected to hear news of you mounting each other in public. Instead, I heard whispers that you’d managed something miraculous. You should’ve died. Your bond should’ve made the sickness run through you in a matter of hours.”

      “Yes, well, you shouldn’t have cast the spell on a powerful witch,” Galen replied. “I was a goner, but her magic protected her … and me by extension. My body was more prepared for the heat when it rolled through us. Her magic is the most powerful thing on this island.”

      That was a bit of a stretch. I’d managed some impressive things with my magic. In a fight, though, Lilac was the one I wanted with me.

      “A simple witch should not have been able to smack back my magic,” Becky insisted.

      “Hadley isn’t a simple witch.” Galen let loose a small grimace. “Now we have some questions.”

      Becky’s irritation was obvious, but she subtly jerked her chin to give him permission to continue.

      “We’ve put together most of it,” Galen started.

      “Most of it?” Becky sputtered. “I’m sure you’ll excuse me if I have my doubts.”

      “We’ve put together most of it,” he repeated firmly. “We know that you were playing games with the islanders thirty years ago. We know you cast a spell on the wrong woman’s husband, and she managed to convince the coven to ward Azure Island in such a way that you couldn’t escape. We know you were exiled there, and your only contact for thirty years was the sirens.”

      Becky’s eyes narrowed. “And how is it that you know that?”

      “I’m an excellent investigator.”

      “And yet I’ve been told that the only thing you care about investigating is your fiancée’s panties,” she drawled.

      “When you got here, it’s fair to say that was probably true,” Galen replied. “We were a bit caught up in each other.”

      “Which worked to my benefit.”

      “I bet.” Galen’s nostrils flared, but he didn’t start ranting. “We know that you struck a deal with Cordelia, and she helped you off Azure Island. What we don’t know is how you managed to convince Cordelia to break the wards.”

      A small smile played at the corners of Becky’s mouth. “If you dedicate yourself to a purpose, you can accomplish almost anything.”

      “That’s not really an answer,” Galen gritted out.

      “I don’t have one for you. All I know is that several weeks ago, even though the wards didn’t totally fail, they weakened. It happened out of the blue. It wasn’t easy to leave the island. It weakened me, but it did not kill me as designed.”

      I stirred, something occurring to me. “I bet it was when we took on the coven and beat them,” I said. “We didn’t completely eradicate their power, but we did strain it.”

      “Yeah.” Galen worked his jaw. “That makes sense.”

      “I guess I owe you thanks,” Becky trilled, her smirk back in place.

      “You were weak when you got off Azure Island,” Galen said. “They took you to Cooper’s Hollow, and you recuperated. You and Cordelia had struck a bargain. They rescued you and took care of you, and in return, you were to kill Clive.”

      “I was all for killing DDA members,” Becky replied. “I didn’t care that they weren’t the same members that had exiled me. I wanted them all gone.”

      “Except we took care of Clive.”

      “I guess I owe you even more gratitude,” Becky said on a laugh, although her eyes were glinting in a way that made me uneasy. It was as if she was slowly coming to the conclusion that we were more powerful than she’d anticipated.

      “Cordelia wanted to end the deal, maybe even send you back, but you weren’t having it,” Galen deduced. “You were stronger, and she knew it, so you left Cooper’s Hollow and headed here.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “When you got here, you knew you needed to get a job that allowed you access to a room and gossip, so you went to the resort,” Galen continued. “My question is, was there a real Becky? Did you stumble across a woman who was just starting out here and kill her so you could take her identity?”

      “Oh, look at that face,” Becky scoffed. “You’re afraid there’s another body out there to discover. I would say it’s cute, but it’s more pathetic than anything else. Since it seems to be important to you, however, the answer is no. I didn’t need to take anybody’s identity.

      “I just picked how I wanted to look, approached management at the resort, and used my magic to get myself a job,” she continued. “There were several to choose from. Bar manager was the best fit, and it came with a room.”

      “And then you sat back and got the lay of the land,” Galen said. He told her she picked Tom because he’d had the audacity to build a house where hers used to stand. He told her why she chose Nathan. He questioned why she chose the women, but she admitted they were simply victims of availability.

      Then he got to us. “You knew when we came into your bar that day that we were a threat, didn’t you?” he asked.

      She nodded. “It was stupid to go after Nathan in the resort bar, but I couldn’t help myself. He was on my list—there are many more in case you’re wondering. I realize now how stupid that was. It won’t happen again.”

      “None of it will,” Galen shot back. “This is the end for you.”

      My phone vibrated in my hand, and I squinted at the incoming text: We’re here. Hold tight. Don’t act until you see our signal.

      “You sound pretty sure of yourself, shifter,” Becky said with a chortle. “I have some bad news for you, though. You’re no match for me.”

      “Maybe not,” Galen said. “But I’m not alone.”

      “You mean your witch.” Becky’s gaze switched to me. “I do find you fascinating. How is it that you managed to beat the spell?”

      “Is it even a spell?” I challenged. I was trying to buy us a few more minutes so Lilac could launch her plan. “It was the drinks at your bar, right? Isn’t that a potion, not a spell?”

      “I don’t really care what you call it,” Becky replied. She looked bored now. “If it’s important to you, however, you can call it a potion. It’s a magic known only to my people.”

      “How does it work?” That was the part that bothered me. “Why is it that Tom Kent was looking for his dead wife at the end despite your spell?”

      “That spell was corrupted because of the other cupid,” Becky replied. “I didn’t know he was on the island—that’s how insignificant he is—until he fouled things up. My spell was more powerful, but his proximity confused the girl. He’s the reason things went off the rails the way they did. They were supposed to die at home, just like the DDA member and the other woman.”

      Well, that explained that. “So Drew being the world’s biggest tool made us aware of what was happening sooner than you were ready.”

      “I guess you could put it that way. I wouldn’t, but you can.”

      “Did you think the investigation would stop if you managed to kill Hadley and me?” Galen asked. “Is that why you did what you did? Because, no offense, that’s what helped us zero in on you as a suspect in the first place. Only a handful of people could’ve gotten close enough to dose our drinks the day it happened.”

      “I knew the investigation would continue,” Becky replied. “I also knew that you two would burn up fast. You were already burning for each other. The potion was like a push off a ledge. You shouldn’t have been able to figure it out, and I should’ve had more time to finish my plan.”

      “Sorry to ruin things for you,” I muttered.

      “Apology accepted.” Becky beamed at me, but the evil reflected back was almost too much to swallow.

      “And then what?” Galen asked. “After you killed all the people you wanted, were you just going to pack up and leave on one of the planes?”

      “I was going to leave on one of the ships, but close enough.” Becky’s smile didn’t diminish. “I really didn’t care about killing you. Neither one of you were on my radar until you came into my territory. This really is your own fault.”

      “Obviously,” Galen said dryly.

      “And now I have no choice but to take you out,” she said. “A sensible couple would’ve taken the near-death experience and stepped away from the investigation. Apparently, you’re not a sensible couple though.”

      “Definitely not,” a male voice said from the crowd behind Becky.

      I recognized Booker’s voice.

      “And who is that?” Becky asked, her eyes narrowed. “Is that … why yes, it is.” Her mouth spread into a wide smile. “The other cupid. I’ve been wondering when we’d cross paths. I’ve been careful to give you a wide berth because you were the only one who could tell with a single glance what I was.”

      “That was probably smart,” Booker agreed. I still hadn’t laid eyes on him. Off to the right, however, there was a bit of furtive movement. When I focused on it, I saw Lilac picking her way through the assembled bodies to get to us. She looked as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      My mouth fell open. Thankfully, Becky was still focused on Booker’s voice.

      “Well, show yourself,” Becky snapped. “If you’re going to interrupt my evening, the least you can do is introduce yourself properly.”

      “I think I’m good,” Booker replied. “If you would like to meet my girlfriend, however, you’re more than welcome.”

      Becky sneered. “Your girlfriend?”

      Lilac had reached us by this point, and she cleared her throat to get Becky’s attention. “Lilac Meadows. It’s great to meet you.” She extended her hand for Becky to shake.

      The cupid practically came out of her skin when she realized Lilac had managed an approach without notice. Becky took a step back. “Who are you?”

      “I just told you.” Lilac feigned patience. “I’m Lilac Meadows. I own a bar. I’m also a bit peeved because I should be at work, but I’m stuck here with you because you’re an evil pain in the ass who couldn’t just take the win and escape.

      “Now, I get that you were exiled for thirty years and that makes you cranky,” she said in her upbeat voice. “The problem is you deserved your exile. The other problem is that you’re sweeping innocent people into your revenge plan. I mean, heck, I didn’t like Nathan Rose. He was a terrible person. Killing him because he bought the house that was built where your house used to stand wasn’t fair. If you’re going to kill someone, you must have a good reason.”

      Becky looked perplexed. “Why would you come here?” she demanded. “Do you have a death wish?”

      “No, but you do,” Lilac replied. “Why else would you come after my best friend?”

      “And your boyfriend’s best friend,” I added.

      “We’re not best friends,” Booker and Galen barked in tandem. By the sound of Booker’s voice, I knew he was closer.

      Becky clearly recognized that too because she swiveled fast, perhaps expecting a knife in the back from the cupid. She should’ve been much more worried about the demon.

      “I think it’s time to call it a night,” Lilac intoned, her eyes going dark as she placed her hand on Becky’s shoulder.

      Becky turned at the same moment Lilac’s hand burst into flames, but it was already too late. Lilac pulsed her magic into Becky, causing the cupid to cry out.

      “Keep the fire in her, Hadley,” Lilac blurted. “She’s like Booker. She’ll be able to vent it if you don’t stop her.”

      I understood her plan now, and I stepped forward. I was tentative when touching Becky, but the magic instantly flared to life, and I managed to chase the flames coursing through Becky’s blood and stop them before they could escape.

      “There you go,” Lilac said in her happy voice. Becky fought to push her away, but the cupid’s strength was already waning. “This was a very stupid move. I would suggest you reflect on it and do better next time, but we can’t let you go, so there’s not going to be a next time.”

      “Definitely not,” Booker agreed as he appeared behind Becky. “Keep that magic in her, Hadley,” he warned. “Don’t let any of it escape. She’s about to know what her victims felt like when their insides exploded from the heat.”

      It was a horrible thing to imagine, but I didn’t pull away. She was a threat, and after conversing with her, I knew she would always be a threat.

      “You can’t kill me,” Becky growled. She was sweating profusely, and I knew it was only a matter of time. “If you kill me, you’ll kill them too.” She gestured toward the individuals who had gathered on our lawn.

      I faltered. Was that true?

      “Don’t stop,” Booker barked. “We have that covered.”

      “How?” I asked, just as a magical wall of water rolled in from the ocean and barreled over the residents. It washed them backward, confusing me, but it was enough to jolt the catatonic masses from whatever spell they were under. They started sputtering and fighting against the current, no longer waiting for the cupid to issue orders.

      That was Aurora’s magic come to play.

      “They just needed to be shocked out of the spell,” Booker explained. “I’m working against her now. I might not be as powerful, but Lilac has leveled the playing field.”

      I couldn’t stop the smile that hit my lips. “We’re all doing it together.”

      “As we should do everything,” Lilac said.

      “Let’s not go overboard,” Galen countered.

      “I agree.” Booker wrinkled his nose. He kept an eye on the residents, who were beginning to regain their faculties as the water receded. “Now would be a good time to end this, sugarplum,” he said to Lilac in a low voice.

      She didn’t need to be told twice. Lilac doubled her fire magic as I clamped down any venting routes. Becky’s eyes went wide once more before they rolled back in her head and she began to tumble. I could tell by the way her body hit the ground that she was dead before the collision.

      “What is that smell?” Galen replied after about three seconds of silence. He made a disgusted face. “Do you want me to throw up?”

      “If you aim for my shoes, I’m going to kill you,” Booker said. “You’ve been warned.”

      “She was cooked from the inside,” Lilac volunteered. “How did you expect it to smell?”

      That was a fair point. Still, I figured there wouldn’t be barbecue in our future for several days. “Did we win?” I asked as the people on the sand started whispering to one another. A few random sobs were evident. “Is this it?”

      Galen slung his arm around my shoulders and shot me an adoring smile. “That’s it. We won again.”

      “It was easier than I thought,” I admitted.

      “Yes, well, maybe you’re getting better as a witch. Learning from your mistakes. Realizing that nobody is perfect, and it’s okay to fail if you get back up.”

      “Don’t push me,” I warned.

      “I can’t keep that promise any longer. The big fight is over. It’s time for the little one to commence.”
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      Galen called his men to help with the confused residents. Not only did they not understand why they were at the lighthouse, explaining how they got wet so far up the beach was also a task. Galen lied and said it rained and that there was a gas leak that was already fixed, which he believed caused their confusion. The fact that he could deliver it with a straight face was astounding.

      Some of the residents knew it was a lie. Others, paranormal themselves, merely rolled their eyes. None of them asked too many questions.

      Steve arrived to take custody of the body. He nodded when told nobody would be claiming it.

      “I’ll have Jareth cremate it when I’m done,” he said.

      “When you’re done doing what?” I was confused about what he had planned for the body and my mind instantly went to a dark place.

      “She was powerful?” Steve asked. “She was different from the cupids we know now. I kind of want to see if she’s different inside.”

      I made a face. “That’s so much worse than I was imagining.”

      He winked at me and then took off, leaving only the six of us to survey the flooded beachscape.

      “That was quite the deluge you managed to bring forth,” I said to Aurora as she flopped into one of the chairs on the patio.

      “I didn’t want to get it wrong,” she replied. “It had to be a hard enough hit to sever the connection between them and Becky, so Booker could take over, but not so hard that the water swept them out to sea.”

      “Well, you carried it off brilliantly.” I tipped an imaginary hat in her direction.

      “Yes, I am gifted,” she agreed as she glanced around. “Are we drinking, or is this a dry celebration?”

      Galen smirked. “I could get some drinks. We were heading to bed before all this happened, but that was because we had to get up early to solve our cupid problem. That’s no longer the case.”

      “Who is going to inform the resort that their bartender is dead?” Booker asked.

      “I was figuring you could do that.”

      “I believe that falls under the purview of the sheriff,” Booker shot back.

      “Or the new mayor.” Lilac slid her eyes to me.

      I couldn’t believe she—of all people!—was putting me on the spot. “I’m not qualified,” I argued. Even I recognized that my standard response was starting to lack bite.

      “I believe I told you that nobody on the island is qualified,” Galen reminded me. “It will be a learning experience, and who better to learn it than you?”

      Part of me wanted to give in, but I was still reticent. “What happens when I take the job your mother wants and she decides it’s time for me to die?”

      Galen’s expression darkened. “You let me worry about my mother.”

      Booker snorted. “Ah, Marjory. You can set your watch by her machinations.”

      “At least she’s not in prison,” Galen muttered.

      “No, and look at that.” Booker’s smile warmed. “Now I don’t have to accept my mother’s call when it comes tomorrow. We arranged a time so I could talk to her about the cupid. I took one for the team. Now it’s no longer necessary.”

      “It worked out for all of us,” I teased.

      “Except for you,” Lilac persisted. “You’re not quite done yet.”

      My eyebrows drew together. “What’s left to do? If you guys expect me to cook for you, I’m too tired.”

      “We’d all prefer finishing the night without food poisoning,” Booker said. “I believe she was talking about the mayoral position. We can’t be done until you say yes, Hadley.”

      “But … what do you think I can do?” I protested.

      “Your very best,” Lilac replied. “That’s better than anyone else can do. You should at least give it a try.”

      “Yeah.” Galen brightened. “Take the job for six weeks and then reassess. You’ll be surprised at how much you like it.”

      “What if…” I trailed off.

      “You won’t fail, Hadley,” Aurora volunteered, taking me by surprise with her fortitude. “You’re going to succeed.”

      “And we’re all going to help you,” Booker added. “That’s what we’re here for.”

      Lilac nodded. “Yes. Come on.”

      “Think of it this way, Hadley.” Galen took my hand. “When you’re mayor and I’m sheriff, we can meet for work lunches and have some fun in our offices. And get paid for it.”

      I almost choked at how reasonable he sounded. “You’ve got it all figured out, huh?”

      “It will be good for you, Hadley.” Galen was firm. “I know it will be good for Moonstone Bay. Just give it a try.”

      I was tired of fighting. And, truth be told, I wanted to do it. It wasn’t easy to admit, even to myself, but I wanted the challenge. I wanted to make things better. “Fine.” The word escaped on a breathy whisper.

      Lilac clapped her hands and hopped from foot to foot while Booker and Aurora reclined with smug smiles. When I risked a glance at Galen, I saw pride.

      “If your mother tries to kill me, I’ll never let you live it down,” I warned him.

      “Fair enough.” He leaned forward and pressed a kiss to my cheek. “I love you, Hadley. You’ll do great.” When he stood, he stretched his arms over his head. “Now it’s definitely time for some drinks. We’re celebrating.”

      “The win over the cupid, or Hadley coming to her senses?” Booker asked.

      “Do we need a reason to drink, sugarplum?” Galen taunted.

      Booker refused to acknowledge the use of the nickname. “Bring on the booze.”

      And bring on the next big adventure, I said to myself. Things were about to change. I could only hope it would be a good change for us all.
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