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      It was hot.

      Of course, on Moonstone Bay it’s always hot. That’s what you accept as a default when you decide to make a tropical island your home. Still, it was hot even by Moonstone Bay’s standards, which was saying something.

      I used the back of my arm to brush sweat off my forehead as I gripped a paintbrush and focused on the task at hand. I was supposed to be painting the fence surrounding the Moonstone Bay Cabana Clutch Hotel. No, I’ve never understood the name. To me, a clutch is a purse, and the hotel looks nothing like a purse. I suppose that’s why I wasn’t in charge of naming things. Apparently I lack vision.

      “Booker, I brought you a fresh pitcher of iced tea,” a voice called out.

      I looked to the east and fixed the woman walking onto the back patio with a surprised look. June Seaver, the owner of the hotel, is a nice woman I’ve known my entire life. She could never be considered stealthy. I pride myself on being aware of my surroundings, so I really must have been lost in thought for her to be able to sneak up on me.

      I mean … I’m not a super spy or anything. I have only one word for a name – Booker – so I could be a spy if I wanted to. No, seriously. Booker would make a great spy name. I’ve often thought that. The only thing I don’t like about the idea of being a spy is all the espionage stuff … like jumping from planes and risking my life. I would like to be a spy who paints fences. What? Painting calms me.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Seaver,” I sang out in the way I knew she would enjoy. She’s eighty and still feisty, and a big fan of sarcasm. She told me that when I was a kid and she separated me and another boy because we’d been fighting. She used our ears to do it, and I remember it hurt, but not enough that I didn’t give her a little lip. The kid I was fighting, Galen Blackwood, did the same. She was having none of it, though, and put us both in our places.

      It’s no wonder we are still loyal to her twenty years later, which is exactly why I’m painting a fence in heat and humidity strong enough to choke the life out of a tropical forest.

      “I cut up lemons and everything,” she supplied as she rested the pitcher on a wrought-iron table in the shade. “I know how you like things that are sour, which explains your disposition.”

      Despite myself and the discomfort rolling through me thanks to the oppressive heat, I chuckled. “I do like sour things.”

      “Uh-huh. I knew that.” She bobbed her head and grabbed two plastic cups from the edge of the table. “You want some, don’t you?”

      “Actually, that sounds great.” I dropped the paintbrush into the tray and trudged over to her. “It’s even hotter than usual today. I guess I know what it’s like to live inside a furnace now.”

      “Oh, it’s not so bad,” she chided, handing me a glass of iced tea, which I greedily downed without taking a breath. She arched an eyebrow and waited for me to finish, making a tsking sound when I wiped my mouth with my arm. “Give me that,” she commanded, and then refilled my glass. “That right there is the reason you can’t keep a woman.”

      I scowled as she shot me a knowing look. She was practically daring me to argue with her. On a normal day, I wouldn’t have bothered. Given how I felt today – the heat and humidity were tag teaming to give me one heckuva migraine – I considered taking her on. That would be a mistake, but apparently I couldn’t stop myself. “I’ll have you know that women everywhere throw themselves at me. They can’t get enough of me.”

      Mrs. Seaver didn’t look impressed with the pronouncement. “Yes, you certainly do attract them,” she volunteered after a beat. “But you can’t keep them. There’s the difference.”

      “What makes you think I want to keep them?” I threw myself in one of the chairs and sighed when the air conditioning from the nearby open door blasted me full-on. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”

      She chuckled as she poured her own glass of iced tea. She’s slight in stature, but has a voice that can carry over three beaches – and she’s never shy about making her opinion known. That’s only one of the reasons I adore her. She’s like the grandmother I never had.

      Oh, don’t get me wrong. I have grandmothers. Two of them. They’re both still alive. They’re cranky old birds, and they both hold high stations in the cupid hierarchy. That’s right, I’m a cupid. Go ahead and laugh. You won’t be the first to find my genetics entertaining. If I didn’t hate being a cupid so much, I would join you.

      As for my grandmothers, they believe they’re above everyone else. They never once pulled my ear when I was a kid out of fear of touching wax … or sweat. In fact, if they had witnessed me fighting with Galen they would’ve encouraged me to kill him. Did I mention they’re lovely women?

      “Do you think I don’t keep track of you even when you’re too busy to stop by for a visit?” Mrs. Seaver challenged pointedly. “Just because you don’t have time for me doesn’t mean I don’t have time for you. I happen to know that you’re not dating anyone seriously, because the whole town would be talking if you had finally settled down.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You’re still aces when it comes to guilt trips, Mrs. Seaver.”

      “I do have a gift,” she agreed, grinning. “That still doesn’t explain why you’re not settling down with a nice woman and preparing to raise a family. You’re getting to about that age.”

      I involuntarily shuddered at the image. “I don’t think I’m geared for domestic life,” I offered after a moment’s contemplation. “I’m like a tumbleweed. I blow wherever the wind takes me.”

      Mrs. Seaver rolled her eyes. “You’re like a fertilizer plant.”

      “Full of crap?”

      She grinned and pointed. “You’re smarter than you look. You still need a good woman to settle down with. You’ll miss out on the best things in life if you don’t get yourself together.”

      Apparently we didn’t agree on what constitutes the best things in life. “I don’t think that’s in my future.” I chose my words carefully. “Some men aren’t meant to settle down, have kids, and spend most of their lives with one woman. Some men – and I’m not saying I’m definitely one of them, but it’s starting to look that way – like to spread the wealth.”

      June didn’t look impressed with my philosophy. “Oh, you’re so full of it.” She wrinkled her forehead. “You want children. I know you do. I’ve seen you with the kids at the park. You play soccer with them … and even baseball sometimes. You like kids.”

      “I can still like kids without having any.”

      “It’s not the same thing.” Mrs. Seaver said firmly. “If you don’t have kids of your own you’ll regret it.”

      “You sound awfully sure of yourself.”

      “Who knows you best?”

      That was an interesting question. I didn’t have an answer, so I decided to change the subject. “I have to find a woman who doesn’t annoy me after three hours. That miraculous feat has yet to happen.”

      “What about the Potter girl?”

      It took me a moment to realize who she was referring to. “Hadley?” I almost choked at the notion. “I would have to deafen myself with Q-tips if I tried to date her. Her last name is Hunter, by the way.”

      June didn’t look convinced. “You spend a lot of time with her. I’ve seen you together. Heck, I’ve heard from others who have seen you together. There’s a rumor you’re having an affair.”

      That was news to me. “She’s not married. It would hardly be an affair.”

      “Ha!” June extended a finger in my direction, her eyes lighting up. “You’ve thought about it enough to convince yourself it wouldn’t be an affair. You have feelings for her.”

      In truth, I did have feelings for Hadley. They weren’t even close to what Mrs. Seaver insinuated, though. “I like her as a friend,” I stressed. “There’s nothing else between us … and I mean nothing. She’s with Galen. You remember Galen?”

      “I do.” June bobbed her head without hesitation. “He’s another of my favorite island sons. He checks on me more frequently than you, even though I worry about you more. What do you think that says about me?”

      I looked up into the blazing sun. “I’ve never really thought about it. What do you think it says about you?”

      “That I’m not particularly worried about Galen,” she replied without hesitation. “He’ll settle down like a good boy. He was built for one woman, and will be happy to get married and start popping out little wolves.”

      Galen was a wolf shifter, but it was still an amusing image. “I agree with you. About Galen, I mean. Hadley is his one woman. You probably shouldn’t be trying to give her to me.”

      June made a face. “That’s not what I’m doing. I don’t want you thinking I’m trying to encourage you to steal Galen’s girlfriend. I don’t condone that stuff … and you did enough of it in high school.”

      I smiled at the memory. As a cupid, I possess a unique ability to attract women. They can’t help themselves. As Galen and I continuously competed over the years I occasionally went after a girlfriend or two to keep him on his toes. He’s not a fan of being reminded of it … and he often watches Hadley like a hawk when we are hanging out together.

      “I couldn’t steal Hadley even if I wanted to,” I volunteered as I swirled the ice in my glass. “She’s immune to my powers.”

      “Really?” Mrs. Seaver appeared even more intrigued. “That must make her all but irresistible to you.”

      That was an interesting way of putting it. “Not really. If you’d ever spent time with her, you would know she never shuts up. She’s a fountain of annoying questions. I mean … we’re talking ridiculous stuff. She’s new to the paranormal life, but she wants to learn everything she can in five minutes flat.”

      “And you don’t want to teach her?”

      “I need quiet.” That was the simplest answer I could provide. “She refuses to just sit still and be quiet for even five minutes. Even though she’s pretty and sometimes funny, we’re not a match. She belongs with Galen.”

      June cocked her head to the side, intrigue flitting over her soft features. “Ten years ago you would’ve said the same thing. Only then you would’ve headed out to flirt with her just to annoy him. What’s changed?”

      I shrugged. That wasn’t easy to answer. “I don’t know,” I replied finally. “Galen isn’t as annoying as I thought he was. I’m not saying I want to be best friends with him or anything, but he has a job to do and it’s not always comfortable.”

      “Not at all,” June agreed readily. “Galen has an orderly mind. He’s very good when it comes to his job. He has a pretty good temperament for law enforcement. But I’m curious. You said this Hadley is talkative. Galen doesn’t strike me as someone who would be comfortable listening to a woman spout drivel for hours on end.”

      “I didn’t say she was spouting drivel,” I cautioned, searching for the correct words. The last thing I need is Mrs. Seaver repeating what I said to Galen. It would make him cranky. “It’s just … she likes to hear herself talk. She wants to know about paranormals … and Wesley and May … and Galen’s work … and my work … and how Lilac is half-demon but doesn’t turn evil. She’s exhausting.”

      Mrs. Seaver chuckled, genuinely tickled. “She sounds delightful. I’ll have to take some time to visit the lighthouse and talk to her one of these afternoons. She sounds fascinating.”

      “Better you than me.”

      “You don’t mean that. You’re fond of her. That’s written all over your face. You recognize she belongs with Galen, though. I find that … interesting.”

      I bit back a sigh. “Listen … .”

      “I’m not done talking.” She held up a hand to still me. “Young you would’ve tried to go after her just to prove a point to Galen. You can deny it all you want, but you know it’s true. I think that shows real growth. I’m proud of the man you’ve grown into.”

      I swallowed hard, surprised at the lump in my throat. From Mrs. Seaver, that meant everything. She couldn’t possibly know that, though. “I’m just a man who doesn’t like chatter.”

      “You’re trying to be an enigma,” she countered. “You try to deflect from your true emotions. The act sometimes gets annoying, you know.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I reached for the pitcher to refill my glass. “What’s going on with you? How has business been treating you?”

      “It’s all right.” She was suddenly evasive. “You know how that goes. There are good times and bad when it comes to running a business.”

      She was a master at covering, but I could read her better than most. “Is something wrong?”

      “Not wrong,” she replied hurriedly. “It’s just … there’s a lot going on.” She exhaled heavily when I kept my eyes pinned on her. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      “Not if I can help.”

      “You can’t help. This is something I have to handle.”

      “I prefer being the judge of that.” Externally, I was calm. Internally, I worried. If she needed help, I would see that she got it. I have a few friends who would join with me to make certain she was okay. She was important to a lot of people, even if she didn’t realize it. “Tell me.”

      “The DDA has been making noise,” she started, causing me to growl at mention of the Downtown Development Authority, a group of small business owners who had managed to take control of the island. “They want to buy the property.”

      “Why?” I wasn’t exactly surprised that the DDA was sniffing around. Mrs. Seaver is old and has no heirs. She’s nowhere near shuffling off the mortal coil, though, so there’s no reason for them to push her quite yet. Property on Moonstone Bay is at a premium. People wait years to get their hands on it. Apparently the DDA was jumping the gun where Mrs. Seaver’s hotel is concerned.

      “I don’t know why,” she shook her head. “They haven’t said. I guess they want to tear down my hotel and build a newer, flashy one. They’re always complaining that we don’t have enough rooms for tourists, and my place is old. If they get their hands on the property they could add hundreds of rooms.”

      I didn’t like that idea in the least. The hotel is definitely old, but it has charm. Personality is underrated when it comes to hotels, if you ask me. “I’ll talk to them,” I offered before I got a chance to seriously consider what I was saying. “You don’t have to worry about this. I’ll fix it.”

      She almost looked amused at my reaction. “I’m not worried about it. They can’t take the hotel unless I fall behind on a fee, and I haven’t done that yet. In fact, I have some modeling shoot that’s going to be held here this weekend. The organizers are paying me enough money to cover my DDA fees for an entire year. I’ll be sitting pretty for the foreseeable future. You have nothing to worry about.”

      That was a small comfort, but I wasn’t ready to let it go. “I still don’t like that they’re bothering you.” I meant it. “They should find something better to do with their time.”

      “I’m pretty sure anyone who has ever crossed paths with them agrees with that.” Mrs. Seaver’s smile was benign. “I don’t want to talk about serious stuff. Go back to Hadley. I want to hear about how she’s perfect for Galen.”

      I made a face. “I don’t want to talk about them. I mean … they’re my friends, but the subject is boring.”

      “Galen is your friend?” She arched an amused eyebrow. “I thought I’d never see the day you’d admit that.”

      My cheeks burned hot under her amused gaze. “Don’t get too excited. I didn’t mean it the way you took it. We’re not friends. We’re just not the sort of people who want to kill each other.”

      “No. You said friends.” A delighted laugh bubbled up as she stood and grabbed the pitcher. “I’ll get some more iced tea. You need to keep hydrated in this heat. I don’t want you to get sick. Your friends would miss you.”

      “You’re loving this, aren’t you?” I glowered as she laughed and headed for the door.

      Her knee buckled and she pitched forward, the iced tea pitcher clattering across the floor as she held out a hand to brace herself. There was a twisted expression on her face and I knew she was in pain. I couldn’t get to her side fast enough.

      “June!” I raced toward her.

      This wasn’t good. This so wasn’t good.
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      She was unconscious when I got to her. For the first time since I’d met her, I gave real thought to her age … and then called for help when a wave of nauseating fear threatened to overwhelm me. I like to think I’m calm under pressure, but I’m not ashamed to admit I was a basket case as I sat with her waiting for the ambulance to arrive. By the time the paramedics poured onto the patio, she was beginning to stir.

      “What’s going on?” She sounded slow, as if her brain wasn’t catching up to what she wanted to say. “Did the unicorns fall?”

      I had no idea what that was supposed to mean. “You fell,” I countered, holding her hand as the paramedics buzzed around her. “We’re taking you to the hospital.”

      “Stupid unicorns,” she complained. “I don’t want to go to the hospital.”

      “You don’t have a choice.” I was firm on that. “You’re going. I’ll stop by the front desk to let them know what’s happening. They’ll hold down the fort while we’re gone. I’ll be right behind you.” On a whim, I kissed her hand. I hated being separated from her, but I had no choice. She had to go in the ambulance. “You’ll be okay.”

      “Silly boy. Of course I will.”

      

      WORD SPREADS FAST IN A town the size of Moonstone Bay. The island’s population is small; we are a community in the truest sense of the word. By the time I got to the hospital, Galen was already present. His face was lined with concern as he paced the waiting area.

      “Anything?” I rushed immediately to him. The drive to the hospital had felt interminably long even though it took less than five minutes.

      Galen slowly shook his head, his eyes narrowing as he looked me up and down. “You’re a mess.”

      We enjoyed messing with one another, but for some reason his tone grated. “Well, excuse me for being upset about Mrs. Seaver. I care about her.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Are you saying I don’t?”

      “I’m saying … .” I trailed off, uncertain. “I don’t know what I’m saying.” I waved my hand. “I’m sorry. I’m upset. You should’ve seen her. She dropped so fast. One second she was laughing and having a good time, and the next she was out cold on the floor. She looked like death had already claimed her.”

      Galen’s expression softened. “I wasn’t talking about your face or anything when I said that, by the way. I was talking about … that.” He gestured toward my arms, to where drying paint remained.

      I felt foolish. “I was painting her fence. I keep trying to get her to upgrade to a metal one, but she says she doesn’t have the money. I was going to price it out myself and surprise her. I was actually thinking about that right before she brought me some iced tea.”

      “I’ll help pay for it,” Galen offered without hesitation. “We’ll do it together … and that includes putting it up. That’s too much work to do alone.”

      I was grateful. “Thanks.” I scratched some of the dried paint from my arm, my eyes going to the door that led to the emergency ward. “Have you seen her?”

      “No. They won’t let me back there.” Galen’s expression darkened. “I was at the station when I heard the emergency call come through. I was halfway to the hotel before I realized they were transporting her to the hospital. I didn’t realize you were with her until I questioned the paramedics.”

      “Did they say anything about her condition?”

      “They said she seemed altered, was talking about unicorns and stuff.”

      “She was, but I don’t know that I would say she was altered,” I insisted, frustration rolling into a huge ball and wedging itself in the pit of my stomach. “She was a little confused and slow, but she seemed relatively on top of things.”

      “Are you saying that because you can’t bear the thought of her suffering? If so, I understand. But we have to be practical.”

      “It’s the truth. She did mention unicorns, but she also called me a silly boy and said that she was going to be fine.”

      “Well, that’s something.” Galen clapped his hand on my shoulder. “I’m sure she’ll be okay. I mean … she’s a tough old bird. She’s always been tough. I don’t see that changing anytime soon.”

      “I certainly hope not.” I rolled my neck until it cracked and then slid into a chair as he got comfortable in the one next to mine. We spent a lot of time together for two people who supposedly didn’t like one another. We started as enemies – there was no doubt about that – but somehow the angles of our relationship had softened as we grew older. I still wasn’t sure how. “How is Hadley?”

      If Galen was bothered by me asking about his girlfriend, he didn’t show it. “She’s okay. She’s on a reading kick so she’s spent the better part of the week going through May’s old magic books.”

      May Potter, Hadley’s grandmother, left her the island’s lighthouse upon her death. She was the strong sort, like Mrs. Seaver, and we thought she would live forever. In the end, she was poisoned and nobody knew it until the murder was uncovered by her own granddaughter. By then, even though she’d only been on the island a few days, Hadley was firmly entrenched in our group. Now it was hard to imagine life on the island before she arrived.

      “Does that bug you?” I asked. “I mean … it’s probably better for her if she knows what she’s dabbling in. The magic will help protect her.”

      “I don’t have a problem with her learning,” Galen said. “It’s just … she tends to throw herself headfirst into things without really giving much thought to how it’ll change her life. Right now, she wants to learn about magic. She doesn’t realize that the more she knows, the bigger the target will be painted on her back.”

      He sounded serious, which made me bite back a laugh. “It’s cute that you’re worried about her. She’s proved she can take care of herself. You probably shouldn’t get so worked up about nothing.”

      Galen’s eyes were dark when they slid to me. “I’m not getting worked up. She tends to find trouble whether she’s looking for it or not.”

      “That’s the nature of the beast,” I pointed out. “She doesn’t mean for it to happen, but we both know it’s going to keep happening. Isn’t it better for her to be prepared?”

      “I’m done talking to you.” Galen held up his hand to silence me. “I don’t know why I even broached this topic.”

      That made two of us. Hadley’s thirst for knowledge was a plus. Perhaps she wouldn’t need constant help in magical battles if she figured out how to beat her enemies without a sidekick present. “Suit yourself.”

      “You’re not even here,” he growled.

      “That’s funny. I just caught my reflection in that window over there and it looks to me as if I’m here. In fact, I think I look handsome. Paint and all.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Way more handsome than you.”

      Galen let loose a low growl that made me laugh. “You just want to pick a fight to get your mind off June. I know the way that brain of yours works.”

      Oddly enough, I also know the way his mind works. We were both trying to do the same thing. We needed distractions, which meant poking each other. “I’m worried.” It was hard to admit. “She looked so frail. I never really thought about her being old – I mean, not more than a passing thought here or there – until I saw her on the floor. I didn’t like it.”

      Galen was back to being sympathetic. “It had to be frightening. She’s been a part of our lives for a long time. You remember that day she pulled us apart? I thought she was going to yank my ear right off.”

      I snickered. “We were just talking about that before it happened. Well, that and a few other things. She’s determined I need to settle down and start having kids. She’s disappointed I haven’t settled on one woman yet.”

      Galen made a face. “She never says things like that to me.”

      “She’s not worried about you on that front. She knows you have Hadley. She’s seen you together. She asked if I liked Hadley and wanted to steal her from you, but I explained how she refuses to shut up.”

      Galen’s expression darkened. “That is not why you and Hadley aren’t a couple,” he countered. “Not even a little. Hadley is with me because we belong together. We’re supposed to be together. You’re supposed to be with someone else … like a circus clown or something.”

      I slid him a sidelong look. “Are you worried I’ll decide I need to be with her?”

      “Not in the least.”

      I was blasé, but knew him better than most. “She is kind of cute.”

      “She’s beautiful, but you shouldn’t be looking at her.”

      I thought about torturing him further, but that didn’t seem necessary given our current circumstances. “Don’t worry. I couldn’t spend time with her even if I wanted to. She’s far too chatty. I like a quiet woman.”

      “Too bad Helen Keller isn’t an option.”

      “You jest, but I think that sounds heavenly. Your girlfriend talks enough for three girls combined.”

      “I happen to like hearing what she has to say.”

      I was silent for a moment. “Even when she talks about her shoes?” I asked finally. I just had to know. “You don’t imagine gagging her when she goes on and on about the difference between regular flip flops and comfort slides?”

      He tried to keep his expression stern … and failed miserably. “Maybe a little,” he nodded. “But I’ll deny it if you ever tell her.”

      “I have no intention of telling her, which means we’ll end up talking about shoes. You know how I feel about that.”

      “I’m well aware.”

      We lapsed into silence, both of us casting the occasional glance toward the door. We were getting antsy when Dr. Merriweather finally came out to talk to us.

      “Well?” I was on my feet an instant before Galen, something that gave me a small thrill. We still competed for most things. We’d just removed women from the field of battle.

      “You’re here for June?” Merriweather glanced around, as if assuring himself no one was being left out.

      “We are,” Galen confirmed. “What can you tell us?”

      “I think she’ll be all right,” Merriweather started.

      “You think?”

      “Let him talk,” I said. “We need information and he’s the only one who can give it to us. Don’t do that thing where you try to terrorize people into answering the way you want them to instead of telling the truth.”

      “I don’t do that,” Galen protested.

      “You always do that.”

      Merriweather waited until we were both embarrassed. “I think that will be enough of that, boys.” He was familiar with our work. He’d seen both of us a time or two after we got into scraps as teenagers. He always warned us to stay away from one another, although that never happened. “I know you’re both fond of June – and I find it cute on most occasions – but it’s time for a serious discussion.”

      Galen pinned me with a dark look before nodding in encouragement for the doctor’s benefit. “Please tell us.”

      “She dislocated her hip.”

      “But … how? She was fine a few minutes before. She didn’t bump into anything or fall.”

      “I’m not sure how it happened. I only know it happened. She’ll need surgery and then she’ll be laid up for several weeks. I assume you can guess how well she’s taking that.”

      “Not well,” I muttered.

      “One of the paramedics said she was altered,” Galen pressed. “Is that still the case?”

      “I believe she was mildly confused after the fall,” Merriweather responded. “She seems fine now. She doesn’t have a concussion. She will be laid up here for at least five days after her surgery. She’s threatened to feed me my balls for telling her that, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s necessary.”

      “We’ll make sure she stays put,” Galen promised, his eyes traveling to the door as it opened to allow a familiar face entrance. “What’s he doing here? Is he here to visit someone?”

      I’d been wondering the same thing myself. “He makes me nervous.” I wrinkled my nose as the man in question slowly scanned the lobby, not stopping until he saw us standing with the doctor. “Oh, geez. He’s coming over here.”

      Merriweather looked over his shoulder, as if he was actually contemplating fleeing. He held it together long enough to flash a withering smile … although he didn’t look happy about his day being interrupted. “Mr. St. Pierre,” he said stiffly. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you, too, Merriweather.” The man’s voice was raspy, as if he’d been swallowing glass for twenty-four hours straight. “I’ve asked you repeatedly to call me Morgan.”

      Merriweather swallowed hard. “It feels more respectful to call you Mr. St. Pierre. You are a member of our esteemed DDA, after all. You deserve a measure of respect.”

      I wanted to gag at the way Merriweather kissed St. Pierre’s ancient posterior. It was disgusting and pitiful. “Yes, who doesn’t love a good dose of respect?” I drawled, ignoring the warning look Galen shot in my direction. “May I ask what you’re doing here, Mr. St. Pierre? No offense, but I can’t remember the last time I found you just hanging around the hospital because you had a gap in your day.”

      Galen flicked my elbow before interjecting himself into the conversation. “He didn’t mean that the way it sounded. He’s just curious – as am I – about what could’ve called you away from your important DDA business.”

      “Smooth,” I offered.

      Galen kept his eyes on St. Pierre. “I hope no one in your family is sick.”

      “No one in my family is on this island,” he reminded me. He was ghastly pale, almost sickeningly so, and his bald head gleamed under the harsh lights of the lobby. “I’m here to see June Seaver.”

      That’s exactly what I was worried about. “I see. And how did you know she was here?”

      Galen’s gaze turned quizzical, but he didn’t object to the question.

      “It’s a small island,” St. Pierre said without looking at either of us. “News travels fast. I have business with her, so of course I wanted to check to ensure that she is all right. She is an island gem, after all.”

      I didn’t believe him for a second. He had the smell of a predator. I recognized his type. He was here to see if he could take advantage of Mrs. Seaver’s weakened state to get her to sell. That was just like him … and the other DDA members.

      “What business does the DDA have with June?” Galen asked, folding his arms across his chest. His expression was hard to read, but I sensed suspicion building inside of him. He didn’t trust the DDA any more than I did.

      “It’s not police business, Sheriff Blackwood, so it’s none of your concern.”

      “June is like family to me,” Galen reminded him. “What business is so important that you’re willing to bother her in the hospital?”

      “It’s really none of your concern.”

      He wasn’t going to answer. That didn’t mean I was going to let him off the hook. “The DDA is trying to buy her hotel. She told me this afternoon. They want the property.”

      “That property has belonged to June since before I was born,” Galen argued, immediately taking up for Mrs. Seaver. “Her family has owned that parcel since … way, way back. You can’t take it from her. It must have been paid off years ago.”

      “I didn’t say we were trying to take it from her,” St. Pierre pointed out calmly. “I simply want to talk with her. She obviously has a lot on her mind, including hospital bills. I don’t believe she has full coverage.”

      I didn’t doubt that Mrs. Seaver had cut corners on certain things to be able to afford the hotel. It was just like her to play fast and loose with her insurance. “I’ll be taking care of her hospital bills,” I volunteered quickly.

      St. Pierre’s gaze was speculative. “That’s generous of you.”

      “I’m a generous guy.”

      “I’ll be helping, too,” Galen volunteered. “We’ll take care of her. You don’t have to worry about anything.”

      “I’m not worried. I simply want to see if selling the hotel rather than allowing you two to go into debt is something she would consider. He forcefully pushed past me. “I won’t take up much of her time, but we really do need to talk.”

      He disappeared down the hallway without even asking which room Mrs. Seaver was in. He probably already knew, which I didn’t take as a good sign.

      “We can’t let him railroad June,” I said to Galen, my temper firing up a notch. “That hotel is her life. It will kill her to lose it.”

      “She won’t lose it.” Galen was firm as he started down the hallway. “I don’t care who he is, I won’t let him bully her.”

      We finally agreed on something.
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      We moved fast.

      Somehow, despite his age and frail countenance, St. Pierre moved faster. He was already in Mrs. Seaver’s room when we caught up to him.

      “What are you doing here?” She’d propped herself on her pillows and glared. “I don’t remember inviting you.”

      If St. Pierre was bothered by her tone, he didn’t show it. “I’m here to see you because you’re a valued member of our community.”

      “Oh, please.” She rolled her eyes in such a manner that my heart soared. She was back to her old self, even if she was stuck in a hospital bed for the foreseeable future. “If I dried out that load of manure I could fertilize an entire farm.”

      “She’s not wrong,” I mumbled, earning an elbow in the ribs from Galen. Apparently he wanted to approach the situation differently.

      “Mr. St. Pierre, while I’m sure June is thankful for your visit – it’s great that the DDA is so involved in the community – the doctor said she needs rest,” Galen supplied. “I think we should all make sure she gets it.”

      “She definitely needs rest,” Merriweather volunteered. He’d followed us back to Mrs. Seaver’s room, although at a much slower clip. He clearly didn’t understand what was happening, but no one on the island was keen to help the DDA if they could help it. “If you’re here to talk business, I insist that you wait until my patient is back on her feet and on the road to recovery.”

      “I thought her hip was injured,” St. Pierre pressed.

      I narrowed my eyes. “How do you know that?” I was beyond suspicious. “The doctor just told us that. You weren’t in the lobby when he did.”

      “I’m sure you’re mistaken.” St. Pierre’s face was blank. “I obviously heard it from the doctor.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      Galen slapped my arm and gave me a firm headshake. “Does it really matter?”

      It did to me. “I just want to know how he’s managed to track down her private medical information when we just heard the news from her doctor ourselves.”

      “He knows. That’s all that matters.” Something I couldn’t quite identify sparked in the depths of Galen’s eyes. There was a warning there … and something else. “Mr. St. Pierre, the thing is, June needs surgery. She’s in a great deal of pain.”

      “They gave me good drugs,” Mrs. Seaver countered. “I could do a cartwheel now and it wouldn’t hurt in the least.”

      Galen pretended he hadn’t heard her. “I’m sure if you make an appointment – say in two weeks or so – June would be happy to sit down with you then.”

      “No June wouldn’t.” The sprightly hotel owner was giddy enough thanks to the drugs to talk about herself in the third person. “June doesn’t ever want to see this guy.”

      “Even though I’m here to offer you a deal?” St. Pierre challenged. “I mean … you are incapacitated. It’s my understanding that your insurance is very basic. That won’t give you much leeway when it comes to treatment.”

      Even in her drugged state, Mrs. Seaver was lucid enough to realize St. Pierre was trying to pull one over. “I’m not selling my hotel. I’ve already told you that.”

      “How will you afford your DDA fees when so much of your money will have to go to your treatment?”

      “We already told you that we are helping with her treatment,” I snapped. “She’ll be fine. We’ll make sure of it.”

      “We certainly will,” Galen agreed. “If June doesn’t want to give up her hotel – and she obviously doesn’t – then you can’t force her.”

      “Another quarterly bill is coming due in two weeks,” St. Pierre noted. “How will you pay that and your medical bills? You’re not really going to allow these young men to pay your bills, are you?”

      It was a challenge. He obviously knew Mrs. Seaver well enough that he understood she was uncomfortable with others volunteering time and money to her. She insisted on paying me for the fence, but I made sure to funnel the money back into her establishment. I simply spent the money at the bar so she could add it right back into her coffers.

      “They’re not paying my bills,” she confirmed.

      “Yes, we are,” Galen protested. “I’ll talk to the administration board before I leave this afternoon. Everything will be taken care of.”

      “I’m not comfortable with that.” June stubbornly crossed her arms over her chest and glared. “I’m an adult. I pay my own bills. I won’t have you boys wasting your hard-earned money on me.”

      “That’s our decision to make,” Galen argued. “You don’t get a vote in this.”

      Ugh. He’d picked the worst thing to say.

      “I don’t get a vote in who pays my bills?” she asked incredulously. “Um … I think I do.” She adjusted her tone. “I appreciate what you boys are trying to do, but I won’t have it. I’ll take care of myself. Besides, I have everything under control. I have plenty of money coming in.”

      That’s when I remembered what she’d told me over iced tea hours earlier. “You have people doing a photo shoot.” I racked my brain trying to remember. “They come tomorrow, right?”

      “It’s a bunch of models doing some swimsuit photo shoot,” she explained. “They want to use the beach … and they paid me a pretty penny. They’re coming today, not tomorrow.”

      St. Pierre’s eyebrows drew together. “I was not made aware of this event.”

      “I didn’t know I had to inform you of my business dealings,” Mrs. Seaver shot back.

      “But … you can’t be at the hotel.” He straightened, tugged at the hem of his coat to smooth it. “That means the contract is null and void because you won’t be there.”

      I knew what he was doing. “How so? She has staff. They know what they’re doing. They’ll handle the event. Everything will be fine.”

      “I’m sure June intended to act as liaison between the director of the shoot and the hotel. I very much doubt her people will be capable of understanding something that complex.”

      “What’s to understand?” I demanded. “You show the director and photographer to the beach, give them what they need, and it’s all taken care of. It’s not exactly rocket science.”

      “Except the director will have demands.” St. Pierre refused to back down and his gravelly voice was starting to grate. “The workers won’t understand what can and can’t be done. They’ll fall behind. This simply won’t do.” He made a tsking sound with his tongue. “I think it would be best if I intercepted them and moved them to another area of the beach. You know, just to be on the safe side.”

      It took everything I had not to wrap my hands around his neck and squeeze until the last molecule of oxygen vacated his lungs. I managed to hold it together. Just barely.

      “That won’t be necessary.” I made up my mind on the spot. “I’ll act as the liaison between the shoot director and the hotel. I’m working there this week anyway. I can just add that to my duties and Mrs. Seaver can pay me when she’s able.”

      The look of profound gratitude on Mrs. Seaver’s face was enough to make my heart flop. “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.” I had a few other odd jobs lined up for the weekend, but they would have to wait. Mrs. Seaver’s needs were more important. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Who wouldn’t?” Galen was full of faux happiness as he slung an arm around my shoulders. It was a forced show of solidarity … and it didn’t feel natural to either of us. “Booker is uniquely qualified for this job.”

      “Oh, really?” St. Pierre’s smugness was on full display. “And how is Booker going to help the female models when they need assistance while changing? That sounds like a sexual harassment lawsuit waiting to happen, and that is not the sort of reputation we want for Moonstone Bay.”

      He had a point, which I was busily attempting to puzzle out in my head when Galen spoke again.

      “He won’t be alone. He’ll have a female assistant … someone who doesn’t usually work at the hotel, so she won’t be missing her regular duties.”

      “He will?” St. Pierre was dubious.

      “Yeah, I will?” I was confused.

      Galen happily bobbed his head. “He will. This sounds like something Hadley would jump at the chance to do. She loves models. She makes me watch reruns of America’s Next Top Model all the time.”

      “But … .” St. Pierre trailed off. Galen had him, and he knew it. If he pushed too far we would have no choice but to openly question his motivation. He didn’t want that. “I guess we’ll have to see if you gentlemen can pull it off,” he said finally.

      “I think we have things well in hand.”

      “Right.” I agreed with him, but only for show. Once St. Pierre disappeared from the room, I turned on Galen. “Hadley? I don’t want her help. She’ll ask the models about their shoes. I hate listening to conversations about shoes.”

      Galen was sober as he pulled away from me. “You don’t have a choice. He’s looking for a reason to disrupt that photo shoot. You need a female assistant to keep him off your back. Even then I’m not sure it’s going to be enough. You have no choice but to put up with Hadley.”

      I sighed. He was right. I hated that he was right. “Fine. Send her over to the hotel.”

      Mrs. Seaver looked concerned when I turned my eyes to her. “Are you sure you want to do this? It’s going to take up your time for days. That’s going above and beyond.”

      “Nothing is going above and beyond for you.” I meant it. “We’ll take care of this. The only thing I want you concentrating on is getting better. Everything else … well … you leave it to me. It’ll be perfectly fine.”

      

      “THIS IS GOING TO BE a difficult couple of days,” I announced an hour later. I’d asked Mrs. Seaver’s staff to gather in the employee breakroom because I needed a space big enough to speak with all of them at the same time. It had to be away from the guests and out of earshot of casual lurkers. “Mrs. Seaver will be okay. She’s in the hospital and facing surgery, but she’s expected to make a full recovery.”

      “And you’re in charge?” The question came from the back, the front desk manager. I recognized the woman – I’d known her since high school – and she was the last person I wanted to deal with. Paige Grace had been a bossy little thing when telling us we didn’t have enough school spirit more than a decade ago, and she’d grown into a bossy adult. She was obviously going to be a problem.

      “I don’t know that I would put it that way,” I said, searching for the correct way to get her on my side. She clearly understood how to handle the day-to-day operations of the hotel. I didn’t want to get in her way. “You’re clearly in charge of the hotel operations. I’ll take over the models and crew.”

      Nick Dorian, the concierge, snorted from a table to my right. “Oh, well, if you’re going to be handling the models … .”

      “I didn’t mean it in a dirty way,” I reassured him quickly. “It’s just … Mrs. Seaver needs this money. She doesn’t have full-coverage insurance. She needs to pay her DDA fees, and the funds from this shoot will cover that.”

      “The DDA.” Paige’s expression turned dark. “I can’t tell you how much I hate the DDA.”

      I was right there with her. St. Pierre seemed to have extra sets of ears around, so there was no way I would give that opinion voice. “I don’t want you guys focusing on the DDA. As long as this shoot goes off without a hitch, Mrs. Seaver will be sitting pretty. That’s the most important thing.”

      “She planned to handle the director herself,” Nick pointed out. “She said that we weren’t to involve ourselves in it other than to give the guests whatever they needed. She was going to handle the big stuff.”

      “Then I will handle the big stuff.”

      Paige’s frown was so pronounced I wouldn’t have been surprised if it carved permanent lines into her face. “Does that mean we’re answering to you?”

      I wanted to throttle her. “It means you’re doing your job as you normally would,” I countered. “I’ll handle dealing with the director … and the models … and whatever they need while they’re shooting on the beach. Everyone else should go about their jobs.”

      “Uh-huh.” Paige didn’t look as if my orders set her at ease. “And what happens if the female models need something while they’re getting ready?”

      Nick’s hand shot in the air. He was younger than me by a good five years, but I knew him well enough. He was the cocky sort, which meant I steered clear of him as often as possible. “I volunteer to wait on the models when they’re in the bathroom,” he announced.

      I pinned him with the darkest look in my repertoire. “I think we can all agree that’s a terrible idea.”

      “Definitely.” Paige nodded. “But someone will have to do that. I don’t want to do it because I have more important things that need attention at the desk. Someone will have to be responsible for them … and it can’t be you because you’re just as perverted as Nick.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I am not perverted.” She’d launched a weird conversational side journey that I didn’t have time to take, but my ego demanded I stand up for myself. “I have no interest in models.”

      One of the bellhops – I think his name was Brad – dissolved into hysterical laughter. “Oh, please. The only guys who are interested in models are the gay ones … and even they like models because there’s nothing better than having a fancy piece on your arm.”

      Brad was only eighteen, so I couldn’t help but wonder where he’d picked up that delightful attitude and knowledge. “Who says things like that?” I complained.

      “I do.” Brad wasn’t bothered by my annoyance. “There are plenty of us who would like to volunteer our time to help the models.”

      “Well, you don’t have to worry about that. I have it all taken care of.”

      Paige wrinkled her nose. “How so?”

      Hadley Hunter entered the breakroom.

      Speaking of models, she sort of looked like one. She wasn’t waif thin and didn’t walk around in six-inch stilettos, but she was ridiculously pretty, with long dark hair and huge blue eyes. She also had an infectious smile. If we’d had any chemistry, I would’ve fought Galen for her. Unfortunately, we only clicked on a friendship level, which was probably best for all concerned because Galen and I could do real damage to one another if we engaged in a genuine fight.

      “Here she comes now,” I said, gesturing toward the brunette in question.

      Hadley widened her eyes when she realized multiple heads had turned in her direction. She looked confused … and a little pleased with the attention. “Did I interrupt something?”

      “Yes,” Paige answered without missing a beat. “You interrupted an employee meeting. You need to get out.”

      I cleared my throat and sent Paige a quelling headshake. “Hadley is part of the team for the next few days,” I said. “She’ll be helping me with the models. I know this doesn’t make everybody happy, but it’s what I’ve got.

      “Mrs. Seaver is important to all of us,” I reminded them. “She’s a good woman and she loves this hotel. It’s up to us to take care of it while she’s recovering. We’re her family.”

      Even those who were normally complainers nodded their heads in agreement as they stood.

      “Just go about your normal routine and I’ll handle everything else,” I offered. “This will work out.”

      Hadley pressed herself to the wall to make room for the exiting employees. When it was just the two of us, she pinned me with a curious look. “Galen didn’t give me much information. He just asked me for a huge favor, said there would be massive payback, and then gave me this address. I’m not sure what I’m doing here.”

      With little preamble – I didn’t have much time – I told her what we were up against. Instead of complaining or making jokes, she simply nodded.

      “That sounds doable,” she said. “Where do you want me to start?”

      “There’s nothing for you to do until the models show up. I’m not sure when that’s supposed to happen.”

      Hadley’s smile widened. “I think it’s happening right now. I saw them in the parking lot when I came in.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “It’s hard to miss a bunch of six-foot-tall blondes in icepick heels and low-cut tops.”

      She had a point. I heaved out a sigh. “Okay. This is the big show. It’s important we get it right. We need to work together.”

      She offered up a saucy salute. “No problem, coach. I’m with you. We’ll rock these models’ worlds.”

      I made a face. “That came out dirtier than you expected, didn’t it?”

      “Totally. But I’m not taking it back.”

      “Good for you. Just pretend you didn’t say it.”

      “That’s the plan.”
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      Hadley seemed to take her new job in stride. She was all smiles as she waited with me in the lobby to greet the guests. Within seconds, long-legged, loud-talking women flooded the lobby. I wasn’t used to so many bodies in the space at the same time and internally cringed.

      “Ugh. I hate people.”

      Hadley slid her eyes to me, obviously amused. “You should wear a pin that says that. That should go over well with the DDA since you’re a member of the welcome committee.”

      “Don’t mention them.” I wasn’t over the foul mood St. Pierre’s audacity had put me in. “Those idiots are the reason we’re here.”

      Her expression shifted to something akin to concern. “Do you want to tell me about it? Galen didn’t have much time to share. I could tell he was worked up, though. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him that frazzled.”

      Oddly enough, that made me feel better. If Galen was annoyed – and he was trained to take things in stride – that meant my reaction wasn’t overblown. “Not right now. We have to deal with our new friends first. If all goes well, perhaps I’ll tell you the whole story over drinks.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      I took the lead, zeroing in on the lone man standing at the front desk first. He looked to be in charge. I’m not sexist or anything. I wasn’t ignoring the women simply because they were women. It’s just that the man was the one waving a credit card.

      “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen.” I used my best “I’m not a jerk and I don’t really wish you would all turn around and leave” voice. “My name is Booker. I’ll be helping you with your shoot. May I please speak to whoever is in charge?”

      Sure enough, the man peeled away from the desk and focused on me. Unlike the women, who seemed intrigued by what they saw – and probably smelled – he looked agitated. “You’re our liaison?” He pursed his lips. “I was under the impression that we would be working with the proprietor. I believe her name is June Seaver.”

      “That was the plan,” I confirmed, keeping my smile in place through sheer force of will. “Unfortunately Mrs. Seaver was taken to the hospital earlier today.”

      “Oh, no.” A murmur went through the assembled women. They were so tall they reminded me of giraffes. Their necks seemed too long for their bodies.

      “She’s going to be fine,” I reassured them. “She needs hip surgery, so I will be serving in her place.”

      Hadley cleared her throat to remind me she was at my side.

      “And this is my assistant, Hadley Hunter,” I added. “Anything you need, don’t hesitate to ask and she’ll make sure to appropriate it in a timely manner.”

      Hadley shot me a dirty look due to the “assistant” comment, but smiled at the women. “I’m happy to be here and can’t wait to see what you have planned. I’m assuming everyone wants to get checked into their rooms first?”

      Several heads nodded in agreement.

      “Well, great. I’m sure our helpful staff will get everyone settled in record time. Is there anything else you need before then?”

      The man gave her a long look before focusing on me. “Actually, there are several things I wish to discuss with you. Do you have a private room where we can talk?”

      “Absolutely,” I replied. “Hadley will make sure your party is settled and we can use Mrs. Seaver’s office.”

      “Lovely.”

      

      I PRETTY MUCH disliked Jay Miller on sight. He had an air about him, an ego big enough to suck all the oxygen out of the room – any room.

      “I’m not going to lie,” he started, his expression grave. “I expected Mrs. Seaver to be here. We’d already discussed the logistics of this shoot. I don’t like having to explain myself more than once.”

      “She didn’t plan to hurt herself. She took a terrible fall this morning. She was unconscious. Believe me, she didn’t do it to ruin your day.”

      Miller either didn’t pick up on the ice under my words or opted to ignore it. I leaned toward the latter. “We have a lot of shots to get through. This is a bathing suit shoot for a new clothing company and there’s a lot riding on this.”

      “And you think I’m somehow not up to the task?”

      “I think that you have no idea what we need to make sure this is a rousing success. I really would like to talk to Mrs. Seaver.”

      “Well, that’s not possible.” I was willing to do anything necessary to make sure Mrs. Seaver held onto her hotel, but I wasn’t going to kiss this guy’s overblown ego no matter how he talked down to me. “She’s ill and recovering. I’m here to make sure the shoot goes as planned.”

      “But … .”

      “No. That’s how it’s going to be.” I held up my hand to get his attention. “Why don’t you wait until I actually do something to earn your ire before unleashing it? For all you know, I’ll be the best bathing suit shoot coordinator you’ve ever met.”

      “I guess that’s fair.” Jay looked me up and down. “I’ll save the yelling for when you screw up.”

      Not if, but when. “Great.” I moved toward the door and then thought better of it. “Still, it would be helpful if you had a list of the things you and Mrs. Seaver agreed upon. I want to make sure I don’t miss a thing.”

      Jay beamed. “That will be easy to track down. I’m glad you see things my way.”

      “Yes, sir,” I gritted out.

      

      HALF THE WOMEN WERE MISSING from the lobby when I returned. Hadley was leaning against a wall, listening to one of them go on and on about the flight – apparently they almost died from the turbulence – and Paige was handing out room assignments.

      I’d barely entered the room when one of the models, a willowy blonde as tall as me in her heels, cut off my avenue of escape.

      “Hello,” she purred, tilting her head to the side as she rested her hand on my chest. She made it look as if she was stopping me for a specific reason, but I knew better.

      “Hello,” I replied, keeping my voice calm. “Do you need something?”

      “I was hoping to ask you a few questions about the island.”

      She didn’t care about the island. She obviously only cared about getting into my pants. I’m not saying that because I have an ego – no, seriously – but because as a cupid I emit certain pheromones. Some women find it impossible to stay away from me. Apparently my new friend was one of those women.

      “I’m sure Hadley can answer any questions you have about the island.” I hoped I sounded polite rather than impatient. “I have to get some things for your boss before you start shooting. When is the shoot scheduled for, by the way?”

      I wasn’t familiar with model shoots so I thought it was a fair question. The way she laughed – as if I was a child who’d said something particularly ridiculous – made me rethink that assumption.

      “Oh, you’re so funny.” Her hand bopped up and down on my chest. “You’re built, too. Do you work out a lot?”

      “Not unless you count drinking beer.” I took a purposeful step away from her and sent Hadley a mental SOS. If anyone could get rid of the woman, she could. “I really do have things I need to do.”

      Hadley looked thrilled to escape from the woman bending her ear and practically skipped in my direction. “Hello, handsome,” she drawled, making a quick and hilarious face behind the model’s back. “I see you’ve met Ivory. She only has one name, like you.”

      “You have only one name, too?” Ivory looked tickled. “Maybe it’s meant to be.”

      “I sincerely doubt it.” I reached around her and grabbed Hadley’s shoulder, pulling her in front of me as a buffer. For some reason, Hadley was immune to my cupid powers. Sometimes I found that fact annoying – mostly because I enjoy messing with Galen – but I was grateful for it today. “I have a few tasks to discuss with you. Do you have time?”

      Hadley’s gaze was mischievous as it bounced between Ivory and me, and I briefly thought she was going to abandon me to my plight. Ultimately, though, she nodded her head. “Absolutely. I’m your assistant. We need to talk about important stuff.”

      I kept a firm grip on her arm and waved at Ivory with my free hand as I steered Hadley toward the patio. “It was nice meeting you. I hope your bathing suit extravaganza is everything you hoped it would be.”

      “Oh, I’m sure it will be.” Ivory’s gaze was longing. “We’ll definitely be seeing each other again.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      

      HADLEY WAS A MASS OF giggles and hiccups when we hit the patio. She didn’t bother hiding her mirth. In her position, I probably wouldn’t either. It was still grating.

      “Oh, she’s hot for you, buddy.” Hadley lightly punched my arm, her grin so big it threatened to swallow her entire face. “I wonder if you smell like a carrot stick to her, because I’m guessing that’s all she eats.”

      “Ha, ha, ha.” I wanted to give her a little shake to stop the giggling, but I refrained. “The director is getting me a list of things he needs for the shoot. Apparently all of this was agreed upon by Mrs. Seaver. The stuff is probably somewhere in the hotel.”

      “Then we shouldn’t have too much trouble finding it,” Hadley noted, her smile slipping as she studied my face. “You’re really worked up about this, aren’t you? I thought maybe Galen was just having a bad day, but you’re really agitated. What gives?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Oh, it’s something. I’m offering my help for free. The least you can do is tell me the truth.”

      I thought about putting her off. She would eventually give up – or at least postpone her curiosity – because she understood there was a lot at stake. She might not grasp all the intricacies, but she was far from stupid. It would be easier to tell her, though. Just get it out of the way.

      “I’m tight with Mrs. Seaver,” I explained. “So is Galen. She’s always been a part of our lives. She stopped us from fighting one day – I mean, it was getting serious – and she grabbed us by the ears and told us we would never get anywhere if we spent all our time hating each other.”

      Hadley’s brow wrinkled. “Seems like common sense.”

      “Yes, but we were kids. We couldn’t see past the hatred we had for each other. You might think the way we treat each other now is ridiculous, but we were much worse as kids.”

      “Fair enough.” She held up her hands in capitulation. “So, she stopped you from fighting and ensured you would be best friends forever. Is she a mystical miracle worker or something?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.” I flicked her between the eyebrows because it seemed the thing to do. “She talked to us, listened to us. We were always fighting as kids, but she gave us tasks to do and made us complete them together. She’s the only reason he and I get along today.”

      “See, I think you would’ve eventually gotten over yourselves and realized you had friendship potential. But who am I to argue with your memories of this woman? I take it you both remained friends with her throughout the years.”

      “She was alone,” I supplied. “She didn’t have any family. Her husband died in his forties and left her to run the hotel on her own.”

      “Is that why this place is so run down?” Hadley made a face as she glanced around the patio. “I mean … that fence is only half painted.”

      I scowled. “I was working on that when she fell. I’ll finish it before the end of the weekend. And this place isn’t run down. She does the best that she can.”

      “Sor-ree.” She widened her eyes. “I didn’t realize you were so testy when it came to June. I didn’t mean to insult her. I was just fooling around.”

      “Well, don’t. She scared me when she fell today.” That was the truth, and it was a relief to get it off my chest. “I followed her to the hospital. Galen was already there because he’d heard the call on the radio. We both love her.”

      “I understand.” Hadley was serious now. “We’ll make sure everything goes according to plan. I won’t let you down.”

      Her insistence allowed me to let out a breath. “Thank you.”

      “Sure. I do have a question, though. Don’t worry. It has nothing to do with June.”

      “Fire away.”

      “What’s the deal with the chick working behind the desk? She keeps giving me the evil eye and saying passive-aggressive things to me. I want to smack her in the face – maybe with a pie because I’ve always wanted to do that – but I don’t want to do it in front of an audience.”

      “Paige? She’s always been a pain. She’s bossy.”

      “It seems like more than that.”

      “Oh, well … maybe she’s still upset about Galen dumping her.” It was an off-the-cuff remark that I had no idea was going to escape my mouth until it was too late. “Er, well, I mean … crap.”

      The way Hadley’s eyes narrowed told me she was going to make a big deal out of the revelation. “Oh, really? When did they date?”

      “I can’t remember. Years ago. I think it was right after we graduated high school.”

      Hadley did the math in her head. “And she’s still holding a grudge? That seems a bit ridiculous.”

      “Perhaps Galen is such a stud that he ruins women for eternity. I wouldn’t be fearful of that because I have a feeling he’ll never leave you.”

      Her cheeks pinked with pleasure, causing me to roll my eyes.

      “Gross,” I muttered, shaking my head. “You two are so giddy sometimes it makes my teeth hurt. As for Paige, just ignore her. But do not tick her off. We need her. I don’t know how to run the front desk … or assign the rooms … or how to make key cards.”

      “I’ve got it.” She offered a half-salute. “I won’t ruin this for you. I know that June is important to you. I’ll give everything I have to make sure this goes okay.”

      “Thank you.” The sound of the patio door opening caught my attention, and when I turned I found Jay offering me a sheet of paper.

      “Your list,” he announced, giving the paper an extra flick. “These are all the things I need arranged for the photo shoot.”

      “Thank you.” I took the sheet from him and glanced at it, my stomach doing a small hop. “You need a shark inflatable? That’s specific.”

      “Ms. Seaver said she had it under control.”

      “Which means everything is probably in the storeroom,” I noted. “I’ll go and check everything on the list.”

      I was out of the room and halfway down the hall before I realized Hadley was following. “Go back to the lobby,” I commanded. “Wait on the models and give them whatever they want.”

      “I want to see the shark inflatable.”

      “I don’t even know if I’ll find it.”

      “Yeah, well, I want to see it. I’ve got a thing about sharks.”

      “I never would’ve noticed, what with your shark shifter fascination.”

      “I’ll see one eventually. Just you wait.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I had Mrs. Seaver’s keyring – she gave it to me in the hospital – but it took four tries to find the key to the storage room. I was hopeful everything I needed would be stacked inside, but instead I found a righteous mess. Things were strewn all over the room. “What is this?”

      “It looks like someone broke in,” Hadley said pragmatically. “I mean … the toilet paper is shredded and everything has been pulled off the shelves. I think someone was searching for something.”

      She wasn’t wrong. A second glance told me it was more than a mess. It was utter chaos. “Should I call Galen?”

      “He is the sheriff. He might need to dust for prints or something.”

      “Dust for prints.” I shook my head as I pulled out my phone. “No one dusts for prints anymore.”

      “Oh, then how do they do it, smart guy?”

      “Watch a cop show and learn something.” I heaved out a sigh as I pressed the phone to my ear. “Galen isn’t going to like this.”

      “Nope. Not even a little.”
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      While waiting for Galen to arrive, I called Paige to the storeroom to show her the mess. In the back of my mind I was hopeful that Mrs. Seaver was a closet hoarder or unbelievably messy. I knew that was unlikely — she was an orderly woman, after all — but it was better than the alternative.

      “What did you do to it?” Paige’s eyes were accusatory when she turned them on Hadley. Hmm. That was interesting.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Hadley protested, frustration positively wafting off her as she planted her hands on her hips. “Why do you assume I did something?”

      “You’re the new element. Of course it was you. Booker certainly wouldn’t have done this.”

      Hadley was incredulous as she turned to me. “Can you believe this?”

      I had bigger problems than a chick fight. “Hadley didn’t do this,” I supplied. “She was with me. The room was this way when we opened the door.”

      Paige wasn’t placated by reason. “Then she snuck away to do it when we weren’t looking. I knew she was a bad seed. Everyone on the island is talking about it. She’s evil. You should cut her head off.”

      Hadley’s eyes went so wide I thought they might actually pop out of her head. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not going to cut off her head.” I was firm on that. “She didn’t do this. I mean ... why would she?”

      “Maybe she likes taking things that don’t belong to her.” Paige’s suggestion was laden with innuendo. “She likes taking things that belong to other people.”

      “Now you listen here ... .” Hadley’s finger looked like a dangerous weapon when she started waving it around. I sensed a chick fight in the making — something I would be excited for on a normal day — but the moment was interrupted by the arrival of Galen.

      “What’s going on?” he asked blankly, absorbing the scene with a mixture of curiosity and dread. “Nobody is dead, right?”

      I shot him a withering look. “Not yet, but that could still happen.”

      “I can see that.” He licked his lips and glanced between Hadley and Paige. Smartly, he ultimately focused on Hadley. He would have to sleep with one eye open for the rest of the month if he didn’t placate her first. “What’s wrong, honey?”

      Hadley didn’t get a chance to answer. The endearment, honey, was enough to make steam come out of Paige’s ears.

      “Honey? Are you kidding me? She’s evil. We need to behead her right now.”

      “Stop saying that,” Hadley hissed, her fury on full display. “No one is going to behead me.” She turned to Galen for confirmation. “Tell her you’re not going to behead me.”

      Amusement flicked across his features. “That wasn’t on my to-do list for the day. Is there a reason I need to behead you?”

      “She’s an evil witch,” Paige responded, warming to her topic with glee. “The only way to kill evil witches and make sure they stay dead is to behead them and then burn both parts of the body in separate fire pits. Trust me. I’ve done some research and that’s the best way to go.”

      “You’ve done research, huh?” Galen finally met her gaze. “When did you start doing this research?”

      “About two months ago.” Paige’s smile was sickeningly sweet. “For some reason, out of the blue, I decided that evil witches were a legitimate threat and I needed to study up. I have no idea what propelled me, but it’s been an eye-opening research project.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      Even though we didn’t have time to dilly-dally, I couldn’t stop myself from making things worse. It’s one of my poorer qualities. “Didn’t you arrive in town about two months ago?” I asked Hadley.

      Hadley’s expression was murderous. “Don’t make me behead you. I will.”

      “See.” Paige jutted a finger in Hadley’s direction. “She’s evil. She’s threatening Booker, who is basically a good guy even though he’s a gigolo on the side.”

      This time Galen couldn’t swallow his laughter as I glowered at the front desk clerk.

      “Is that true, Booker?” Galen challenged. “Are you a gigolo on the side? I had no idea. Don’t you need a license for that? I don’t want to have to take you in.”

      I pressed my fingers to my eyes to relieve some of the building stress. “Don’t add to this insanity,” I chided. “She’s just trying to irritate us. Don’t feed into it.”

      “Says the guy who thought it was funny when she was insisting you should behead me,” Hadley grumbled.

      “No one is beheading anyone,” Galen insisted.

      “You’re only saying that because she’s bewitched you,” Paige argued. “I know the signs. I’ve been researching that, too. Do you want to know the signs?” She barreled forward before he could answer the question.

      “The signs are a sudden change in behavior,” she continued, relishing her moment in the spotlight. I very much doubted she’d been this close to Galen in years. He was careful when it came to being in the same location as her. She was a bit crazy at times, intense, and he had a strong sense of survival. She was on his “do not cross paths with” list ... and rightly so.

      “Let’s talk about the storeroom,” Galen interjected, eager to change the subject.

      Paige was having none of it. She had no intention of letting this opportunity slip away. “No, I think we should talk about this first,” she pressed. “Galen, I’m worried about you. I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye, but you’re acting out of sorts and I would hate for our sheriff to fall under the wiles of an evil witch and put the entire island at risk.”

      Galen growled as he dragged his hand through his hair. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.”

      He wasn’t the only one. Still, I was mildly amused. “I think it’s a fair worry,” I offered, smirking when Galen scorched me with the darkest look in his repertoire. “Seriously, dude, you’re the last line of defense between us and them.”

      “Them?” Galen’s eyebrows hopped as Paige knowingly nodded.

      “Them,” I repeated. “Evil witches are a scourge. We really should behead her and get it over with.”

      Hadley’s grip wasn’t overly strong, but her fingers were vicious when they dug into my flank to give me a hard pinch, causing me to yelp.

      “You had that coming,” Galen noted when I turned to him for help. “Leave her alone. She’s volunteering her time to help you. I would think you’d appreciate that.”

      He had a point. “Fine. We’ll go back to the real reason I called you.” I gestured toward the storeroom. “This place has been ransacked ... and I have no idea if anything has been taken.”

      Galen turned serious. He took a step inside the room and looked around. “June is just this side of a neat freak. There’s no way she would leave this closet like this.”

      “That’s what I figured.”

      Slowly, Galen tracked his gaze to Paige, who was glaring at Hadley. “Hey.” He snapped his fingers in front of her face, causing her scowl to deepen. “This room doesn’t regularly look like this, does it?”

      “Of course not.” Paige rolled her eyes. “Why would it look like this? How would anyone find anything?”

      “So, what’s kept in here?” Galen asked. “I mean ... what’s the purpose of this closet?”

      “Um ... to store things,” Paige replied, sarcasm on full display.

      “I know that.” Galen pinned her with a serious look. “The time for fun and games is over. We need a serious answer. We promised June that the hotel would run smoothly while she was in the hospital. We intend to keep our promise.”

      “What’s this ‘we’ crap?” I challenged. “I’m the one doing all the work.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s my girlfriend I loaned you for the day, although not for anything gross so keep your hands to yourself. I’m doing the best I can to help you.”

      That was true. I hated to admit it, but he was right. Now was not the time for us to mess with each other. It was time for us to join forces and help the woman who had given freely of herself our entire lives. Mrs. Seaver had earned our loyalty.

      “I’m sorry.” I held up my hands in capitulation. “I’m just off my game. I’m not used to being in charge.”

      “You’re not in charge,” Paige muttered under her breath, but just loud enough for everyone to hear. “If you were in charge, we’d already be out of business.”

      “What is your deal?” Hadley snapped, taking a menacing step in Paige’s direction. In that one moment she looked like an evil witch. I wanted to applaud her. Instead, I grabbed the back of her shirt and hauled her back.

      “Ignore her,” I ordered. “She’s trying to get a rise out of you.”

      “That’s exactly what she’s doing,” Galen agreed. “But it won’t work. We need to figure out what’s going on here. It’s important to June, and whatever bad history and current ridiculousness that’s fueling us needs to be pushed to the background. June is the most important thing here.”

      Paige let loose a petulant and drawn-out sigh. It was as if she had the weight of the world on her shoulders and she was being magnanimous even letting us into her world. It was an Oscar-worthy performance. “It’s just a standard storeroom,” she volunteered. “We keep odd linens in here, the ones we no longer use. Extra towels. Oh, and those little shower and conditioner bottles that we put in every room.”

      “Nothing else?” Galen’s brow furrowed as he stepped into the room.

      “Not that I’m aware of, and I’m generally aware of everything that goes down at this hotel because I’m the one who actually runs it.”

      Galen slid his eyes to me. “I don’t know what to do. I mean ... we don’t know if anything was even stolen. If it was, I’m guessing it wasn’t all that important.”

      “Definitely not,” Paige agreed. “Besides, this happens all the time.”

      Now it was my turn to react with incredulity. “What do you mean? You didn’t mention that before.”

      “Why would something like this happen all the time?” Galen challenged.

      “It’s normal,” Paige countered. “June doesn’t even blink when it happens now. We just clean it up and move on.”

      “But ... why? Why wouldn’t June call me about this?”

      “You’ll have to ask her that. It’s because of that old legend, the one about her great-great-great-however many greats-grandfather. You know the one I’m talking about.”

      Realization hit Galen and me in the face simultaneously.

      “Oh,” we said in unison.

      Hadley glanced between us. “Did she just explain something?”

      “Kind of,” Galen hedged, automatically moving his hand to her shoulders so he could rub as he considered our newest conundrum. “It’s a weird story and I completely forgot about it. I guess it makes sense ... in a really out there sort of way.”

      “Really weird,” I echoed, my mind going back. One of the ways Mrs. Seaver placated Galen and me as children was with the story. As far as family lore went, it was a really good one. “I forgot all about it. Captain Seaver the Cleaver.”

      Paige snorted and shook her head as bewilderment settled over Hadley’s pretty features. “That’s the stupidest pirate name there ever was.”

      “I’m sort of partial to it,” I admitted.

      “Me, too.” Galen’s eyes glinted with humor as he caught my eye. “Remember when we used to have mock sword fights?”

      “You guys still do that,” Hadley supplied.

      It took me a moment to get her meaning, and I had to choke back my laughter. “I guess that’s kind of true.”

      Galen flicked her ear. “I don’t have sword fights. I’m far too old and mature for that.”

      Hadley was understandably dubious. She’d seen us in action, so she knew that wasn’t entirely true. “If that’s your story.”

      Speaking of stories, we needed to focus on the old one. “Captain Seaver the Cleaver was one of the first inhabitants of Moonstone Bay,” I volunteered, searching my memory for the specifics of the story. I hadn’t heard it in a very long time. “The island wasn’t always a resort town. Back in the 1800s pirates hid out from the military here.”

      Hadley tilted her head to the side, intrigued. “Wait ... are we talking actual pirates? Like in The Goonies?”

      “The Goonies isn’t real,” Paige shot back. “That’s a movie. Has no one ever told you that’s a movie?”

      Hadley’s gaze was full of mayhem when it landed on Paige. “Really? I never would’ve guessed.”

      “She knows it’s a movie.” Galen shifted closer to Hadley, probably to make sure she didn’t lose her cool and start throwing punches. I’d never seen Hadley jump on someone with the express intent of ripping them apart, but if anyone could force a first time, it was Paige.

      “Captain Seaver was a larger-than-life personality,” I offered, hoping to get the conversation back on track. “He spent twenty years robbing ships that were crossing between America and Europe. He became a very rich man.”

      “And he lived on Moonstone Bay?” Hadley kept glancing between Galen and me. I had the distinct impression that she thought we were putting one over on her. Galen picked up the story. “This island was basically uncharted. Those coming to America ignored it because it wasn’t big enough for the sort of colonies they were trying to set up. By the time they actually started paying attention, it was too late. The pirates had taken over and the island was full of cutthroats and prostitutes.”

      “You would’ve fit in well with that group, Hadley,” Paige offered. “Those would’ve been your types of people.”

      Hadley narrowed her eyes. “Keep pushing me and you’ll see exactly how evil I can be.”

      “How about we put off that lovely confrontation until after June is back on her feet?” Galen suggested. “Captain Seaver was a big deal. He earned a reputation as a big drinker, a huge womanizer and a very rich man. He built a mansion of sorts on the north shore. I think there are still some remnants out there if you ever want to take a look. We could take a picnic and make a day of it.”

      Hadley appeared intrigued by the suggestion. “That sounds fun. I love looking at old stuff. Maybe we can even find some pirate treasure.”

      “That’s the thing,” I interjected. “Everyone knew Captain Seaver was a rich man. His house was often broken into when he wasn’t there. Legend says he went on murderous rampages because he knew people had been in his house whenever he returned to the island. They never found anything, though.”

      Hadley tilted her head to the side, considering. “He had the money to build the house, right?”

      “He had plenty of money. He was simply too smart to keep it at the house. He also owned other properties in the town, which was growing rapidly back then because of all the money coming in. That town is now Moonstone Bay.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why people are breaking into the storeroom of a hotel,” Hadley argued. “I guess I must be missing part of the story.”

      “June is a descendant of Captain Seaver,” Galen explained.

      “I figured that part out myself.”

      “Good for you, smartie.” He flicked the tip of her nose and grinned. “The thing is, Captain Seaver was in his seventies when he was killed. People said he’d amassed a fortune that was worth well more than a million dollars ... and that’s in those times. That fortune today would be worth a great deal more than that.”

      “How did he die?”

      “He died the way all of us want to go,” I replied, sharing a small smile with Galen as we both chuckled.

      “That wasn’t really an answer,” Hadley pointed out.

      “I know. But you won’t like the answer.”

      “No woman is ever going to like that story,” Paige said. “I mean ... it’s gross.” She turned to Hadley. “They say he was in bed with four prostitutes at the time, that he’d gone through all of them and was going back for seconds when his heart gave out.”

      Hadley’s mouth dropped open. “No way!”

      “It’s true.” Galen looked more amused than he probably should have, but he couldn’t hide his mirth. “The prostitutes tore apart the house after the fact and found nothing. Ever since then, people have been searching high and low, tearing apart his other properties looking for the treasure. There have been excavations all over the island.”

      “And that plays into the hotel how?” Hadley pressed.

      “Well, the hotel was built on top of Captain Seaver’s favorite saloon. For years people have whispered that the money was kept close to his favorite thing ... his booze. People have always believed that June knows where the money is.”

      “And people are still breaking into the hotel looking for pirate treasure?” Hadley shook her head. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Greed is a great motivator,” Galen noted. “I still wish she’d told me about this. I would’ve done something to stop it.”

      “Well, now we know,” I offered. “I’ll go through the security while I’m working here and we’ll come up with a plan to keep her covered. As for this storeroom, I guess there’s nothing to do but clean it up and get back to work.”

      “I think that’s the best plan,” Galen agreed. “There’s nothing much else we can do.”
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      There wasn’t much we could do about the storeroom. Galen helped me tidy it up – not uttering a single word of complaint – and then walked with me to the lobby to check on Hadley. I figured we needed someone front and center to handle the whims and needs of the models should they start making demands, and Hadley seemed the right person for the job.

      She felt differently, of course. She didn’t want to be near Paige. She didn’t have a choice, though, so she headed to the lobby desk, grumbling under her breath.

      “I think that’s it,” I said once the storeroom was back to normal and I’d gathered the majority of the items on Jay’s list. “We should probably check on Hadley to make sure she hasn’t smothered Paige with her superior attitude, huh?”

      Galen merely shook his head. “I’m sure they’re fine.” He considered the statement further. “Maybe that’s just wishful thinking. We should definitely check on her.”

      We lapsed into silence as we carried the items I’d collected through the labyrinthine hallways. On a normal day I would’ve been fine with the silence. Today I was feeling unnaturally chatty.

      “You know you’re going to have to explain your relationship with Paige to Hadley, right?” I prodded finally.

      Galen didn’t look happy with the suggestion. “Why would I possibly do that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because Paige keeps suggesting that we behead Hadley.”

      “Hadley knows I dated people before her.”

      “Yes, but this is different. Besides … I kind of told her a little bit about Paige.”

      Galen’s expression darkened. “Oh, really?”

      His tone told me I was treading in dangerous water. “Don’t give me that look,” I complained, shooting him a pointed glare. “It’s not my fault that you broke the poor woman’s heart.”

      “I most certainly didn’t break her heart.” Galen was scandalized. “We were kids. I dated her for like four months. We were not compatible. I mean … she irons her blue jeans, for crying out loud.”

      I’d forgotten that part of the story. The fact that I was even privy to the information was a small miracle. “Didn’t she starch them, too?”

      Galen narrowed his eyes. “How do you know that? Wait … I don’t want to know.” He held up his hand, disgusted. “You slept with her, didn’t you? I should’ve seen that coming.”

      Even though it had been years since we’d competed on that level, the comment rankled. “I didn’t sleep with her. Why do you always jump to that conclusion?”

      “Um … because you slept with all my high school girlfriends.”

      “No, I flirted with all your high school girlfriends. I didn’t sleep with any of them … er, well, maybe two of them. That’s different.”

      Galen didn’t look convinced. “Not from where I’m standing. From where I’m standing, you seduced all of them and left me with several broken hearts.”

      That was laying it on a bit thick. “I flirted with a few girlfriends to bug you. I didn’t sleep with anyone while you were dating them. I waited until after. Believe it or not, hurting you was never high on my to-do list.”

      He slid me a sidelong look. “Because of June?”

      “Partially. The fact that she was fond of you bothered me a lot when we were younger. It always drove me crazy that people thought you were so charming.”

      “I am charming.”

      “If that’s what you need to tell yourself.” I kept my face impassive, but inside I was smiling. He had a big ego. I actually liked that about him. I had a big ego, too, which is why it was always entertaining to poke him. Still, he was bitter about the girlfriends he seemed to believe I’d stolen from him when we were young and dumb. He needed to get over it.

      “You and Hadley seem happy,” I offered after a beat.

      He growled. “Don’t try to cause problems. Things are really good right now, and you’re just going to screw things up for her if you try to mess with her head.”

      “I have no intention of messing with her head.”

      “Keep it that way.”

      “I just said I don’t want to mess with her head.” It took everything I had to keep from exploding. “Seriously, dude, you have trust issues. I have no interest in Hadley … other than as a friend. Given how much she talks, sometimes I can barely manage the friendship bit.”

      Instead of being offended on his girlfriend’s behalf, Galen smirked. “I think she’s cute.”

      “You’re sloppy over her,” I shot back. “It’s kind of annoying.”

      “I think it’s awesome.”

      I pursed my lips as we rounded the final corner that led to the lobby. “I’m happy for you. I’m happy for her. You guys seem to fit. That doesn’t mean I want to mess with you and try to take her or anything. It just means that I’m genuinely happy for you.”

      Galen’s expression reflected suspicion, but he nodded. “Thank you. You’re still a putz.”

      “Right back at you.”

      

      HADLEY WAS TALKING TO NICK – a man I was starting to believe should have the word “tool” stamped on his forehead – when we hit the lobby. Galen immediately started lobbing serious stink eye in his direction.

      “What’s his deal?”

      “Other than being annoying, I couldn’t say.” I dropped the items I was carrying on one of the couches that littered the lobby and frowned at the way Galen was puffing out his chest. “You can’t be serious.”

      He slid a dark look in my direction. “What? I didn’t say anything.”

      “You’re practically lifting your leg and marking your territory.”

      Galen was a wolf shifter, so the jab was doubly pointed. “I am not. I was just curious what Nick Dorian was doing here.”

      “He works here.”

      Now legitimate puzzlement wafted over Galen’s features. “I didn’t know that.”

      “I think he’s been here a few years.”

      “I don’t remember ever seeing him.”

      “Do you go through the lobby when you enter? He’s the concierge. He’s always at the front desk.”

      “I usually go straight to the back patio.”

      I nodded in understanding. “Because that’s usually where Mrs. Seaver is.”

      “I stop by to see her as often as I can,” Galen acknowledged. “It hasn’t been as much since … .” He didn’t finish the sentence, instead leaving it hanging.

      “Since Hadley arrived,” I finished for him, amused at his obvious discomfort. “You threw over the woman who helped raise you for a shiny new girlfriend. Admit it.” I knew the elbow was coming long before he threw it and easily sidestepped him. “I’m ashamed of you.”

      “Don’t make me thump you,” he warned, rolling his neck and turning his attention back to Nick. “I guess I didn’t realize he was working here. He’s kind of a schmuck.”

      “Good word. He’s definitely a schmuck.” I snapped my fingers to get the schmuck’s attention, earning a dark look in the process. “Do you know where Jay went?”

      “Did you just snap your fingers at me?” Nick was incredulous. “I’m not a dog. I’m a professional.”

      “A professional schmuck,” Galen muttered under his breath.

      “I’m sorry,” I offered, holding my hands up in contrition. “I didn’t mean to make you cry. I know how you hate it when your mascara runs.”

      Galen snorted as Hadley frowned.

      “Why are you picking on him?” she asked, obviously confused.

      “Yeah, why are you picking on me?” Nick echoed.

      “Oh, geez,” Galen and I muttered at the same time, causing Hadley to narrow her eyes.

      “Jay is the photo shoot director,” I offered. “He asked for some props, and I’ve collected most of them. I thought I would hand them off.”

      Nick offered up a pronounced eye roll. “Aren’t you acting as the liaison between the hotel and this guy?”

      The question was simple, but it felt like a trap. “Perhaps.”

      “Perhaps?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      Nick made a face that was straight out of a bad television show – Real Annoying People of Moonstone Bay – and immediately started shaking his head. “I believe – and Paige, correct me if I’m wrong – but I believe that as the liaison between the hotel and the guests you’re supposed to take the items in question to them … not vice-versa.”

      “Yeah, Booker,” Galen drawled. “Don’t you know anything?”

      I flicked his ear because it was the only thing I could smack without risking a black eye. “Fine. I will take the items in question to Jay. Just tell me where he is.”

      “I don’t know. He didn’t give me his minute-to-minute schedule when last we spoke.”

      It took everything I had not to stroll across the room and slam my fist into his face. There had to be a word worse than “schmuck.” I would think of it before the end of the day. That was item number one on my to-do list.

      “I guess I should find him.” I shifted my eyes to the broad staircase to my right at the sound of female voices. The models were returning … and they weren’t exactly dressed for a day of checkers and card games. “Whoa.”

      The single word was out of my mouth before I could think better of it.

      Galen turned to see what I was looking at and his face went slack at the sight of the four women, three blondes and a brunette. They wore some of the skimpiest bikinis I’d ever seen – in real life or my imagination – and their assets were on full display. One of the women made a beeline for me when she realized I was back in the lobby. Another, one of the blondes, stilled in front of Galen.

      “Well, hello, sailor.” Sex appeal practically oozed from every pore, and I was almost positive Galen had started to sweat. I didn’t blame him.

      “I wondered where you went,” said the girl who’d decided to attach herself to me, adopting a pouty tone that probably earned her free drinks and neck massages from a multitude of poor saps every night when she deigned to go out. “I’ve missed you terribly.”

      “Uh-huh.” That sounded legitimate to me. “Do you even know my name?”

      “I do. It’s Rooker.”

      Galen snorted. “Rooker. That should definitely be your new name.”

      “I agree,” Hadley supplied. “It rhymes with hooker. Oddly enough, that’s the one word that keeps going through my head right now. I have no idea why.”

      Galen cleared his throat and took a purposeful step away from the blonde. “Excuse me. I have to get back to work.”

      “You definitely do,” Hadley snapped.

      Galen slid his eyes to her and offered up a charming grin. “I’ll see you later?”

      “I’m not sure.” Hadley wrinkled her nose as the blonde finally dragged her eyes from Galen and focused on her. “You might have other plans.”

      “I won’t have other plans.” Galen was firm when he nodded his head for the blonde’s benefit. “It was nice to meet you.”

      “Tami,” the girl offered. “My name is Tami, with an ‘I’ … and you’ll be able to find me here the next four days.”

      “That’s lovely.” Galen’s cheeks were still tinged with color when he sidestepped Tami and her impressive rack – seriously, I wasn’t sure how she managed to keep the tiny scraps of material in place – and fixed me with a look. “I have to get back to the office. If something else happens, don’t hesitate to call. Otherwise … you’re on your own.”

      I never wanted to strangle him more. “Thanks for that.”

      He stopped in front of Hadley and offered her a sheepish grin. “You’re not going to give me grief about this, are you? You know I only have eyes for you.”

      Paige made a sound that was halfway between a growl and a groan. It was almost animalistic. Galen was too smart to look in her direction. He clearly recognized it was time to make a clean getaway.

      Hadley looked to be struggling to keep a smile from her face, but ultimately she nodded, her lips quirking. “It’s fine. I’ll see you later.”

      “You definitely will.” He smacked a quick kiss against her lips and then pointed at me without looking away from her face. “Keep her safe and call me if anything else happens.”

      “I’ve got it.” I waved him off and frowned when I realized all four women were standing in an arc around me. “Can I help you, ladies?”

      “I certainly hope so.” Tami practically purred as she ran her finger over my T-shirt. “We were hoping you could escort us to the beach.”

      “You need an escort to the beach?” I’m not going to lie. They were attractive. Okay, they were smoking hot. But I don’t like women who rest on their good looks to snag men and refuse to actually work on having a decent personality.

      Sure, any one of these women would be fun for a night or two. But what about after that? As far as I could tell, they were all extremely vapid. That’s not to say that I believe all beautiful women are vapid. Far from it. However, these particular women were empty vessels. I wasn’t even sure they could find the beach by themselves once they reached the sand.

      “I have to find Jay,” I offered after a beat, a plan forming. “I have some items to deliver to him. As the hotel liaison, it’s my duty.” I tipped an imaginary hat toward Nick and internally snickered when he rolled his eyes. “If you need help finding the beach … well … it really shouldn’t be that difficult. Just head toward the back door and walk through it. The beach is right there.”

      The brunette, who was less stacked than the rest but appeared to have a butt carved from marble, jutted out her lower lip. “But we don’t want to go by ourselves. What if someone is out there and we’re attacked?”

      “Yeah. What if we’re attacked?” Tami echoed.

      I wanted to knock both their heads together to see if I could hear the ocean in their empty heads when I lifted them to my ears. “Well … I don’t know why you would be afraid. This is a safe island.” Except for all the vampires, shifters, crazy witches, half-demons, demented sirens and the occasional wendigo, I silently added. “I guarantee you’ll be perfectly fine.”

      “We would feel safer with you,” the brunette pressed.

      “Oh, geez.” Hadley stomped her foot to get their attention. “If you’re really frightened, I’ll walk out to the beach with you. Booker has things he needs to do.”

      “That’s true.” I mustered a smile that I didn’t remotely feel. “I’m the liaison.” That word meant nothing to me right now, but uttering it was a means of escape. “That means someone else will have to help you.” Something occurred to me. “In fact, I think I know just the person.” I gestured toward Nick. “Have you met our concierge? I’m sure he would love to handle all of your beach needs. In fact … .”

      I didn’t get a chance to finish because a loud scream pierced the air. It wasn’t the sort of scream that could be mistaken for frolicking and people having a good time. No, this was the sort of scream that made millions of dollars when it came to horror movies.

      “What was that?” Hadley asked, snapping her head toward the stairs.

      “Stay here,” I barked at her, leaping past the models and taking the steps two at a time. “You’ll be safe down here.”

      I didn’t bother to look over my shoulder to see if she was following. I took it on faith that she would do the smart thing. That was a mistake.

      When I stopped at the top of the stairs to get my bearings, she slammed into me from behind. She was breathless and wide-eyed. She was also spoiling for a fight.

      “You can’t just leave me down there with those idiots if something is about to go down,” she complained. “We’re a team. We’re like Batman and Robin … or Cagney and Lacey.”

      I glared at her. “Cagney and Lacey?”

      “That’s a thing. My grandmother – the one on my father’s side – used to watch reruns.”

      “Good grief.” I shook my head.

      “Which way do you think it came from?” she asked, peering over my shoulder.

      “Shut up,” I ordered, my temper coming out to play. “I need to listen. I need to … .”

      The door next to us popped open and a woman stumbled out. I recognized the blonde from earlier in the day. Bethany. She was one of the quieter models, which meant I immediately took notice of her.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, catching her before she could stumble over her own feet.

      “It’s Jay,” she blurted out, her eyes wide and full of fear. “He’s in there … and I think he’s dead.”

      “What?”

      “She said she thinks he’s dead,” Hadley offered helpfully, reaching for the door. “We should probably take a look.”

      It occurred to me that I should stop her before she entered the room. This probably wasn’t what Galen had in mind when he told me to keep an eye on his girlfriend. She was slippery, though, and was through the door before I could wrap my head around what was happening.

      “Hadley!” I quickly gave chase.

      This obviously was not my day.
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      Jay was on the floor when I shoved through the door. The room, which I’d never been inside before, looked like some sort of extravagant lounge.

      “That’s Jay,” I said, cocking my head to the side.

      Hadley wasn’t nearly as blasé. “That’s Jay?” She rolled her eyes and dropped to her knees. “I think he’s dead.”

      “That’s what the woman who ran out of the room said. Two votes means it’s likely.”

      “We still have to check.” Hadley waved her hand in front of Jay’s mouth and dropped close enough to press her ear to his heart. After a few seconds, she started shaking her head. “He’s breathing.”

      “He is?” I wasn’t expecting that. I figured with the run of bad luck I’d been dealing with the past several hours he’d probably slipped on a banana peel, hit his head and his family members – if they wanted to claim him at all – would sue Mrs. Seaver for everything she was worth.

      I hunkered down next to Hadley and pressed my fingers to Jay’s pulse point. I felt a steady beat. “He is alive.”

      “What happened?” Nick appeared in the open doorway, his eyes wild. “Is he dead?”

      “I just said he was alive,” I snapped.

      “Well, excuse me for living,” Nick shot back. “I didn’t hear you. Apparently I should be drawn and quartered for missing one of your witty comments.”

      “Who says ‘drawn and quartered’ anymore?” I challenged.

      “Does that really matter?” Hadley’s eyes filled with fire as she pinned me with a dark look. “Something has obviously happened here.”

      “Oh, really? What was your first clue?”

      “The body on the floor,” she answered without hesitation. “What do you think happened to him?”

      “I know as much as you do. I haven’t seen him in about an hour, so something happened between then and now.”

      “So … nothing? You don’t know anything.” She rolled back on her haunches and frowned as she stared under the couch. “Do you think he might’ve been attacked?”

      “Why would you ask that?” I was already digging in my pocket for my phone – there was a chance Galen was still in the parking lot if he’d been distracted by more models – and almost didn’t see what she was gesturing toward. A glint of something shiny pulled my full attention, and when I leveled my eyes on the item I was momentarily confused. “What is that?”

      Hadley glanced around the room and then pointed toward the shelf behind me. “I think it’s the second bookend for that set.”

      I double-checked to see if she was right, and sure enough, the simple silver statues were duplicates. “Well … don’t touch it,” I ordered.

      Her glare was withering. “Did I say I was going to touch it?”

      “No.”

      “Did you see me reach for it?”

      “No.”

      “Then why would you tell me not to touch it like I’m some sort of idiot who doesn’t know police procedure?”

      I didn’t have an answer for her. “Do you want to touch it?” I asked finally.

      Her only response was to roll her eyes and hop to her feet. “You need to call an ambulance … and probably Galen. He might not have left the parking lot yet.”

      “I’m on it.” A phone started ringing at the exact moment I pressed Galen’s contact number and I almost jumped out of my skin as he rushed into the room. “What? Are you psychic now or something?”

      His eyes were busy scanning the room. “Not last time I checked,” he replied, kneeling to check on Jay. “He’s still alive,” he offered after checking his pulse.

      “We figured out that much ourselves,” Hadley snarked. “I don’t know what we would do without the sheriff here to offer his expert advice.”

      “I see you’re still annoyed about the women downstairs,” Galen muttered, gently moving his fingers to the back of Jay’s head. I assumed he was checking for a wound, but for all I knew he could’ve had a head fetish. “That’s not my fault, Hadley. They went after me. I was firm that you and I are in a committed relationship. What else did you want me to do?”

      “Tell them they’re ugly and gross and you already have the perfect woman.”

      Instead of rolling his eyes, which is how I would’ve reacted, he smirked. “I promise to do that next time.”

      I couldn’t take another second of this. “Hey, if you guys are done verbally copulating in front of me – and I can’t tell you how much I’m enjoying it – don’t you think we should call for the paramedics or something?”

      Hadley extended a finger. “You’re holding a phone.”

      “Oh, right.” I looked to Galen for confirmation before dialing. “Hospital is a yes, right?”

      “It is.” He bobbed his head and pulled back his fingers. They were covered in blood.

      “Ick.” Hadley eased away from him. “That’s gross. You didn’t touch his brain or anything, did you?”

      “Not his brain.” Galen was careful when he got up and walked to the sink to wash his hands. “I think he was struck with something.”

      “Yeah. That bookend.” Hadley pointed toward her earlier discovery. “I didn’t touch it.”

      Galen merely nodded and bent over to get a better look.

      “Booker accused me of touching it, but I didn’t,” she added.

      “I didn’t accuse you of touching it,” I shot back. “I simply told you not to touch it.”

      “I remember it differently.”

      Annoyance bubbled hot and bright as I turned back to Galen. “Seriously, dude, how can you deal with her?”

      “I kind of like her attitude,” he replied, gesturing impatiently with his hand. “Call for an ambulance. We have to get him to the hospital right now. He could be bleeding internally … or his brain could be swelling.”

      I punched in three numbers and pressed the phone to my ear. “She really is a distraction.”

      “I kind of like that about her, too,” Galen admitted, winking at Hadley. “She’s fun.”

      “Oh, good grief. I can’t wait until you two are no longer looking at one another with heart-shaped eyes. I mean … seriously. We have a situation here.”

      

      WE DID INDEED HAVE a situation.

      Jay was alive – although dealing with a very serious head injury – and the doctors were unsure when he would regain consciousness. The good news: He was expected to regain consciousness. There was even a good chance he would still be in charge of all his faculties.

      That didn’t help our current predicament.

      “What are we going to do?” Mrs. Seaver dropped her head into her hands. Galen and I saw no choice but to tell her what was going on and ask for guidance. We were willing to take on the heavy lifting, but we were out of our element … and then some.

      Hadley picked that moment to make a spectacle of herself.

      “Hello.” She jutted out her hand and inched forward, a pretty smile that was completely out of place on her face. “My name is Hadley Hunter. Galen and I are dating. He’s mentioned you a few times and I was hoping to meet you under different circumstances, but … well … it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Galen’s shoulders shook with silent laughter as Mrs. Seaver slowly lifted her eyes and focused on Hadley for the first time. “Well, you’re just perfect for him, aren’t you?” She cracked a smile as she shook her head. “You outdid yourself this time, Galen. I think you found yourself a keeper.”

      Galen’s gaze was fond when it drifted back to Hadley. “I think so, too.”

      I cleared my throat to cut off further conversation about the dynamic duo and their gooey bag of messy emotions. “Can we focus on the hotel instead of Galen and Hadley? I know they’re adorable, but we have bigger things to worry about.”

      Mrs. Seaver gave Hadley a small wave. “We’ll have lunch and get to know one another. Don’t worry about this one.” She jerked her thumb in my direction. “As for you, Mr. The World is Falling Apart, I don’t know what to tell you. Apparently the shoot is going to fall through. I don’t see how you can fix that.”

      She seemed resigned.

      “What happens if he can’t perform the shoot?” Galen asked, correctly reading Mrs. Seaver’s mood despite her best efforts to put on a brave face. “You still get your money, right?”

      She shook her head, causing my heart to drop. “No. The payment is contingent on him completing the shoot and having all the items I promised at his disposal.”

      “Son of a … .” I viciously swore under my breath. That was the last thing I wanted to hear.

      “June, how could you make a deal like that?” Galen sounded exasperated. “You should’ve demanded payment up front.”

      “The only reason I secured this contract is because I agreed to his terms. The other hotels wouldn’t. It was too much money to pass up.”

      “Well, that’s just … great.” Galen rubbed his hand over Hadley’s back as he considered the conundrum. “What are we going to do?”

      “There’s nothing you can do,” Mrs. Seaver countered. “It’s hopeless. It’s over … which means I can’t afford this surgery tomorrow and I need to get out of here.” She moved to slide her legs out of the bed, grimacing as she shifted her hip.

      “Stop that,” I commanded, pushing her legs back under the covers. “You need this surgery. You’ll be hobbled otherwise. You can’t go without it.”

      “If it’s going to bankrupt me, I can most definitely go without it. I’ll just … get a wheelchair or something.” She looked horrified at the thought. “I can make that work.”

      Galen opened his mouth to speak but I stopped him by slapping a hand over his gaping maw. I had no idea what he was going to say, but what I had to say was better.

      “There’s nothing wrong with a wheelchair,” I offered, my voice low and gentle. “Absolutely nothing. I’m in awe of people who navigate this world in wheelchairs. We’re not there yet. You don’t have to give up your mobility because of this. We’ll figure out a way.”

      “And how are you going to do that?” Mrs. Seaver’s voice cracked it was so laden with emotion. “How are we going to fix this?”

      That was a good question. I didn’t have an answer. All I could do was look to Galen for help. I was hoping he was ahead of me on this one. Apparently not, though, because all he offered was a palms-out shrug.

      “We need specifics about the contract,” Hadley replied, taking everyone by surprise. She sounded determined … and deadly serious.

      “What do you mean?” Mrs. Seaver knit her eyebrows, confused. “It’s a standard contract.”

      “There’s no such thing as a standard contract.” Hadley was calm. “My father is a lawyer. Can you get me a copy of the contract? If so, I’ll bet we can come up with a loophole.”

      “The contract is back at the hotel, in my room.”

      “Then that’s where we’ll go,” I said, grabbing Mrs. Seaver’s hand and giving it a hearty squeeze. “We’ll figure this out. But you need to stay here. This surgery is important.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You have to,” Galen insisted. “We need you for a little bit longer. You’ve met my girlfriend. She’s out of control. I need your help to rein her in.”

      Hadley rolled her eyes. “Forget that. I want you to teach me how to control these two.” Her eyes sparkled. “I bet you have mad skills.”

      For the first time since we’d entered, Mrs. Seaver relaxed. “It’s not so hard once you know what you’re dealing with. We’ll talk.”

      “Good.”

      “That means you’re staying here, right?” Galen pressed.

      She nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “I want your word on it, Mrs. Seaver,” I prompted. “I’m not leaving this hospital until you promise you’ll stay here and have your surgery. Hadley is right. We’ll find the contract and figure out a way to make sure you get your money. Don’t worry about that.”

      “I guess I don’t have much of a choice.” Her smile was rueful. “Thank you all so much. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      “You’re never going to have to find out,” Galen insisted. “We’ll be with you forever.”

      On that we could always agree.

      

      PAIGE WAS FURIOUS when we returned to the hotel. The look she shot at me was right out of a bad horror movie. Not a real one with blood and guts, mind you. I’m talking about the type you see on Lifetime, the ones with bad acting and screaming psychopaths committing the worst crimes imaginable while never messing up their hair.

      “What’s wrong now?” I asked, bracing myself for a meltdown.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she deadpanned. “Perhaps it has something to do with the fact that you left me with a bunch of morons who are screaming … and crying … and demanding piña coladas to make them feel better about their boss’s death. That’s just a wild guess.”

      “Wow. You’re awesome with the sarcasm,” Hadley offered. “Did you major in that at college?”

      The blistering glare that Paige leveled on Hadley was hot enough that Galen stepped in front of her. I doubted Paige would throw herself over the desk to get to Hadley … but stranger things had happened.

      “Why is she even here?” Paige exploded.

      “Because we need her,” was Galen’s simple reply.

      “I think you mean your little friend needs her.” Paige gestured toward Galen’s groin while making derisive motions with her index finger. “Seriously, that’s another sign she’s an evil witch. If you only think with your penis and not your brain, that means you’re being controlled by a witch.”

      “No, that means I’ve seen her naked,” Galen countered. “In fact … .” He trailed off. The way his body went rigid told me he wasn’t coming up with a particularly nasty insult for Paige. Something else was going on.

      We both turned to the left at the same time, frowning when St. Pierre strode through the door. It was hot, humid and a storm was brewing, yet he still wore a full suit, complete with vest and obnoxious black shoes that couldn’t possibly have been comfortable given how narrow the toe was.

      “Who is that?” Hadley asked, confused.

      I ignored the question. “Do you need something specific, Mr. St. Pierre?” I asked, angling my body so I was partially covering Hadley from his view. I didn’t miss the fact that Galen did the same, and she was essentially dwarfed by both of us.

      “I stopped by to see how things were going,” he offered. “I heard there might be a problem with the photographer.”

      “There’s no problem,” I lied smoothly. I had faith Hadley would find something in the contract to help us. “I don’t know what you heard, but the reports are wrong.”

      “Uh-huh.” He didn’t look convinced, his eyes bouncing off Paige and Nick before returning to me. “I’m glad to hear it.” He let loose an oily smile. “I’ll stop by tomorrow to make sure things are still chugging along. We don’t want this photo shoot – which could be a big boon for the island – to fall apart.”

      “We won’t let that happen,” Galen promised. He looked to be holding his breath until St. Pierre left the lobby again, and then he exhaled in a whoosh. “That guy gives me the creeps.”

      “Who is he?” Hadley asked.

      “He’s with the DDA. He’s a bad guy.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that? I’ve wanted to meet someone from the DDA for like … forever.”

      Galen merely shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay, we need to find the contract, and then I’m taking Hadley home so she can call her father and go through it. That means you’re on your own with the models tonight.”

      That sounded like my worst nightmare. “I’m sure we’ll find something to keep them busy.”

      “Like your penis?” Paige challenged.

      “I was thinking of piña coladas. We’ll send them over to Lilac’s bar. They’ll be the hit of the evening … and she’ll know how to keep them under control.”

      “If you say so.” Paige rolled her eyes until she was staring at the ceiling. “I still think I should’ve been left in charge.”

      “Yeah, well, get over it.” This was quite possibly the longest day I’d ever lived through. It was dragging on … and on … and on. “We need to find a loophole in that contract and save this shoot for Mrs. Seaver.”

      Galen clapped me on the shoulder. “That’s exactly what we’re going to do. Don’t give up hope. We’ll figure it out.”

      I hoped that was true.
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      Hadley and Galen were at the hotel early. I slept in one of the extra rooms because it made sense to be on the premises should something happen. I regretted that decision around 2 a.m. when the models returned and decided to get rowdy. It took the entire staff to put them to bed. Thankfully Nick and Paige weren’t on duty to witness the ordeal.

      “You look crabby,” Hadley noted as she sipped coffee and eyed me over the brim of her mug. We’d decided to share breakfast in the dining room so we could go over the details of the contract. “Did you have a rough night?”

      “Please.” Galen rolled his eyes. “He had a bunch of models demanding his attention. How rough could that be? If that’s rough, sign me up.”

      Hadley slid a pair of slitted blue eyes at her boyfriend. “Oh, really?”

      “I meant for him,” Galen offered hurriedly. “I wasn’t talking about for me. That sounds horrible because I already have perfection. He’s still searching, and those women probably have a lot to offer … deep down.”

      Hadley’s expression didn’t change and I couldn’t stop myself from laughing.

      “Smooth,” I supplied, shaking my head as I sipped my coffee. The caffeine was welcome. “As for the models having a lot to offer, I think you’d be surprised. Just last night I got offered group sex, the opportunity to hold back hair while one of them threw up, and a lot of groping hands.”

      Hadley’s frown only deepened. “They groped you? That’s horrible. You should press charges.”

      Galen and I snorted in unison.

      “It’s not funny,” Hadley pressed. “How would you feel if some guy groped me?”

      Galen’s smile fled. “That’s different.”

      “How so?”

      “Because I said so. If someone gropes you, I want to know about it.” He flicked his eyes to me. “And then we’ll probably need a night excursion to hide a body.”

      “Duly noted.” I couldn’t help smiling at Hadley’s annoyance. “It’s different for men and women. In theory, I get why we should be equally offended. The thing is, most guys spend their entire formative teenage years desperately trying to get someone else to grope them so it’s hard to shake that mind frame.”

      “Whatever.” Hadley’s expression was full of outright annoyance. “Men are weird. You’re both kind of disgusting. I think I need to start spending more time with women.”

      “That’s also a specific mind frame that men enjoy,” Galen added.

      “You’re so sick.” Hadley turned her attention to breakfast and enthusiastically dug into her omelet. “I can’t believe I put up with you guys being so gross.”

      “I can’t believe it either,” Galen teased, poking her side. “You bear it all so stoically, too. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “If you don’t knock that off, I’m going to throw up,” I complained, grabbing a slice of toast and tearing into it. They seemed amused as I methodically chewed, to the point I could practically hear them giggling to one another telepathically. “Can we talk about something serious?” I barked. “Mrs. Seaver is in real trouble. I mean … real trouble. She could lose the hotel. We need to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “Calm down, Esmerelda,” Galen countered. “We’ve figured out a way to fix things.”

      “You have?” That was a relief. “Why didn’t you lead with that?”

      “Because it’s more fun to drive you crazy,” he replied without hesitation. “We have to get our jollies somewhere.”

      “And I’m done talking to you.” I pasted what I hoped was a friendly smile on my face and focused on Hadley. “What did you find?”

      “I sent a copy of the contract to my father.” Hadley took a break to drink her tomato juice, which only served to amp me up more. “He found a loophole right away. He really came through for us.”

      Galen remained silent, which I found interesting. Hadley had obviously added the last part for his benefit, because I didn’t care either way.

      “Not that I don’t want to know what’s going on between Galen and your father, Hadley, but let’s focus on Mrs. Seaver first and then we’ll tackle whatever thorny psychological issues you guys are dealing with,” I suggested. “How does that sound?”

      “Like a good idea,” Galen automatically answered. “And, for the record, I don’t have any issues with Hadley’s father. I’m sure he’s a lovely man.”

      “He is,” Hadley reassured me.

      “A lovely man who wouldn’t let her grandparents see her and kept her away from this island for the entirety of her life,” he added.

      “Ugh.” Hadley smacked her hand against her forehead. “I knew you would bring that up.”

      I snapped my fingers between their faces to get their attention. “Listen, I get that you guys have little games you like to play. I’m guessing you play a lot of them over breakfast. That’s all well and good. You can be as kinky and weird as you want to be on your own time, but this is about Mrs. Seaver.”

      Hadley looked as if she was about to say something snotty, but then reconsidered. It was obvious it took her a lot of effort.

      “Of course,” she said after a beat. “Let’s focus on what Booker wants.”

      “That’s not what I said,” I protested.

      “It’s too late.” Galen looked unusually happy. “You’re in big trouble now. You’ll have to suck it up.”

      “Well, great.” I glared at my plate. “Lay it on me.”

      “I’ll lay it on you later,” she replied sweetly. “For now, suffice it to say that we’re fine as long as we find a professional photographer to complete the shoot. The contract doesn’t say anything about Jay having to be the one to take the photographs. It only stipulates a professional photographer.”

      She looked pleased with herself – and I was thankful for the loophole – but I still didn’t understand. “Where are we going to find a professional photographer to take his place on such short notice? And how do we even know what shots are supposed to be taken?”

      “We’ve got that covered,” Galen replied. “Jay had a notebook with him when he was knocked out. Oh, and he was knocked out. He was struck from behind with that bookend. We’re trying to get prints off it.

      “I took the notebook into evidence,” he continued. “We know all the shots he was going to take, and with which models. The shots are the easy part.”

      “Okay.” I was willing to play along. “Who do we know that’s a professional photographer?”

      “Well, that was a little trickier,” Galen hedged. “I only know one. Hadley called him last night before we went to bed, and he agreed to help. He should be here shortly.”

      I was baffled. “Who?”

      “Um … you’re not going to like it.”

      

      SHE WAS NUTS.

      There was no other way to look at it. Hadley’s grand plan to save Mrs. Seaver’s hotel revolved around a mortician.

      “Jareth Kern?” I was incredulous when he appeared in the lobby, wearing one of his patented black suits, the ones that scream “I work with dead people” rather than “I’m a suave business professional.” Even when Galen implored me to hear her out, I was beside myself. “This is the worst idea in the history of ideas.”

      “I’m happy to see you, too, Booker,” Jareth drawled, his odd eyes dancing with amusement. The dude is nice enough, but he gives me the creeps ... and not just because he works with the dead.

      “He’s our only shot,” Hadley persisted. “We need a professional photographer. He fits the bill. He’s even a member of several professional groups in case Jay tries to cry foul when he wakes up.”

      “He’s still out, by the way,” Galen added. “The doctors say it’s only a matter of time until he comes to. But even then he won’t be able to go straight back to work. He’ll be there at least two days.”

      “Well, that’s lovely.” Really, what else was I supposed to say? “Far be it from me to question the almighty think tank that came up with this plan, but have you considered the other problem?”

      “We have a list of shots,” Galen reminded me. “We know exactly what he wants. Jareth will make sure to take a lot of them so there are options.”

      “Not that problem.” I was seething internally. “I’m talking about the other problem.”

      “And what problem would that be?” Hadley asked innocently.

      “I believe he’s talking about the fact that Jareth is a vampire,” Paige offered from behind the desk. She’d been watching the show with nothing short of glee. “It’s a bathing suit shoot. He can’t be out in the sun.”

      “On the contrary, we’ve already discussed that,” Jareth argued. “As long as I have one of those big umbrellas from the back patio — actually, two would be better — I’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll be here to help,” Galen added. “You and I can move the umbrellas when it’s necessary. We’ll just be extra careful.”

      “That would be good.” Jareth’s smile was indulgent.

      Umbrellas? That sounded complicated. “I don’t want to be the naysayer here. I really don’t.”

      “But you will,” Hadley grumbled.

      “I’m the practical sort,” I corrected. “What happens if there’s an accident and he goes up in flames in front of the models? I don’t know about anyone else, but I get the feeling that they aren’t aware that a separate world exists from the one they live in.”

      “I don’t think they know about paranormals either,” Paige agreed.

      I shot her a look of gratitude and then caught myself. How did I end up on the same side as Paige? That was horrifying to think about. Still, I doubled down. “See. She sees the problem.”

      “I know no one has asked for my opinion,” Nick offered from his spot behind the concierge’s desk. “But I think it sounds like a fabulous idea. I’ve always wanted to traumatize a group of women to the point they become catatonic. I think this is my best shot.”

      “You would want something like that,” Hadley shot back, her eyes dark. “That’s what happens when you’re a douche nozzle. Oh, yeah, I said it. You’re a douche nozzle. What do you think of that?”

      I had to swallow an ill-timed chuckle. “Let’s focus on the problem at hand,” I suggested.

      Nick ignored me. “You know what? You are an evil witch. I’m on Paige’s side — although that’s something I never thought I would say — and someone needs to track down an ax. It’s time for a beheading.”

      “Stop saying things like that,” Galen warned, jabbing a finger in Nick’s direction so the man would know he meant business. “No one is beheading my girlfriend.”

      “I think you’re missing the bigger picture, Galen.” Paige sounded as if she had more patience than the average person and she was willing to bestow it upon Galen if it meant he would see her side of things. “You only think you would miss her if we cut her head off. As soon as she dies, the spell will be eradicated. You’ll probably be happier.”

      “That did it.” Hadley made a move that suggested she was about to hurl herself over the desk. Galen caught her before she could make the leap.

      “Save it for later, killer,” he suggested, smiling. He obviously thought the situation was funny ... which made one of us. “If you want to jump on someone, make it me ... and make it later.”

      “Ugh. Seriously. You two are just too much sometimes,” I said.

      “Word,” Paige agreed, causing me to roll my eyes.

      “I’ve had it with side discussions,” I announced, opting to take the ridiculous conversation by the horns. “We’re here because of Mrs. Seaver. I think we all agree that we want to help her, make sure this opportunity doesn’t fall through the cracks. Does anyone disagree?”

      Galen, Hadley and Paige solemnly shook their heads. When I turned toward Nick, I found he was merely staring at me with an empty expression.

      “Are you saying you want her to lose the hotel?” I was spoiling for a fight and Nick made an enticing target. Galen and I were fairly well matched and I didn’t want to end up in the hospital. There was every chance Hadley could actually beat me, although I would never go after a woman. Nick, however, was begging for a smackdown.

      “Of course not.” Nick looked upset that I would even ask the question. “What a ridiculous thing to say. I love June. Who doesn’t? She has the best stories. I love the ones about Captain Seaver the best, but even the ones after his time are fascinating.

      “For example, did you know that her father actually moved the hotel when she was a child?” he continued, babbling on about a subject that absolutely no one cared about. “The foundation of the current hotel and the previous hotel are slightly off. There’s a secret room somewhere on the premises, but she seems to have forgotten where it is. She says there’s an access door through one of the rooms – her father showed her, but can’t remember which one.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What does that have to do with anything? I mean ... how does that help us with the shoot today?”

      “I didn’t say it helped us. I just said that I was fond of her. I absolutely love her stories more than anything. I’ve always been fascinated with pirates.”

      Galen stirred. “That’s right. Didn’t you dress up like a pirate and recite poetry at one of the festivals a few years ago?”

      Nick shot Galen a frustrated look. “Not poetry. They were odes to Captain Seaver. They were written by island writers through the centuries.”

      “Is an ode different from a poem?” Galen looked to Hadley.

      “Why are you asking me?” she complained. “Do I look like I read poetry?”

      Nick’s cheeks flushed. “They were odes. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with poetry. It’s the most beautiful of the written forms.”

      “Yes, I love poetry,” I drawled. “This is one of my favorites. Roses are red. Violets are blue. Can you guess who I’m going to kill? Oh, hey, it’s you.”

      Hadley’s mouth dropped open as Galen’s shoulders shook with silent laughter.

      “Focus!” I demanded, shaking my fist. “Do you really think we’ll be able to make this work with Jareth? I mean ... it’s dangerous. He could catch fire in the middle of the day.”

      “Would you die if you caught fire?” Hadley asked. She looked legitimately curious.

      Jareth shrugged, seemingly unbothered. “Probably not,” he replied. “It’s unlikely. I’m quite old, which means I’m practically indestructible. There’s only one true way to kill me.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Beheading,” Paige supplied. She shrank back when four sets of eyes landed on her. “What? I’ve done a lot of research on how to kill horrible monsters. Sue me. I won’t be one of those cautionary tales where people say, ‘It’s too bad she didn’t recognize the monster in front of her.’ I’ll behead first and ask questions later.”

      “Keep her away from me,” Hadley instructed, increasing the distance between her and Paige. “I’m serious.”

      “We’re not going to let her hurt you,” Galen reassured her. “I promise you that she’s all talk.”

      “That’s not how I remember it.” Paige’s smile was smug. “In fact, if I remember things correctly, I was all action that time we took the walk under the stars on the beach. I never did get those panties back.”

      Galen worked his jaw as Hadley stared holes into the side of his face. “We need to focus on June,” he announced, much to my relief.

      “Finally.” I rubbed my forehead. “Are you guys absolutely sure this is our only shot of keeping this deal intact?”

      Hadley solemnly nodded. “It is. Jareth is the only professional photographer we know. We have to do it this way. I don’t see another path.”

      “Then we’ll do it this way.” I saw no way around it. “I put the props back in the storeroom last night before the models showed up drunk. I’ll get them and we’ll head outside to scout the beach. We’ll do our best to keep you covered, Jareth.”

      “We should probably take a fire extinguisher with us,” Galen added. “You know ... just to be on the safe side.”

      “That’s probably a good idea,” I acquiesced. “We’ll gather the supplies, Jareth. For now, just sit tight inside. We’ll tell you when we have everything set up.”

      “That sounds fine.” Jareth maneuvered toward one of the chairs and sat, patting the armrest enticingly for Hadley to join him. “That will give Ms. Hunter and me a chance to get to know one another better. I’ve been looking forward to that for weeks now.”

      Hadley didn’t miss a beat. “Awesome. But if Paige comes after us with an ax I’m using you as a human shield. You’ve officially been warned.”

      He chuckled. “You are an absolute delight. I’ve got you covered. She won’t get near us.”

      Paige looked as if she wanted to test that theory, but she wisely kept her mouth shut.

      Galen didn’t speak again until we were in the hallway heading toward the storeroom. “Is it just me or is Paige off her rocker? We might want to get her on some meds or something. I think she might be a legitimate threat.”

      “We’ll talk about that later,” I countered. “Jareth has Hadley covered. There’s no way Paige can move on him without him sensing it. They’ll be fine.”

      “I guess. She’s just ... crazy.”

      I paused with my hand on the door. “Did you really get her naked on the beach and steal her panties?”

      “I didn’t steal her panties. They just ... disappeared.”

      “If that’s your story.” I was amused ... until I opened the door and found the storeroom had been ransacked again. I viciously swore under my breath. “You have got to be kidding me! Again? What is it with the security at this place? This cannot be normal.”
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      Galen tried to talk me down from the precipitous ledge I was dancing on, but he gave up after two minutes of effort and instead focused on the storeroom.

      “I don’t understand,” he muttered – probably more to himself than me – as he prowled the room and lifted his nose to the air. He was obviously trying to ascertain if he could identify a scent. “At least ten people have been in this room since we put it together yesterday.”

      I fixed him with the most obnoxious look in my repertoire. “Oh, really? I never would’ve guessed that people would go into the storage room at a hotel. I mean … what are the odds that they would need any of this stuff? Oh, wait … I’m thinking the odds are fairly solid.”

      His glare was pointed. “Don’t take out your frustrations on me.”

      “Who should I take them out on?”

      “May I suggest Paige or Nick? They’re both jerks of the highest order. I think they could both use a dose of your sarcasm.”

      “Don’t think I haven’t considered it. The thing is, I’m afraid they’ll quit.” And that was the truth in a nutshell. “I’m afraid they’ll walk out the door and leave me with even more work I don’t know how to complete. Then what will Mrs. Seaver do when her surgery is over and she can’t get around?”

      Galen’s expression softened. “I’m sorry. I hadn’t considered that. It’s a possibility.”

      We lapsed into silence a moment and studied the items on the storeroom floor.

      “It still might be worth it,” I said finally. “I’m sure there are enough people on the island who love June to fill in for a few weeks until new people can be hired.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder in a show of support. “Now you’re thinking.”

      I sighed. “I forgot to ask June about the storeroom when we were there last night. I’m wondering if this is an everyday occurrence.”

      “We had other things on our minds,” Galen reminded me. “We had a photographer down and no idea what happened to him.”

      “Yeah. That’s been bothering me, too. Who hit him? He was obviously struck with that bookend. We didn’t really ask around to see if anyone had any insight into what happened.”

      “No, we fell down on that.”

      “You fell down on that,” I stressed. “I’m not the sheriff. It’s not my job.”

      “You’re running the hotel. That means you’re head of security.”

      “I disagree.”

      “Well, that’s the simple truth.” He crossed his arms over his chest and frowned. “I’ll be on the beach with you guys for most of the afternoon. I’ll start questioning the models there. You’re right about him being attacked. I really should try to figure out who did it instead of worrying about June and her money problems.”

      “Not instead of. Just … as well as.”

      He smirked. “Thank you for the grammar lesson. What do you want to do about this storeroom?”

      “Just grab the stuff we need for now. We’ll worry about cleaning it later. The photo shoot is the most important thing.”

      “That and the criminal investigation.”

      “Oh, now you’re just saying that because you want to act as if you’re a diligent guy doing his job. It’s too late for that, pal.”

      “You’re so surly.” He bent over to start collecting items. “Let’s get this stuff outside. Then we need to get the umbrellas positioned so we can get Jareth outside and working. Judging by the list of necessary shots, we’re going to be out there most of the day.”

      “And we haven’t even seen the models yet.” My mind went to a dark place. “They’re probably all hungover and will be ridiculously demanding.” When Galen didn’t immediately respond, I turned and found him staring at me. “What?”

      “Nothing.” He shrugged and clutched a beach ball close to his chest. “In my head that went to a sexy place. The demanding thing. Even I don’t get turned on by hangovers.”

      “I bet you would if Hadley had one.”

      “She’s the exception to the rule.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. You can let your imagination wander to that when you’re on your own later. For now, we need to make sure this happens … and well.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do.” He was matter-of-fact. “June will be okay. No matter what, I won’t let her lose this place.”

      “How will you stop it?” I was genuinely curious. “You saw St. Pierre. He’s sniffing around the hotel for a reason. He seems to think he’s going to take it from her.”

      “Yeah. That’s bothering me a lot … and I can’t put my finger on why. There’s something off about him.”

      “You’re just figuring this out? I knew the day I met him he was crazy and I’m pretty sure I was three at the time.”

      “You were obviously gifted. I didn’t realize until I was in middle school and caught him terrifying the principal.”

      “Bernadette Smulders?” I screwed up my face. “Why would he terrorize her?”

      “I have no idea. But I’ve never trusted him, and I’m not about to start now.”

      “I’m right there with you, buddy. We’ll worry about him when the time comes..”

      

      IT TOOK US FORTY-FIVE minutes to set up an area outside appropriate to Jareth’s safety needs. By the time we returned to the lobby, the models were up and hovering around their new photographer. They barely glanced in our direction when we entered the room, they were so enamored with him.

      “I see introductions have already been made,” I noted, searching through the school of giggly girls – all of whom were jiggling their bottoms as if auditioning for an episode of Baywatch – and coming up short when I tried to find Hadley. “Where is my assistant?”

      Galen craned his neck and shook his head. “I don’t see her.” He pushed his way through the women to make sure that Hadley wasn’t somehow hiding among them, earning a few dirty looks for his efforts. It appeared he was no longer the darling of the modeling world. “Where is Hadley?” he demanded of Jareth.

      “She said she was going to find you,” the vampire replied, chuckling gaily as one of the models said something inane that was clearly meant to entertain him. “That’s quite the story, Cherry. You might’ve missed your calling. Perhaps you should’ve been a comedienne. You have the delivery chops for it. Timing is a real quality in comedy and you have it in spades.”

      The blonde in question straightened her shoulders and pressed her hand to the spot above her heart. “Do you really think so?”

      “I know so.”

      That was the biggest load of crap I’d ever heard. I’d seen all of these women in action a time or two and none of them were intentionally funny. I’d laughed at a few things they’d said, of course, but that’s because I was laughing at them, not with them.

      “Where is Hadley?” Galen repeated. No one could mistake the edge in his voice for anything other than irritation. Even the bubbling models finally took notice.

      “Is that the chick with the dark hair?” Tami asked, seemingly put out that she had to even address the situation. “She was talking to that guy who sits at the desk over there and glares at us all the time. I don’t know where they went.”

      I frowned as I followed her finger. Sure enough, Nick’s desk was empty. “Did they say where they were going?”

      “They said they were going to find you,” Jareth answered, his attention completely on us now rather than his gaggle of new girlfriends. “Is something wrong?”

      “It’s probably nothing,” I automatically answered.

      “I’m going to find her,” Galen announced, turning on his heel and stalking toward the hallway.

      “I’m going with him,” I muttered. “Apparently he doesn’t think it’s nothing.”

      “That’s fine.” Jareth was unflappable under the most trying of circumstances. He obviously wasn’t bothered by the attention the models were heaping on him. “Is the outdoor area set?”

      “It is,” I confirmed. “We put you in a spot where you have quite a bit of room to move around and still stay in the shade. We can move you out there as soon as we find Hadley.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I can find the area myself.”

      That didn’t sound safe. “What about the umbrellas you need to walk under while we’re heading out?”

      “I’ve already told the girls about my particular ailment,” he replied. “They’re very sensitive to my plight and I’m sure they’ll happily hold umbrellas so I can get to the spot you’ve set up for us. I think it’s best I get to the photos as quickly as possible. We have quite the list to get through.”

      We did. That didn’t mean I wanted to leave an ancient vampire with a bunch of young twenty-somethings who wouldn’t know how to help him should he burst into flames. “Just … wait.”

      “I’ll be fine.” He sounded sure of himself. “We need to get this handled. I’ve known June for a long time and I’m fond of her, too.”

      ”Okay. If you need something, you can get me on my phone. As soon as Galen and I find Hadley, we’ll be out there.”

      “I have the shoot list. We’ll be fine.”

      

      IT TOOK ME TEN MINUTES TO track down Galen. He could move when he was motivated, and apparently his agitation was motivating him to lengths I hadn’t seen since the last time we’d played beach volleyball against one another.

      “You can’t find her?” I asked when I caught up, doing my best to pretend I wasn’t out of breath.

      “If I’d found her, do you think I’d still be running all over this place looking for her?”

      “Rowr.” I made a sound like a hissing cat. “Someone is crabby today. I thought your life was all candy and flowers now that you have Hadley.”

      “Oh, don’t make it sound gross,” he complained, stalking toward the end of the hallway and throwing open the exit door to peer outside. “I know you’re trying to needle me – that’s what you do best – but it bothers me when you put her down like that.”

      I balked. “I wasn’t putting her down. I was putting you down. You’ve turned into a big wuss since she came to the island.”

      He was momentarily taken aback. “Oh. Well, that’s okay. You can put me down. Carry on.”

      It was strange, but when I had an open invitation to bother him it was nowhere near as much fun. “I would rather find Hadley. Jareth went out with the models. He said he could handle things himself. Told them he has some skin problem that doesn’t allow him to be in direct sunlight.”

      Galen cocked his head, considering. “That’s not necessarily a bad thing.”

      “Yes. What happens if he starts burning in front of them?”

      “There’s a fire extinguisher out there and some of the props are beach buckets. The models can fill them with ocean water and dump them on him. Saltwater is supposed to have healing properties.”

      That was the most ludicrous thing I’d heard all day … and yet I kind of wanted to see it happen. Hey, I have a curious mind. He won’t die or anything as long as they get to him fast enough.

      “Let’s just find Hadley,” I suggested, turning back to the problem at hand. “Where do you think she went?”

      “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be chasing her, would I?”

      “Geez, Louise. You’re like zero fun now. When did this happen?”

      “I just … don’t like it,” he admitted. “There’s too much going on here. There are dippy models throwing themselves at a mortician. There’s a woman I used to date threatening to behead my girlfriend. I checked, by the way, and she hasn’t left her post.

      “Then there’s the jerkiest concierge ever, and he’s apparently off somewhere with my girlfriend,” he continued. “That’s on top of June falling and hurting herself … and someone else bashing in the photo shoot director’s head with a bookend.”

      “You forgot whoever is breaking into the storeroom and ransacking it,” I added helpfully. “When you put it all together like that, you’re right. It’s too much to be a coincidence.”

      Galen stilled. “You think everything is connected, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know about everything, but I would wager that a lot of this stuff is connected. Like … maybe the photographer wasn’t smacked over the head because he had something to do with the storeroom being ransacked. Maybe he sexually harassed one of the girls and they did it to him. But the rest … it’s starting to feel as if we’re cursed.”

      Galen let loose a heavy sigh. “I thought you would think I was crazy if I brought that up.”

      “I don’t tend to believe in coincidences,” I reminded him. “I’m a cupid. In my world, things happen for a reason. Usually we make things happen to certain people. This isn’t the same thing, but it’s starting to feel as if there’s a design to the madness.”

      “Right.” He tapped his foot. “Right. What’s the design? You said June tripped and fell. You don’t think someone purposely managed to make that happen, do you?”

      I gave the question serious thought. “I don’t see how,” I said finally. “She just seemed to go down out of nowhere. I think that is the sort of thing that happens when people reach a certain age.”

      Galen grimaced. “I don’t like thinking of her as old.”

      “She’s not old. She’s just older. She’ll live to be older still. We simply have to take better care of her. She has no family, so that falls on us.”

      “Wrong. She has family. It’s us.”

      “Does that make you my brother?” He cuffed the back of my head and frowned. “We need to find Hadley. It’s not like her to take off when trouble is afoot.”

      Okay. Now that was the most ludicrous thing I’d heard all day. “Since she’s been here she’s found trouble at least six times that I can think of. I’m sure if I put my mind to it I could come up with a few more.”

      “She’s an angel.”

      “And you’re pathetic with love.”

      His cheeks flushed red — and not from anger — at the words. “I … you … .”

      “Oh, geez. You do love her.” It wasn’t exactly news. It felt fast in some ways, but not in others. “Have you told her?”

      “Of course not. It’s too soon.”

      “Good boy.”

      “That doesn’t mean we don’t have to find her. I hear the ticking of a clock in the back of my head. I think that means we need to find her as soon as possible.”

      I was understandably puzzled. “Do you really hear a clock or is that a metaphor?”

      “It’s a metaphor … and yet I feel it here.” He tapped the spot above his heart. “It’s a sound I can’t ignore, which means something bad is going to happen. Something feels off.”

      I’d learned to trust his gut a long time ago. “Then let’s do it. Where do you want to go?”

      “I … .” This time when he trailed off something lit in the depths of his eyes. He had an idea. “Wasn’t Nick going on and on about a secret basement room earlier?”

      “I heard him say something about the foundation of the first building not lining up with the construction of the second. I knew there was a fire at some point that forced renovations, but it was long ago.”

      “Yeah, but Nick said that he loved June’s stories. How much do you want to bet he was talking about the pirate stories?”

      I started catching on to what he was saying. “He did dress like a pirate and recite poetry.”

      “Those were odes,” Galen shot back in perfect mockery of Nick’s voice. Then he sobered. “Maybe Nick is obsessed with Captain Seaver’s missing booty.”

      “Oh, I can’t believe you said that when I don’t have time to mock you,” I complained. “I think you might be right, though. He could be responsible for ransacking the storeroom because he’s looking for an entrance to that secret part of the basement he mentioned. That doesn’t explain why he would take Hadley with him.”

      “Doesn’t it? Hadley is a powerful witch. Paige has been drilling that into his head. He might think she can find that door for him. Then he can claim the treasure and make a run for it.”

      “But Hadley left willingly with him,” I pointed out. “She wouldn’t have done that if he was threatening her.”

      “So maybe he convinced her to leave some other way.”

      Realization dawned on Galen’s face. “Maybe he said he was taking her to us because we needed help or something.”

      “She would come running if she thought we needed her.”

      “So we have to find where he took her. It has to be the property, which isn’t all that large. The only problem is, I have no idea where to look.”

      I was right there with him. I was officially out of ideas.
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      We started outside. If there was a sub-basement, the odds of finding it were incrementally better we’d find a trace of it from outside.

      “It can’t be that way,” Galen said, pointing toward the restaurant that shared the hotel’s parking lot. “There’s no way there’s a hidden trapdoor or anything. It would be paved over.”

      “No.” I ran my hands over the exterior wall and frowned. “It has to be somewhere.”

      We started walking. As much as he probably wanted to run, Galen kept his pace slow. We would miss something if we went too fast.

      When we reached the back of the building, the area that looked out on the beach, we took a moment to watch the photo shoot. Jareth apparently had things well in hand. He stood in the shade of the umbrellas, directing the women to roll around in the sand with the shark inflatable.

      “I kind of want to take that inflatable home tonight,” Galen offered out of nowhere, causing me to hike an eyebrow.

      “Is that because Hadley is obsessed with meeting a shark shifter?”

      He shrugged, noncommittal. “It just looks fun.”

      “You can have it as soon as the shoot is finished. Think of it as my gift to you.”

      “You don’t want it?”

      “All I want is a shot – or eight – of bourbon and a good night’s sleep.”

      “Yeah. That would be nice.”

      We resumed our search, covering all four sides. Then we returned to the patio because it was the only place we hadn’t checked.

      “I don’t like this,” Galen muttered as we felt around the walls. “We have to find Hadley right now.”

      I knew rolling my eyes wouldn’t help, but I couldn’t stop myself. “What do you think we’re trying to do here? It’s not social hour.” I recognized that snapping at him wouldn’t make things better, but I was starting to worry, too. Hadley’s habit of finding trouble was worthy of the occasional panic attack. Er, well, if you’re prone to those sorts of things.

      Once the patio was clear, we stomped through the door and found ourselves back at the storeroom. On a whim, I pushed open the door. It was empty.

      “She’s not in there,” Galen snapped. “We’ve already been in there.”

      “Do you have a better idea? Seriously, either float an idea that leads us to your girlfriend or stop your bellyaching.”

      “I’m not bellyaching. I’m … .” He trailed off, his eyes moving to the ceiling.

      I followed his gaze, frowning. “I don’t think she’s in the ceiling tiles.”

      “No, but what’s right above this room?”

      “I’m not sure.” I walked through the open door again and lifted my eyes, frowning when I realized what I was looking at. “The lounge where Jay was attacked.”

      “Right. So, maybe there’s something in that lounge that we didn’t notice because we were too busy staring at Jay.”

      I hadn’t considered that. I strode toward the stairs. “I guess it’s worth a shot.” I took the steps two at a time. I didn’t have to look over my shoulder to know that Galen was following.

      I used the keys in my pocket to open the lounge, which had been shut off after we’d found Jay, and pulled up short when an odd odor struck me. “What is that?”

      Galen growled as he started sniffing. “It’s … musty. Hadley has been in here, though.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      He shot me an incredulous glare. “I think I know what my girlfriend smells like.”

      “Sarcasm and butterflies?”

      “Coconuts and limes. I smell her body spray. She put it on before we left the lighthouse this morning. She’s been in here.”

      There was no reason to question his instincts. He was a shifter. Heightened smell was one of his abilities. If he believed she’d been in the room, I had no choice but to agree. “Okay, so where did they go?”

      The lounge was more of a hospitality suite. It looked to be a small office, complete with a conference table and ten chairs. There was nothing out of the ordinary about the room.

      “This way,” Galen barked, drawing my attention back to the main room.

      When I slid into the spot where we’d found Jay, I discovered that Galen was somewhere else. It didn’t take me long to find him. He was in a breezeway of sorts with wicker furniture and a ceiling fan. At the end of the rectangular room, someone had punched a large hole through the plaster and lathe.

      “Son of a … .” In my head, the only thing I could think is that I would need to fix the hole. It would be a labor-intensive job for a hole this big. It would take a whole afternoon. Then, when you added the mudding and sanding that would be required, ugh. Just … ugh. Then I remembered Hadley.

      “Do you think she’s in there?” I asked.

      Galen’s head was already poking through the opening.

      “Man. I guess we know where the smell came from,” I groused, waving my hand in front of my face. “I think whatever is back there has been closed up for some time.”

      “Years,” Galen agreed, his eyes somber when they locked with mine. “I also smell coconuts. She’s down there.”

      That wasn’t all that surprising. “I’m sure Nick is with her. Do you want to call for backup?”

      He looked insulted by the suggestion. “Are you saying that you and I can’t take Nick?”

      “Forget what I said earlier. Let’s kill him.”

      Galen managed a strangled laugh and then turned serious. “We’re going in quiet. Hadley’s safety is our biggest concern.

      

      He took the lead because that was his way. She was his girlfriend, after all, so he had dibs on making Nick cry like a Real Housewife forced to forego cocktail hour. We’d been in a fight or two before – and not just against one another, but also as allies – and we knew how to be quiet.

      There was very little light, but Galen apparently didn’t need it. I was a little more careful as I descended the ancient stairs. It seemed to me that we’d been walking forever and then it occurred to me that we were descending so far because we really were going into a basement. The stairwell bypassed the first floor – which meant it was probably located between two rooms – and we entered a chamber no one had seen for decades.

      

      I had a million questions but I buried them until later. Hadley was more important than anything we might find down here … and that included pirate treasure. Wow. There’s a thought I never believed I’d have. I’m talking about the pirate treasure, not Hadley. I’m genuinely fond of her, even if she can’t turn off her mouth.

      A dim light beckoned from the bottom, and we were careful as we continued to the end of the stairs. Once there, we found a lantern in the middle of the floor, its light flickering but illuminating nothing around it. Other than the lantern, the room was empty.

      “What do you think that means?” I whispered. “Are we supposed to take it?”

      “Do you want to take a lantern that was left by the guy who kidnapped my girlfriend?” Galen shot back. “It will probably blow up … or sound an alarm or something. I’m not touching it. Now … shh.”

      We moved toward the next room, both halting when the sound of Hadley’s voice wafted through the stale air.

      “I don’t know what you want me to do,” she whined, though I welcomed the sound of her voice. At least she was okay. “There’s nothing down here. You can see that for yourself.”

      “I can see that,” Nick agreed. “You can see beyond that, though. I know. You’re a witch. You can see things others can’t. I want you to find the treasure.”

      “I don’t think there’s any treasure down here.” Hadley sounded practical more than terrified. “Besides, I don’t really want to help you. I think you’re a dink.”

      “Now you listen here … .” Whatever Nick was going to say died on his lips as Galen stormed into the room. He was so fast I had to scramble to keep up with him.

      What I found waiting for us was something straight out of a Scooby-Doo cartoon … and not in a good way. The room was tiny, probably five feet by five feet, and Hadley and Nick stood in the center with another lantern, glaring at each other.

      “Don’t touch her,” Galen seethed as he moved to pull Hadley away from Nick. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Instead of being grateful that we’d arrived to rescue her, Hadley was annoyed. “Don’t kill him,” she admonished. “He only threatened me with a box cutter. It wasn’t a real knife or anything.”

      Galen was incredulous. “Do you know how much damage a box cutter can do?”

      “Yes, but he didn’t even get it near my face. He cut himself on it and then got really upset at the small amount of blood. He’s a total baby.”

      “I am not!” Nick stomped his foot as I slid around Hadley. Now she was positioned behind both Galen and me. I was looking forward to beating the snot out of Nick. He’d had it coming since I took over the hotel. Sure, it had been only about twenty-four hours, but it felt like an eternity.

      “Simmer down,” I admonished him. I wasn’t in the mood for him to turn into a mass of moods. “What do you think you were doing taking Hadley the way you did? Did you think we wouldn’t come for you?”

      “I knew you would. I didn’t think you would find us. I didn’t even know this room was here until today. I had a hunch yesterday when I was in the lounge and realized it was hollow behind that one wall. I couldn’t risk entering until everyone was busy today.”

      “Is that why you trashed the storeroom again?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I thought it would distract you and Sheriff Hero here.” He jabbed his thumb in Galen’s direction, earning a scowl for his efforts.

      “Did you mess it up the first time?”

      “Yeah. I was convinced the stairwell had to be accessible from in there and I took everything off the shelves to check.”

      “You mean you threw crap around the room like a spoiled ninny,” Galen corrected.

      “Oh, please.” Nick’s eye roll was so pronounced I had to bite back a laugh. “You act like the twenty minutes you spent cleaning up the mess somehow ruined your life. Get over it.”

      I sensed trouble from the way Galen puffed out his chest. I put my hand in front of him to make sure he didn’t inadvertently slam Nick’s head into the brick wall. “If you kill him down here we’re going to have to carry the body up those stairs,” I warned him. “Whoever kills him has to carry him.”

      “Since when is that the rule?” Galen complained.

      “Since now. Besides, I want to hear what he has to say. Aren’t you curious why he did all of this?”

      “I can answer that,” Hadley volunteered, smirking at Nick. “We’ve had a long discussion in this musty and gross basement. There are spiders, by the way. Big ones.”

      Galen looked over his shoulder, causing Hadley’s grin to widen.

      “Anyway, he’s been looking for Captain Beaver’s treasure since he started working here. That’s the only reason he applied for the job in the first place.”

      “Seaver!” Nick corrected. “Captain Seaver. Why do you keep calling him Captain Beaver?”

      “Because she has the sense of humor of a twelve-year-old boy,” I replied. “I don’t think she can help herself.”

      “Definitely not,” Hadley agreed. “He found an old map that showed the location of Captain Beaver’s treasure room – or what he determined to be a treasure room – but couldn’t figure out how to find it because the map was of the older hotel. He’s spent years narrowing it down.”

      “You spent years doing this?” I was horrified at the thought. “Dude, why not get a girlfriend or something? That’s a much better endeavor.”

      “That’s what I said,” Hadley supplied. “He kept going back to that storage room and tearing it apart. Then he realized the lounge was above it and decided to search it. He was annoyed that Jay had taken over the lounge. He thought Jay was at the beach, and when he was interrupted he smacked Jay over the head with the bookend. He thought he killed him and went back to work as if nothing happened.”

      “That’s lovely,” Galen drawled, shaking his head.

      “When he found out Jay was alive, he panicked because he knew Jay would eventually identify him,” Hadley explained. “That’s when he decided the best way to find what he was looking for was to utilize a witch … even though I told him I couldn’t help.

      “He suckered me out of the lobby by saying you’d called and needed help, Galen, and I was already isolated before I realized he was lying,” she continued. “He made me help him put a big hole in the wall upstairs and then he forced me into this dank basement. I hate it here, by the way, and I want to go home.”

      Galen slid his arm around her and tugged her to his side. “I’ll take you home and spoil you rotten as soon as I arrest Nick.”

      “You can’t take her home until the photo shoot is over,” I argued.

      “And after the photo shoot is finished,” he added. “After that, I’ll spoil you rotten tonight.”

      Hadley’s expression brightened. “Deal.” She turned on her heel, and then paused as Galen removed his cuffs from his belt. “By the way, I was lying to Nick. I do sense something behind that wall.” She pointed for my benefit. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s treasure back there. Your friend June might be a rich lady after all.”

      I widened my eyes. “Are you serious?”

      She nodded. “I got a flash of something glittering in my head … and not shiny colors or anything, so no snide remarks. It’s up to you to dig it out. I’m done with this place.”

      “I’ve got it.” I scratched an itch on the side of my nose, hoping one of the spiders Hadley mentioned wasn’t crawling across my face. “Are you sure you don’t want a finder’s fee or something?”

      “Nope. That’s June’s treasure. All I want is a bath and crab legs.”

      “You’re getting both,” Galen assured her as he cuffed Nick’s hands behind his back. “In fact, you’re getting whatever you can stomach tonight … even if it’s ten pounds of lobster and a whole cheesecake. You’ve earned it.”

      I felt that way, too.

      

      JUNE WAS OUT OF SURGERY at five, but she didn’t fully wake until almost nine. She was groggy and confused when she saw me sitting at her bedside.

      “Is it over?” she rasped. “Am I going to lose the hotel?”

      “No.” It was difficult, but I managed to keep my smile hidden … at least for a few moments. Then I crumbled like a stale cookie. “The hotel is yours for as long as you want it.”

      “The photo shoot went well then?”

      “It did. I don’t know if it matters. You’re independently wealthy now.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Her eyes lit with amusement. “How do you figure that?”

      “Well, I have a story to tell you.” With little preamble, I launched into the tale. When I was finished, she was agog.

      “Are you sure I’m not dreaming this?” she asked after a moment.

      “I opened up the wall myself. Then I closed it until you can take a look for yourself. That might be a bit given the stairs, so you might want me to bring it to you when you’re back on your feet. It shouldn’t be too difficult to get back in. We need to watch the entrance, so I’ve shut off that lounge on the second floor.”

      “Are you saying that treasure was real all along?”

      “Yup.”

      “And it’s mine?”

      “You’re Captain Seaver’s last remaining relative. It’s yours.”

      “I don’t believe it.” She fell silent, which I allowed because I knew she was dealing with a lot. Finally, she shook her head. “Did Galen help you find it?”

      “Galen was dealing with Nick. It’s not all good news. Nick is in jail and will be facing attempted murder charges, so you’re down a concierge. There’s also a hole in the wall upstairs that I need to eventually fix. And the photographer you were dealing with is still in the hospital. He might not be happy the next time you see him.”

      “Who cares about that?” Mrs. Seaver was back to her bubbly self. “I don’t need his money now.”

      “You still might get it. The models were gushing over the tremendous job Jareth did. You might be getting paid twice this month.”

      “Isn’t that something?” She appeared tickled. “Where is Galen?”

      “He said I should give you the good news. He thought I earned it. He promised Hadley a night of seafood and being spoiled. I think he’s making good on it.”

      She chuckled. “They’re kind of cute, huh?”

      “They are, but I’ll never admit it to him.”

      “That’s your way. Now we just need to find you a woman.”

      “I’m not sure that’s in the cards.”

      “Oh, it is.” She sounded sure of herself. “I’ll help you find her as soon as I’m on my feet and back to full strength. We’ll tear this island apart to find you a mate.”

      That sounded like torture.

      “How about I just fix your fence and wall and we’ll call it even?”

      “No way. Now I have something to look forward to.”

      I couldn’t take that … even from her. “Well, we’ll see when you’re feeling better.” It wasn’t exactly a promise, but she would hold me to it all the same. I leaned back in my chair. “Tell me what you’re going to buy – and make it something extravagant.”

      “Good idea. We should make a list.”

      “This will be the most fun I’ve had all day.”

      “That’s a little sad.”

      “Things are looking up. I’m here with you.”

      Her smile was infectious. “That’s how I always feel when I see you.”

      It didn’t sound like lip service, because I knew she really meant it. And because of that, everything I’d gone through the last two days was pushed out of my mind. Things could’ve been worse, after all.

      From where I sat, it was a good day.
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