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Thank you for joining me for this adventure to my Enchanted Coast world! If you haven’t read the series yet, I suggest starting with book 1, The Deadly Daiquiri. I’d love to bring some magic to your own Enchanted Coast vacation whether you’re at the beach or sitting at home on your couch!

Enjoy!
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CHAPTER ONE
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"Hey Destiny—is this martini order right? It says extra anchovy juice." Bob, the new Bigfoot bartender, stared back and forth between me and the order slip, doing his best to keep the cringe off his heavy features. 

"Yup," I said as I plucked dirty glasses from a table beside the bar and brushed sand from the chairs. "And throw a whole anchovy in there, please." 

Bob sighed and shook his head as he turned to make the drink. After working at the Enchanted Coast—a paranormal beach resort—for more than a year, I was used to odd drink orders, but Bob had only been there for a couple months, so he was still acclimating. 

I leaned across the bar and whispered, "It's for a selkie." Selkies were folks who were seals in the water, but could shed their skins and be humans on land. All they had to do to transform back to seals was slip into their skins and return to the water. Easy peasy. 

I finished busing the table, then turned to the serving platform. I arranged the drinks on my tray, then headed back into the heat to deliver tropical deliciousness in a glass to my vacationing guests. 

A group of mermaids were having a girls’ weekend and had spent most of their time at our salt-chlorinated pool drinking, giggling, and enjoying themselves in general. I stepped down onto the tanning ledge built around the deep end, relishing the coolness of the ankle-deep water as I balanced my tray and waded to the canopied corner of the pool.

The girls were lounging in the shade and flipping through the pages of last month's edition of Aqua-Vogue, their jewel-toned tails glittering beneath the surface of the water. 

"What do you think of this top, Des?" Kadi, a gorgeous blonde with a blue tail asked me, pointing to a string-bikini top displayed in the magazine. 

I glanced at it as I handed her a Bahama Mama. "It's not bad. The orange would set off your tail, but from a distance, the silhouettes of the palm trees might look a little hands copping a feel. Wonder why they only put one on each side?"

Beth, a brunette with an emerald tail, rolled her eyes. "I told you so." She turned to me and traded me her empty glass for a full one. "They said I was just being a gutter—brain." 

Lifting a shoulder, I grinned. "That may be, but I agree." 

Kadi snorted as she pulled the pineapple wedge off her glass and ate it. "You both have dirty minds, but there's no way I could wear it now. That's all I'd think about every time I put it on." 

"Yeah," Beth said with a wry glance toward her friend's ample cleavage, "and it's all anyone else would think of when they saw you wearing it, too." 

I finished handing out the drinks and collecting the empty glasses, then waded back toward the patio where Julius was waiting for his anchovy martini. He and his wife, Angie, had been coming to the resort since it opened and were regulars. They popped in once a month or so.

"Here you go, Jules," I said, handing him his drink. 

He took a sip and groaned. "Man, that's good. New bartender?" 

"Yeah," I said. "Great guy named Bob. He and his family moved here from Washington State a few months ago." 

He turned in his chair to glance toward the bar, then lifted his glass and smiled when he caught Bob's eye.

"Finally, somebody who knows how to make a decent martini. I'll go introduce myself when I'm ready for the next one."

I turned the umbrella on his table so that it blocked the sun from his eyes. "He'll appreciate that. Just watch out for the jokes; he's got some zingers. Where's Angie?"

"She's spending time with her mother," he said, propping his feet on an empty chair and flipping his sunglasses up on his head. "I offered to throw myself on the harpoon and go with her, but she let me off the hook. She'll be here later in the week." 

"Awesome. I can't wait to see her," I said as a group of witches came around the corner of the tiki from the path that led to the resort. "I'll check back in with you in a few."

I greeted the witches and took their orders, then turned back to the bar to put them in. Every single one of them ordered a different frozen drink, half of which were layered with different flavors and came with special instructions. They were gonna be one of those tables. 

Tempest, my fox familiar, was lying in front of a fan behind the bar. She wasn't big on people, so she spent most of her time back there with Bob. Of course, he spoiled her by slipping her food and making sure she had her own private fan, so I couldn't blame her. 

She hopped up onto the bar when I came to get my drinks. "What's up? You're irritated." It wasn't a question; she knew me inside out and we had a link, so I wasn't worried that I looked as annoyed as I felt.

"Nothing," I said, shaking my head. "Just, the witches at that table are throwing off some serious mean-girl vibes and are high maintenance, to boot. I already wanna choke them." 

Standing up on her hind legs to get a better look, she did her version of a whistle. "Yeah, that's a whole lot of trouble in one little space.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Don't give any of them actual warts." 

I snorted. "Like I'd do that." 

She raised a brow. "Wouldn't you, though?" 

Tipping one corner of my mouth up into a half-smile, I said, "Not while I'm on duty." 

I understood the whole the customer's always right thing. I just didn't happen to believe it. I did my level best and then some to provide a great experience, but some people were impossible to please. I had a feeling that was about to define my afternoon.

Bob had the drinks made in what seemed like record time, but that was probably just because I dreaded dealing with them again. I double-checked each one because I didn't feel like having him remake one because the strawberry daiquiri was layered on top of the mango daiquiri instead of the other way around. 

As I handed the drinks out, the brunette who seemed to be the ringleader slid her over-sized Ray-Bans down her nose and peered at something behind me. "Who is that delicious hunk of man sitting by himself?" 

I glanced in the direction she indicated to see Julius kicked back in his chair, feet up, enjoying the sun on his face.

"That's somebody you don't want to mess with," I said. "His wife will rip your face off and feed you to the sharks." 

That wasn't an exaggeration. Angie was a sweetheart, as nearly all selkies were, but when it came to Julius, she didn't play. Plus, I felt a little protective of him myself; he was affable and easy-going and I didn't want his day disrupted by some trashy witch looking for a vacation fling.

"Pht," she said, waving me off. "I don't see a wife or a ring, and we all know what that means. He doesn't look particularly taken to me." 

I ran my tongue over my teeth and bit my lip to keep from saying what was really on my mind. 

"Anyway," she said, never taking her eyes off Julius, "we have massages in an hour, so cash us out now, just in case." 

She handed me her credit card, and I headed back to the bar area to run it, hoping she left the poor man in peace. When I returned, though, I was irritated to see that she'd slithered from her table to his, pulling a chair around so that she was practically on top of him. 

Julius shoved up from his relaxed position, and it wasn't hard to read the I'm flattered, but no thank you expression on his face as he said something to her. Good for him. She didn't look willing to take no for an answer, so I made a big deal of interrupting to hand her the card and wait for her signature. Julius used the window to get up and move to the bar, taking his drink and his skin with him. 

She scowled at me and put a big fat zero in the tip area. Too bad for her, I'd already added it since there were six in her party. I gave her a big, fake smile and told her to have a nice day. Her return glare wished me no such thing. I sighed, happy to have thwarted the home-wrecking hag.

A group of vampire surfers made their way up from the beach, laughing and shoving each other, and I left her and her cronies to their own nasty devices.

We made a variety of drinks that catered to the vampire portion of our undead community, including a fabulous—or so I was told—sangria made from Cabern-A, a specialty blood wine that was a favorite among that crowd. They ordered another round of those, frozen, and put in a food order. 

Over the next half hour, the place filled up. It was busy for a weekday. The resort was in its third year, and because the founders had wanted it to be a place affordable to most families, the prices were decent. It was a great strategic move because what they lost in price, they made up for in volume. 

It didn't hurt that we were right on the Gulf of Mexico, either. In fact, the tiki was built oceanside. As a water witch who liked to work outside, make good money, and live out of the magical closet, I'd found the perfect job. 

After all, I'd have to deal with hateful witches in any job. At least in this one, I could be a real witch, too.
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CHAPTER TWO
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A few minutes later, the tiki's new manager, Cassiel, finally came out of his office. Surly and gruff, all I'd learned about him in the two weeks he'd been there was that he seemed mad at the world. I also knew he was a disgraced angel, but only because of his soot-colored wings. He never talked about himself or made an effort to get to know any of us. As a matter of fact, he rarely said anything at all.

"Hey, Cassiel," I said, plunking my tray onto the server's deck at the bar. "How's it going?" 

He just shrugged and curled his lip as he slid onto a bar stool. "Just another day in paradise." 

The derision in his voice made me cringe, and it set my hackles on end a little, too. The resort wasn't just my job. It was my home, and I couldn't help but take it as a personal dig every time he said something like that.

"You know, if you'd just give us a chance, you may be surprised at how close to paradise it really is." 

He snorted. "And what would you know about paradise?" 

I pulled a deep breath in through my nose and exhaled through my mouth. The guy was proving to be a real tool. "I don't know what your deal is or how you ended up here, but life's what you make of it. If you want to be miserable, then you're gonna be." 

Bob set my drinks next to my tray and slid an amber drink in a rocks glass toward Cassiel. I raised a brow as he snatched it off the bar and stomped back into his office. 

"What is it with that guy?" I asked as I loaded the cocktails onto my tray.

Bob shrugged. "I don't know. I invited him to go with us tomorrow, and he just turned his nose up at me and looked like I'd asked him to clean out the unicorn rest area."

Bob's wife, Jolene, had planned a picnic for the following day. There was a great spot about a mile down the beach where the resort had installed some pavilions and barbecue pits. There were some games like horseshoes and corn hole, and of course, there was the beach.

It was a quiet place to just relax away from the glitz and glamour of the main resort area, and we were going to spend the day there with their kids. Being from Tennessee, Jolene made some killer fried chicken, which was enough to draw Tempest's interest too.

I finished garnishing the glasses and lifted the tray to my shoulder. "His loss, then. I've tried to draw him in too, but he's just bitter. It's obvious he doesn't want to be here, so I don't know why he stays." 

"Maybe he has no choice," Bob said before I could walk away. "Maybe this is his penance for whatever he did to earn those gray wings." 

I'd never thought about it and had no idea how the whole angel thing worked, but it sort of made sense that if you got the boot, you may have to do some time along with it. Maybe he was here to learn a specific lesson or something. I wasn't even sure what his particular area of expertise was supposed to be. I knew for a fact he wasn't the angel of overindulgence or arrogance because he was an ace at those; his wings would have been pearly white.

While we'd been talking, a drop-dead gorgeous woman strode off the path and onto the patio, her dark eyes fierce despite the incongruous beach bag dangling from her arm and the floppy straw hat shading her face. A lightening tattoo zigzagged down her well-muscled upper arm, explaining the terrifying expression on her face. She was a valkyrie. 

I guessed it was tough to relax when you spent most of your time determining the outcome of battles and the fates of men. I sure hoped a generous paid vacation was included in her benefits package. 

She took a seat at the bar and plopped the beach bag onto the stool beside her. As I cruised by on my way to the patio to deliver the drinks, she said, "I couldn't help but overhear what you said. Cassiel was the angel of temperance." 

You could have knocked me over with a feather. "You gotta be kidding me." 

"Nope," she said. "And your furry friend is correct, in a way. He's here as punishment and to learn a lesson." 

I couldn't help myself—as a good Southern woman, I couldn't just leave a chunk of ... information like that on the table without at least asking. "What lesson? And can he get back to work if he learns it?" 

Her lips turned up into a small smile. "That's not for me to say. Suffice it to say, he has all the tools he needs to set himself to rights—and yes, it's possible he could redeem himself—but he's going to have to learn some humility before anything." 

I huffed a breath through my nose as I took a step forward. "If that's the case, he better buy some sunscreen and settle in, then. I'm pretty sure humility isn't in his vocabulary. Excuse me though, while I deliver these." 

She motioned me away and I chewed on the new information. So the great Cassiel was in the angel's version of timeout. That explained a lot. Like most spoiled, entitled kids, he was stewing over it rather than manning up and owning it so he could move on.

The flip side to what I'd told the valkyrie was that we were stuck with him, too. Awesome. Well, as my grandmother always said, every dog has a few fleas, so I guess the resort couldn't have remained flawless forever. It officially had a flea.

I flitted through the patio and pool areas, keeping an eye on the water bar—a floating deck area with underwater stools that extended several yards into the ocean—in case any merfolk or other water people decided to stop in. We had some regulars that held annual passes, but most of them had kids and were busy through the week.

It remained empty, but a lone selkie was striding toward the tiki from the beach, the cool breeze drying the water from his body as it whispered across the water and up the coast. The crashing waves behind him made the perfect backdrop; selkies were beautiful people. Combine his form and the beach view behind him and you had a vision any artist would have loved to take a crack at. 

Selkies were known to be kind, amorous people, but as he got closer, I couldn't help but notice that his expression wasn't so loving. He looked downright murderous as he stepped from the sand to the patio and stalked toward the bar. Bob might have been seven feet tall and able to crush a coconut with his bare hands, but he didn't have magic per se, and that was one unhappy selkie. I decided to keep an eye on him until I knew he wasn’t there for trouble.

He didn't say anything, but stalked toward Julius and flung himself onto the stool beside him. The two exchanged some words, and Julius gave the guy a patient smile and clapped him on the back. The other guy just kept glowering; whatever Julius had said didn't help the matter any.

Kadi was calling to me from the pool, so I pivoted in that direction, casting a final glance toward the bar. Julius seemed to have it under control, so I turned my attention back to work. 

Over the next thirty minutes or so, things remained steady. The witches had ordered another round of drinks, but besides them, my other guests were happy vacationers out to have a good time while they were away from the grind. 

I was busy but not slammed, and had a system down based on how fast folks were drinking and eating. It wasn't until I heard a panicked yell that I broke stride, nearly dropping my tray of drinks as the centaur walking in front of me froze in his tracks. Trust me, I would have much rather dropped the tray than ran into the rear of that particular guy.

Swiveling toward the voice, I was shocked to see Julius rushing toward me, sheer terror on his face. 

"Destiny, you have to help me—somebody's stolen my skin!" 
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I set my tray on the nearest table and gave him my full attention. 

"Are you absolutely sure?" 

His chocolate eyes had gone obsidian with terror as his gaze darted around the tiki and down toward the ocean. 

"Of course I'm sure. I've looked everywhere, but it's just gone. I went to the bathroom, and when I came back, it wasn't on my chair." 

"Okay, Julius. I know it's hard, but try to calm down." I did a visual sweep of the entire area. The crowd had thinned around the bar, but there were two couples lost in conversation. The witches had left as had the vampires, and the valkyrie was walking along the beach. I could see the entire area, and his skin was nowhere to be seen. It wasn't like somebody could have stuffed it into their beach bag, though. The thing was like a parka and probably weighted thirty pounds.

"Calm down?" he said, his voice a couple octaves higher than normal. "How am I supposed to calm down? That skin is my life. I can't go back to Angie and the kids without it." 

He was near the point of tears. I led him back to the bar and quickly explained to Bob what had happened. He had an eagle eye and I had no doubt he'd clear this up in ten seconds flat.

I was wrong.

"I had to go get ice," he said, guilt creasing his features. I felt bad for him because he took his job seriously. He was worrying his thumb with his other hand and shifting his weight back and forth. "I'm so sorry, Julius. I was just gone for a second." 

Julius snapped his gaze to me. "It's still okay, though, right? We can just look at the security footage and see what happened to it." 

Bob and I glanced back and forth between each other; we didn't have any security cameras. Needless to say, it didn't do much to diffuse the situation when we admitted as much. 

"I need to go get Cassiel," I said. "He needs to help us deal with this." 

Bob nodded and led a dazed Julius to a stool while I went to get Captain Crabby Pants. I swore to myself that if he was mean to Julius, I'd infest his wings with mites.

"What?" he bellowed several seconds after I knocked on his door. 

Pushing it open, I said, "We have an emergency. Julius's skin is gone." 

"Who the hell is Julius and why the hell should I care?" 

His bloodshot eyes were filled with a combination of loathing and disdain and I wondered again whether it was me, of if he was just miserable to everybody. His snark made my blood boil.

I sucked in a deep breath. "Julius is a selkie, and a regular guest. As I'm sure you know, he can't go back to sea without his skin. He has a wife and kids. You need to help us handle this." 

It occurred to me that had he been out on the floor doing his job, we likely wouldn't have been in this mess. He would have been an extra set of eyes with nothing else to do other than make sure the place was running well. It was kind of what they were paying him for.

I put my palms on his desk and leaned over, going almost nose to nose with him. It was then that I realized he was tanked. The whiskey fumes rolling off him were enough to give me a buzz, and when he opened his mouth to say something, I about gagged. Who knew angels could have halitosis?

"Get out," he snarled. "If it was such a big deal, he should have kept a better eye on it." 

I scrubbed a hand over my face and bit my tongue to keep myself from losing my job then and there. Instead, I just about-faced and stomped out of his office. On my way back to the front of the bar, I took a couple deep breaths and pulled myself together; it wouldn't do Julius any good to know the manager was too drunk and bitter to bother.

The worthless lump of leprechaun crap isn't going to do anything, is he? Tempest's voice sounded in my head.

Nope, I replied, popping the p. Of course he isn't. Can you go get Blake? Ask him to please put every security contingency possible into place? 

Blake was the administrative director of the resort, and from what I'd heard, a high-level wizard. He'd know what to do.

I'll be right back, she said. Take care of Julius. Erect a barrier around the beach and tiki, too.

That was a great idea, though I figured I was probably too late. I did it anyway, muttering the words for the enchantment as I approached a semi-calm selkie. Bob was talking to him at the bar, and he seemed to have calmed down.

"Is he going to find it?" Julius asked, referring to Cassiel.

"He's doing his best." Bob, who was out of Julius's line of vision, raised a doubtful brow at me. What? From what I'd seen, getting wasted and doing nothing was his best, so it wasn't like I was lying.

"I've put a barrier around the tiki for now so nobody can come or go. Tempest has gone for Blake, so he'll lock the whole place down, I'm sure." 

"I can't believe this happened," Julius whispered. 

He looked so lost, I wanted to cry and beat the tar out of whoever took it at the same time, but neither one would help us find his skin. 

Some people were trying to leave and were becoming upset because they couldn't. I pulled a chair away from a table in the center of the patio, put my fingers to my mouth, and let loose with a whistle that, I'm sure, people heard all the way to the hotel. 

Those with enhanced hearing cringed, but it had the desired effect; it turned everybody's attention to me. Even the mermaids climbed from the pool, transforming their tails into legs, and strode toward me. Thankfully, they'd kept their bathing suit bottoms handy and had pulled them on before climbing out of the pool.

"Listen up, everybody." I raised my voice to silence the angry and confused chatter. "I realize you all have other things to do, or just want to get back to your rooms, but we have a crisis." I motioned for Julius to step forward. "This man's pelt had gone missing, and we need to find it. That means we need everybody's help." 

I figured uniting people to the cause rather than casting blame would be a more effective and less offensive approach to solving the problem.

"Julius, please describe what we're looking for." 

He turned to the crowd. "My skin is about thirty pounds, four feet by three feet in diameter, and is black with small white spots. It was hanging on the back of my chair"—he motioned toward where he'd been sitting at the bar—"and disappeared while I was in the bathroom." 

A low murmur filtered through the crowd as people shook their heads. Nobody'd seen it.

"Let's give him a hand." I divided them into three groups and asked each group to start searching from either the north, south, or east sides of the tiki area, then work their way back to the patio. There were a few grumbles, but everybody complied. 

While they dispersed, it occurred to me that the witches and the sulking selkie were gone. My thoughts turned to the diva witch who'd been hitting on Julius.

"Did the witch approach you again after the first time?" I asked him.

He nodded. "She did. A few minutes after I moved to the bar. She wasn't pleased when I rebuffed her a second time. I'm afraid I had to be firm, because she just wasn't taking no for an answer." 

"Okay," I said. If we were dealing with a witch, it was possible that she'd cast an invisibility spell over it just to be spiteful. I said as much to him. "I'm going to cast a reveal spell. Let's hope it's that simple. If it's here, I can counteract the spell and we'll see it. I'll weave a glow spell into it, too." 

I thought for a few seconds, then had a doh revelation. Relief washed over me as the solution to the problem presented itself. "As a matter of fact, I'm going to do a fetching spell. It'll call the skin to me. I can't believe I didn't think of it before." 

Bob placed his huge mitt of a hand on Julius's shoulder. "Destiny's an even better witch than she is a waitress. If it's here, she'll find it." 

Julius shook his head, a discouraged look on his face. "A reveal spell will work if somebody's made it invisible, but a fetching spell won't. Our pelts are immune to such magic to protect us." 

I sighed. Of course it couldn't be that simple, but I had to admit it was a good thing overall that his skin couldn't be summoned. I closed my eyes and called to the water. Since it was all around me, it didn't take any effort at all. 

I may have been a bit hasty with the wording, because as soon as I uttered the spell and infused my magic into it, everybody on the beach began to glow. Oops. I cringed, thankful that I didn't do a general reveal spell. Had that spilled over to everybody, we'd have had lots of naked folks wondering around. 

Hastily revising the spell to focus on Julius's seal skin only, I waited in anticipation for it to take effect. We glanced in all directions, and his face fell when no glowing beacon appeared.

"I'm sorry, Julius. But don't worry. We'll find it." 

When I chanced another look at his face, I was surprised to see his despair had turned to anger. "We have to. I will get back to Angie and the kids. And when we find who did it, they're going to regret their very existence." 

I sucked in a deep breath. The gentle, laid-back expression he always wore had transformed into rage, and it was terrifying. I wouldn't trade places with the thief for love nor money, because he wasn't just talking to hear himself speak.
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My ears popped, and relief washed over me. Tempest jumped onto the chair in front of me and bumped her head against my leg. 

It's about time, I said to her through our link.

She scowled at me. It takes a few minutes to lock down an entire resort. He had to make sure every exit, both land and water was sealed. We did the right thing, though I can tell you he's not happy with Cassiel.

Then he can join the club.

Blake, a tall, fit man about the same age as I was, stepped forward and held out his hand to Julius, introducing himself. 

"I've locked down the entire resort," he said. "Nobody's coming or going until we find your skin." 

Though he meant to be reassuring, his promise sounded hollow even to me. The various search groups were returning, and their expressions ranged from pity to irritation. 

A cyclops named Dirk, who'd been difficult and hard to please all week, sneered. "It's not here, and it's not my fault he can't keep track of his own hide. I demand that I be allowed to return to the hotel. I'm filing a complaint with management." 

Blake lifted an eyebrow at him. "I am management, and I support Destiny's decision to lock down the area. Now that it's been searched thoroughly, you're free to return to the hotel. You cannot, however, leave the resort." 

It's a good thing looks couldn't kill. If they could, all three of us would have been incinerated where we stood. A random thought trickled through my head that the cyclops was protesting a bit too much.

The guy frowned. "I thought this area was under the command of an angel. I wish to speak with him." 

Oh boy. Sure. Let's throw a hateful, drunken angel with zero customer service skills—or people skills in general—into the mix. What could go wrong?

Blake shot a questioning glance at me, then at Bob.

"Cassiel is unavailable," Bob said. 

"Besides," Blake added. "I'm his supervisor, anyway." 

The look on his face told me he was going to be doing some serious supervising once this was all said and done. Good.

The cyclops was still glaring at us with a level of animosity that exceeded the circumstances.

"Julius, do you know that guy?" 

He studied him. "I do, actually. I beat the pants off him at poker yesterday, and he was quite a poor sport about it." 

The resort offered a huge casino on the ground floor of the hotel, but it was enchanted to prevent cheating or aggressive magic. It was the only way to keep a level playing field without somebody dying. Some species, especially leprechauns, were masters at both deception and revenge. 

Blake followed the cyclops with his eyes. "Bob, Destiny—how long has he been down here, and has he left the tiki?" 

The valkyrie stepped forward, wearing the same battle-hardened expression she had when she'd arrived. I hated that, because the last time I'd seen her, she'd been relaxed.

She stood tall and proud in front of Blake. "He arrived shortly after I did, and was not here when I came back for another drink shortly before Destiny called us all together. Would you like me to smite him down?" 

Had the situation been less dire, I would have laughed when Blake blinked twice, trying to formulate a response. The look on his face was priceless, even though it was fleeting.

"No, I think we're good for now,” he said. “Not saying that he may not deserve a good smiting if we find out he stole the skin, but until we're sure, we should probably reserve punishment." 

He held out his hand. "We haven't met. Blake Harris, executive director."

The way she stared at his hand, I wasn't sure whether she was gonna shake it or use it to flip him over in some sort of uber-cool warrior move. She chose to shake it. "Stephanie." 

It occurred to me that she'd been sitting at the bar, at least for a while. She'd been on the beach when Julius had raised the alarm, but it seemed logical that her brain was trained to assess threats.

"Did you happen to see anybody suspicious while you were at the bar?" I asked.

"Just that odious witch," she replied. "I would investigate her first." 

"Do we know who she was?" Blake asked.

"Destiny waited on her," Bob replied, then turned to me. "Did she pay with a card?" 

Brilliant. "Yeah," I said, pulling my server's book from my apron pocket and rummaging through the credit card receipts. "Circe Blackwood." I wrinkled my nose. Her name was as pretentious and witchy as she was.

"This place is called the Enchanted Coast," Julius said, his tone a combination of desperation and irritation. "Do you not have enchantments in place to prevent this kind of behavior?" 

Tempest cleared her throat from her position on the chair and I glanced to her. 

"Are you forgetting Margo? If anybody would have picked up a criminal, she would have." 

I gave myself a mental forehead slap. Of course. Margo was the giant sphinx positioned in front of the hotel. Most people thought she was just there for decoration, but she was also an added security measure, because she could see into the hearts of any creature. 

"I'll be right back," I said, snapping my fingers. When I appeared in front of Margo, she startled. Fortunately for me, her first inclination wasn't to bite. If it had been, I'd have been a goner. She was massive, with the head of a beautiful woman and the body of a lion, and stood as gatekeeper in front of the hotel. Sand fell from her as she shifted her stone head so that she was looking down at me from twenty feet above.

I dipped my head in reverence, giving her the respect she both deserved and commanded. 

"Destiny, isn't it?" she said, her melodic voice in stark contrast to her stony appearance.

"Yes, ma'am," I replied. "We've had an emergency, and I've come to ask for your help." 

"Go on, then, young witch. What is it that you wish?" 

"A selkie's pelt was stolen from the tiki. Have you witnessed a thief entering the hotel? The pelt itself may have been enchanted, and therefore invisible." 

She huffed a breath from her nose. "It would take more than a bit of beginner’s magic to fool me, but none have passed with evil intent." She raised a brow. "Though there have been a few with petty jealousy and greed. However, none that was serious enough to signal thievery or harm to others." 

I sighed. She had been my last shot. I cast my eyes down and gave a bit of a curtsy. After all, she was thousands of years old and could chomp me in half without so much as a by-your-leave. A sphinx could be a valuable friend or a lethal enemy, and I preferred the first. It would suck to be eaten on my way to the commissary. "Thank you." 

She dipped her head in return and gave me a small smile. "Don't bow to me, child. It makes me feel old and is much too formal. I took this position to get away from all that pomp and silliness. Do come and visit, though. It gets lonely here." 

I smiled. "It would be my pleasure." Another reason to love my job. Who else gets an invite to chill with a sphinx?

Snapping my fingers again, I was back at the tiki. "Margo didn't see anything." 

Bob crinkled his brow. "Well if it's not here, and it's not there, where else would it be?" 

"I don't know," I said, "but I think it's worth checking out that witch." 

"I agree." Blake whispered an incant and a ledger appeared in his hands. He opened it and ran his finger down the page, looking for her room number.

"Hey Julius," Bob said, "Who was the guy you were talking to? The selkie that looked ready to explode?" 

Julius waved a hand. "He wouldn't have done it. He's my brother-in-law and was just blowing off steam because I was chosen to lead our pod instead of him." 

Bob looked at him in disbelief. "And you don't think that's reason enough for him to want to bind you to land?" 

The blood drained from the selkie's face. "You think my own kin would do this to me?" 

Raising his hands, palms out, Bob replied, "I don't know, man. All I know is that your skin disappeared at the same time he did, and he had a good motive."  

Julius's expression hardened and he stomped toward the beach. 

"Where are you going?" I called. It wasn't like he could jump in the water and go anywhere. Without his skin, he couldn't survive in the water any longer than I could. Well, maybe a little longer. I wasn't exactly in shape.

"I may not be able to swim out, but I can certainly call to my pod," he said. 

I knew selkies had magic, but I didn't know what kind. 

He stood on the beach and put his hand to his mouth. A high-pitched string of notes reached my ears, a strange noise that reminded of the dolphin or whale sounds that I'd heard on the Discovery Channel. 

Within minutes, several heads poked out of the water and swam toward shore, pausing several feet out. Three men and a woman waded to shore, pelts hanging from their arms. After a brief conversation, the group headed toward us, determination and anger written on their faces. 

Great. A pod of pissed-off selkies. Not that I could blame them, but things just got real. 
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"I've found Circe Blackwood's room. She's not in the main hotel; she's having a massage at the spa," Blake said, flipping through the book. "It's scheduled to last another twenty minutes." 

If she was the culprit, she wouldn't have slipped by Margo yet. 

"You go talk to her," I said. "I'll deal with Julius's family." 

Being the brave—or smart—man that he was, it took him less than five seconds to disappear. As the selkies approached, I couldn't say I blamed him. They did not look happy.

Angie, Julius's wife, was leading the group, holding her husband's hand as the group stomped toward us. 

I glanced at Stephanie, who was rigid and looked ready to do battle. 

You need to call to the loving side of her, Tempe thought to me.

The loving side? I had no idea valkyries had a loving side.

Valkyries love heroes; brave and honorable people,” she thought. They also recognize a hierarchy, as they're royalty themselves.

I stepped between them as soon as Julius and crew made it to us. "Stephanie, I don't think you've met Julius yet. He's the new leader of his pod, voted so because of his honor and valor. This is his wife, Angie. She leads by his side." 

The warrior princess took their measure, then relaxed her stance. I was gonna have to convince her to come around more often. Girlfriend obviously needed some external influences to help her chill if she didn't want to burn out. I had a feeling an off-her-rocker valkyrie would be a bad thing for all involved.

She dipped her head and looked skyward. It wasn't until I looked up that I noticed a glistening black horse in full armor plunging down at us, fire shooting from his nostrils. His eyes glowed red as he settled beside Stephanie, snorting and pawing the flagstones. 

She patted him on his neck. "It's okay, Buttercup. I seem to have misread the situation." 

"Buttercup?" I mouthed to Bob, who raised his brows and shrugged. He was as out of his element as I was.

Stephanie stepped forward and introduced herself to Julius and Angie, then offered her services.

Angie, an olive-skinned woman with flowing black hair, seemed to have a better grasp on her emotions than Julius did. She'd always been the take-charge type. Her eyes roamed over me, Bob, and Tempest as she wrung the water out of her hair and twisted it into a knot on top of her head. "Where's the new manager? Off finding my husband's pelt, or passed out in his office?" 

I pulled in a deep breath and huffed it out as I led the group toward the bar. It was hot, and standing in the brutal sun wasn't doing anything to improve moods. 

Our silence was all the answer Angie needed regarding Cassiel. She rolled her eyes. "Why on earth they put a drunken angel with a crappy attitude in charge of a bar where people come to relax and have fun is beyond me. I'm glad they at least had the good sense to pick a competent waitress and bartender, anyway." 

Blake popped back into the shade of the bar holding a struggling Circe Blackwood by the upper arm. 

Angie took a step forward, murder in her eyes. "Thank you, Blake. I'll take it from here."

Out of all of us, it was Stephanie who stepped forward to be the voice of reason. "We cannot judge her until we get the truth from her." 

She reached out and grabbed the now-terrified witch by the forehead and closed her eyes for a few seconds. Circe's eyes glazed over. 

When Stephanie released her, the entitled woman appeared dazed and unfocused for a few seconds before righteous outrage took over. Buttercup took a step toward her at the same time Angie did, and she snapped her mouth shut.

Stephanie shook her head. "It's not her. She's petty, selfish, and a horrible person who will receive a harsh judgment when her time comes, but she doesn't possess the wits to steal the pelt." 

Circe gaped at her. "Did you just call me dumb?" 

The valkyrie lifted a shoulder. "I wouldn't call you the brightest star in the sky by any means." She turned to Blake. "You can release her." 

"But if it wasn't her, then who was it?" Angie asked.

Bob, who'd been quiet, spoke up. "Maybe it's time to take a look at that brother-in-law of yours. Power is a great motivator." 

Angie glanced back and forth between Bob and Julius. "What's he talking about, Jules?" 

Julius sighed. "I didn't want to mention it, because I don't believe it was him, but Aron stopped by. He's understandably angry because he wasn't chosen as successor." 

"Julius!" Angie said, drawing her brows together. "Why didn't you mention this before? Out of everybody, he had the most reason to want to banish you from the sea!" 

He hung his head. “I don't want to believe it of him. He's family." 

Their family must have had way different dynamics than mine did. I had a couple cousins I was downright ashamed of. One of them boosted my grandpa's pickup in order to steal all the pink flamingos from her neighbor's yard, because she hated both the birds and the neighbor. Another had moseyed drunk into her ex's wedding reception at the local all-you-can-eat buffet and knocked the cake over. 

Another benefit of working eight-hundred miles away from your hometown, at least as far as I was concerned. 

Circe had used the diversion to slink away from the bar, but Angie grabbed her before she could escape. She gave her a good shake. "If you ever come near my husband again, I'll throw you in the sea and call upon the sharks." 

The witch's eyes darted to me for protection, presumably because I was a fellow witch. I just lifted a shoulder. "Told you so. If you ask me, you're lucky she's giving you a pass this time." 

Angie gave her another good shake, then shoved her toward to path that led to the hotel. "Don't let me see you again." 

My selkie friend had put the fear of the gods into the she-devil, because she beat feet around the corner and was gone before you could say sleazy tramp.

Tempest spoke up. "I can tell you it wasn't your kin. I watched him leave, and the pelt was still hanging on the chair when he did." 

Well that was just great. Now we had no suspects and no pelt. Julius was going to be land-locked unless the tides changed, and fast.
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"What else have you done to find the pelt?" Angie demanded of Blake.

Bob had retreated behind the bar to make everybody a drink. He seemed to be of the mind that a little bit of booze may take the edge off, but again, being raised in the South where drinking was an art form, I was afraid it was throwing gas on a fire.

Still, Angie took a sip of her anchovy martini—I still shuddered every time I saw the fish floating in the glass—as she waited for Blake to answer.

"I've locked down the hotel and have ordered a room-by-room search. If the pelt is in the hotel, we'll find it." 

"And if it isn't?" she asked.

Blake looked at her, and I felt bad when I saw the utter helplessness that crossed his face. He took a deep breath and released it. "All I can say is I'm doing the best I can." 

Sunlight flashed off something by the beach, and a sapphire tail flipped out of the water. Kadi and Beth, two of the mermaids who had been in the pool, swam until they were within a few feet of the beach, then turned around and transformed their tails into legs. 

Striding up the beach, I couldn't help but wonder why all sea creatures—and most paranormals in general—seemed to be blessed with extraordinary good looks, while witches just had to deal with whatever genetics we had. 

They pulled their long hair over their shoulders and wrung the water out as they approached us. Once they reached the bar, I made the introductions. 

"It's nice to meet you," Kadi said to Julius, Angie, and the other selkies. "I wish it were under more pleasant circumstances." 

"Where did you guys go?" I asked. I knew they couldn't have gone far, because I'd cast the water barriers myself. 

"We thought maybe it was a good idea to talk to her dad," Beth said. "As the king of the Gulf of Mexico merpeople, he has some far-reaching connections." 

I glanced at Kadi, or rather Princess Kadi, I supposed. "Any luck?" 

Regret crossed her face and she shook her head as Bob handed her a Bahama Mama. I glanced at him, and he reminded me of the bartender version of my mother. When all else fails, offer refreshment. I almost giggled at the thought.

"Thanks," she said as she took a sip.

Beth took hers, and looked toward Kadi. "I'll get our stuff. We were in such a rush, we left everything behind." 

We sat silent, each of us wracking our brains for another avenue to explore, when Beth returned, scowling. "Destiny, somebody stole our towels. Our bags are still there, but that beach towel was a gift from my niece." 

I paused with my lime water halfway to my mouth and a lightbulb came on. I knew where his skin was, or at least I had another place to look

. I set my water down on the bar. "I'll be right back." 

Without giving anybody time to ask where I was going, I snapped my fingers and landed in front of Margo, my feet moving practically before I fully materialized. Nobody but Blake could teleport beyond the sphinx.

"What's the rush, sweetie?" she called after me.

"I think I know where Julius's pelt is," I tossed over my shoulder.

I ran through the hotel to the service elevators, and pushed the down button. The doors slid open, and I rushed toward the laundry room. A brownie named Lucinda was in there, pulling wet towels from a washer and stuffing them into an industrial-sized dryer.

"Hey, Lucy," I said. "Did a cart of towels just come up from the tiki?" 

"Sure," she said, pointing to a red wheelbarrow. "That's it right there." 

I dug through the cart, hoping against hope that I was right. Sure enough, at the very bottom lay a black pelt with white spots, along with the towels Kadi and Beth had been using. I yanked them out, groaning at the weight of the pelt as I slung it over my shoulder. 

Glancing around at the mess I'd made while I was yanking the towels out, I cringed and apologized. 

"Come down to the tiki later and I'll buy you a drink." I said as I made a mad dash back toward the elevators. 

"You found it!" Margo said, delighted, as I rushed past her.

"I did," I said, grinning as I snapped my fingers.

I popped back into the tiki still wearing my grin, and handed a slack-jawed Julius his skin. I also passed Beth and Kadi their towels.

"Where was it?" Blake asked, his brow creased.

"In the laundry,” I said, smiling. “One of the new beach attendants must have mistaken it for a towel, though I have no idea how with as much as it weighs." 

We had attendants that went through at intervals collecting towels, linens, and other washable hotel property. It appeared they needed a little more training.

Angie pulled me into a hug, and it wasn't until I saw the tears in her eyes that I realized how truly terrified she'd been. I hugged her back, happy that we'd found it.

Julius called for rounds of drinks, and of course, that's when Cassiel appeared. He couldn't be bothered to help during a crisis, but when free booze was on the table, he was all in. Too bad Angie was the one with the credit card, because she wasn't as forgiving as Julius.

Rather than offering him a drink, she gave him a suggestion that was anatomically impossible, even for an angel. I was sure I'd pay for my minute in the spotlight later, but that was okay with me; I had broad shoulders and was just glad I could help.

Julius raised his glass. "To Destiny," he said, then paused and glanced at Angie, who nodded her head. "I bestow upon you honorary membership into our pod. Should you ever find yourself in need, we are at your service." 

He gave a little bow, and my eyes filled as I hugged both of them. 

"Thank you for saving my husband and keeping our family together," Angie whispered in my ear. 

I swiped a tear off my cheek and grinned, my heart full as I looked around at the people who'd become like family to me. The sea breeze tickled across my cheek and the scent of the sea filled my nostrils as the sunshine kissed my face.

The Enchanted Coast truly was my paradise. 

<<<<>>>>
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"STAN, WHAT HAVE I TOLD you about bringing the Cupid's bow into the bar? And adjust your diaper. None of us want to see what's under that." 

I heaved a sigh of exasperation. I loved my job, but sometimes I felt more like a babysitter at a daycare center than a cocktail waitress at a magical beach resort. 

He scowled as he reached for his margarita. "It's a loincloth. And what do you want me to do—leave my bow and arrows in my room? They won't fit in the safe." 

Cyri, the faerie sitting one table over, turned to look at him. "That's easy enough to fix," she said, adjusting her lavender ponytail. She dipped her finger into a waterproof pouch hanging from the pink lanyard around her neck, then sprinkled a small pinch of sparkling dust over the bow and quiver. 

Stan watched in fascinated horror as the tool of his trade shrunk to a tenth of its size. "You can't just do that," he said, indignant. "What if I get called out to a job?" 

She snorted. "That's like your fourth margarita. You're in no condition to fly, anyway. And I've only been with Aiden a few months. It would be a disaster if he accidentally knicked himself with one of those arrows on his way to the bathroom. I'm not ready for the whole L-word scenario." 

I smiled as I walked away. Stan was in the middle of an existential crisis. His problem was that he was a romantic at heart, and his job wasn't just a job to him—it was his passion. Between the free-love movement and easy, DIY divorces, he was having a hard time believing he hadn't outlived his purpose.

So, he was on an extended vacation to find himself and decide whether or not he should retire. But just because I felt sorry for the guy didn't mean I could give him a pass on the bow. Can you imagine how the I love you, man phase of intoxication would work if a hammered cupid wanted to make the whole bar happy at closing time? Yeah, no love-laced arrows allowed.

I delivered the last drinks on my tray to a group of sunbathing selkies that were regulars, thinking how hot their seal-skin beach blankets must be. Before you get upset about animal cruelty, selkies are seals in the water but shed their skins to become human on land. The skins they were lying on were their own. 

I couldn't blame them for keeping them secure though. Julius, their leader, had left his skin unattended at the bar when he'd gone to the bathroom a while back, and we’d had to lock down the whole resort for a couple of hours. 

A beach attendant had mistakenly picked it up and thrown it into the laundry, and since I'd been the one to call for the lock-down and the one to find it, he'd granted me honorary membership in his pod. In short, when they came every few months, they requested me, and they always tipped generously. It was job security, but it made me feel good, too.

Angie, Julius's wife, passed the martinis down the row, taking a sip from the last one. 

"Divine as always," she said, licking the vodka mustache off her upper lip. "Tell Bob he used just the right amount of anchovy juice."

I bit back a shudder at the phantom flavor and assured her I would. As I picked my way through the tables back to the shade of the tiki bar, I picked up a few more drink orders along the way.

Plunking my tray down on the server's deck at the bar, I leaned over and rested my chin in my hand while I waited for Bob, the Bigfoot bartender, to finish telling a joke to a broody werewolf. I don't know why he bothered—the guy hadn't cracked a smile the whole week he'd been there. He'd eaten his weight in steak and was a fat tipper, though, so I guess Bob felt obligated. 

The big lug tended to be a people-pleaser anyway, so the more somebody rejected his efforts, the harder he tried. That alone kinda made me want to crack the shifter with my tray for being such a buzzkill.

I shifted over a couple of feet and adjusted a fan so that it was blowing in my face. The heat was brutal, and there hadn't been a mermaid or water nymph around all day. I liked it when they came because it gave me an excuse to wade out to the water bar to wait on them—a definite plus when the thermometer pushed past ninety.

We also had a huge salt-chlorinated, zero-entry infinity pool that had a direct-connect to the ocean, so it was available to everybody. Unfortunately, it was closed for cleaning; a group of unicorns had their son's birthday party there the day before and ... kids were kids. So, no wading around the edges to deliver drinks. The fan would have to do.

Bob lumbered over to pick up my drink ticket. "Man, that guy's tough," he whispered. "I'm throwin' my best material at him, and nothin’. I can't get him to look away from that laptop.”

I tilted my head and examined the guy in question as he stared at the screen like it held the secrets to the universe. Good looking, as most werewolves were, but he lacked the lightheartedness that marked most of his kind. 

"What's his deal, anyway?”

"No idea," Bob said, muddling mint and simple syrup for a mojito. "He's met with Cass a couple times, but that's it. And every time he has, his mood's seemed worse." 

That wasn't an atypical response to dealing with our boss though, so it didn't add anything to the speculation. It would have been more unusual had he come away smiling.

Speaking of ... 

"Maganti!" Somebody bellowed my last name from behind me. 

Before turning, I pulled a deep breath in through my nose and blew it out through my mouth, counting to five as I did. 

My boss, Cassiel—otherwise known as the disgraced Angel of Temperance—was a blow-hard and an idiot. I wasn't sure who'd assigned him to be the figurehead of that particular virtue, but apparently, they hadn't been practicing it themselves when they'd made the call.

It had taken a few millennia, but he'd finally pushed his luck one too many times with the powers that be and was tossed out on his ear, much to the chagrin of everybody in the mortal realm, or at least those of us who lived on the Enchanted Coast. Managing the beach bar was his booby prize, and he lorded over it like the planet owed him a living.

As usual, he was already half in the bag, which meant he was gonna be even more horrid than he was when sober. He was the only downside to this job. Well, him and sand in awkward places, but the latter was an easy fix.

Bob finished making the last of my drinks and ambled the couple of steps back to me, a concerned expression on his heavy features as he set them down. 

"Don't bait him, Destiny," he pleaded under his breath. "Just find out what he wants, do it, then ignore him. He's just looking for an excuse to can you. Again." 

"He can try," I said, lifting a shoulder. He'd fired me the previous summer, for three weeks until word spread to my regulars. It seemed I had a following that had some pull with the higher-ups. Not only had I been reinstated, but I'd also gotten a raise. Needless to say, that hadn't gone over well with Cassiel.

Still, I loved my job, and goodwill was a fickle beast. As a people person and a water witch who didn't want to live in the closet, the Enchanted Coast—a magical vacation resort on the Gulf of Mexico designed to meet the needs of paranormals—was the best of all worlds. So, in the interest of keeping the peace, I pivoted toward him, gritting my teeth and pasting on a smile.

"Yeah, Cass?" I said, putting everything I had into being pleasant. 

Not even attempting to return the courtesy, he gestured toward the outside tables. "The place is a mess. That table needs to be bussed, and there are empty cups everywhere. And those fans are for guests only—not lazy waitresses." 

I glanced around the area and ran my tongue over my teeth. "First," I said, still trying to maintain my fragile mask of civility, "that table is occupied. They're in the water. Second, there are exactly two empty cups, both of which just blew out of the trash can when you stormed by it and flexed your wings." I decided to let the fan comment drop. "But I'll get right on it." 

I had no idea what the reason was for his animosity. He'd despised me from day one, even before he’d had to eat crow and hire me back. I could get along with the devil himself if he was willing to meet me halfway, but despite my efforts, Cass refused to play nice. 

After a while, I'd given up. The only thing I could figure was I'd been offered his job before he was sentenced to it. I’d turned it down because I would have gotten paid less to do more after I added in my tips. 

"And since you have time to stand around," he sneered, foul as always, "Go clean out the unicorn pen. People can see those rainbow turds from the hotel, and the cotton-candy smell is disgusting."

Bending over to pick up the cups, I muttered an anatomically impossible suggestion for what he could go do.

"What was that?" he asked, narrowing his bloodshot eyes at me. 

I heaved a sigh. As usual, I was gonna have to be the bigger person. "Nothin' Cass," I said, waving him off as I went for the shovel. "Just ... have another drink." 

With one stroke of the ginormous ashen wings that marked him as a fallen angel, he was towering over me, swaying a little, the smell of old whiskey seeping from his pores. I straightened my spine as my magic surged. The last thing I was willing to do was to give in to a bully, even if he was an angel, and my boss to boot.

"Hey Cass," a centaur named Evan called from behind him, "cut her some slack. My drink hasn't gone empty all day, and she just finished busting her ass keeping a ten-top of gorgons happy. She's earned a minute in front of the fan." 

Fiona, the leader of the gorgons he was referencing, exited the bathroom in time to hear Evan's comment, patting her turban to make sure all her snakes were safely tucked away. She glided over to me and handed me an extra fifty, assessing the situation as she did so. Cass was no stranger to her, nor was he a friend.

"Thanks, sweetie. You were a doll as always," she said, giving me a faint smile along with the bill.

She peered down her nose at Cass, her lip curled in disgust. "Bitter angel. Unless you'd like a peek at my girls, I suggest you be nice." 

She was talking about the ones under her turban, not the ones under her bathing-suit wrap—you know, the ones that could turn him to stone. Fascinated as everybody else was with the exchange, they turned away just in case.

"That won't be necessary," he ground out, glaring at me.

"Pity," she said, flapping a hand. "The resort could use an angel statue and it would be my pleasure to donate one." She maintained eye contact for a couple of seconds, possibly hoping he'd give her a reason, then turned and strode away. 

Cass turned to me as I picked up the cups and pointed an angry, albeit shaky, finger at me. "One of these days, I'm gonna find a reason to fire you for good." 

My thin veneer of respect slipped, and I spun on him, my sense of fair play offended beyond reason. I hadn't done anything to deserve his attitude. 

"Yeah," I said, shoving the cups down in the can with more force than was necessary, "and one of these days, my fairy godmother’s gonna grant my wish and you'll drop dead for good. But until one of those days arrives, I guess we're stuck with each other." 

How on earth could I have known then that somebody was actually going to murder him, then set me up to take the fall? Me and my big mouth.
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