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      Ava Storm is a witch. A divorced witch. Unfortunately, she can’t get rid of her ex-husband, Liam Wilcox, who has been turned into a mangy tabby cat.

      Ava has no time for that nonsense. She’s been asked by Liam’s way too attractive older brother to help solve a murder…that might involve mermaids.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            DEAD MAN ON THE BEACH

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not the world’s best planner. I like to let life come at me with all it’s surprising intensity and allow me to pick which wave I ride to shore. On Friday night, I could’ve gone to a club on Friday night, meet some friends, dance a little, maybe meet a new friend and see what might develop out of that. Sure, it was more likely that I would stay in, curled on my couch simultaneously watching a classic movie and scrolling funny pet videos, but still… the night was open, the possibilities were endless.

      Until I got a call from Detective Braxton Wilcox.

      “Hey, Storm. We need you.”

      That was Braxton. All business. No attempt to engage in small talk. No pretense. A lot different from his brother, Liam – my ex-husband.

      “Who is we, Braxton?” I asked. I already knew. Braxton worked with the Los Angeles Major Crimes Division. If he was calling, someone was dead.

      “Is that my brother?” asked Liam, my cat. Yes, he was a cat. Liam had become my ex when I discovered that he couldn’t keep his hands and other body parts off of every woman who walked into his life. He had become a cat when one of those women, a witch, a very powerful witch from Downey, discovered Liam’s propensity to cheat. She punished him by changing him into a cat. A large, orange tabby. Regrettably, she couldn’t turn him back into a human. He would have to do that by becoming a more decent and considerate person.

      Liam purred insistently. “You can’t do anything with him, Ava. Tell him you’re busy. You haven’t fed me yet.”

      Yep, Liam was going to be stuck as a cat for a pretty long time.

      “We have a body, Storm. In Long Beach. Long Beach PD requested our help. It looks like it might be something you can help with. It’s ruled an animal attack—shark is the current favorite culprit--but I don’t think so. I think it might be something more.”

      “Something more” was Braxton’s code for something magical.

      Ever since we Supes had come out of the closet a decade earlier, the world was slowly getting used to the existence of Supernatural crime. We Supes—witches, warlocks, werewolves, vampires, fairies and sprites, and even golems—were generally pretty nice people, but sometimes we did commit crimes, just like your average run-of-the-mill Normie.

      “Is the victim human? A Normie? Any idea of what killed it? A vampire kill? A werewolf attack?”

      “Yes, a Normie, but nothing like I’ve ever seen, Storm. Get your ass down to Long Beach. There will be a boat to take you out to one of the THUMS Islands. I’ll have a squad car bring you down.”

      The THUMS Islands? Then I remembered. There were several artificial islands near Long Beach. Each island was home to a lot of oil wells, made to look like a tropical island. The name stood for Texaco-Humble-Union-Mobile-Shell—the original five companies that set up the islands. Each individual island was named after an astronaut.

      I grabbed my pouch, made sure I had my packets of ingredients I might need for a few common spells, and headed for the door.

      “What about me?” demanded Liam. “You haven’t fed me yet!”

      I grabbed a package of cat food—“Delectable Fish”—and threw it in my bag. “You can eat in the car.”

      Liam ran after me, protesting loudly that he might get car sick.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, I was on a boat, heading out to one of the artificial islands, Island Chaffee. As the boat neared the island, I saw Braxton, along with a dozen or more cops and civilians, clustered just above the rocky escarpment of the island. The boat pulled close to the shore, and I didn’t wait, but tried to jump off the side of the boat onto a large rock.

      Who would have expected the rock to be so slippery? I thought the greenish covering would make it easier to walk on, but instead, I just slid off the rock into a tide pool. I didn’t completely fall in but my shoes were soaked. Liam jumped off the boat, used my head as a transition point, and leaped onto the rock.

      I thrashed around in the tide pool just as a wave crashed and sprayed me. If you think the sea water off the coast of California would warm, you’d be wrong. The current comes from Alaska, and it’s cold as warlocks’ balls.

      Braxton ran down to the water’s edge, staring at me with an odd mixture of worry and amusement. “I don’t know whether to throw you a life jacket or just let nature take its course.”

      “If you were a gentleman, you would offer me a hand,” I snapped.

      Liam, safely on shore, howled with laughter. Braxton glared at the cat, then pulled me out of the wet pools and up the escarpment. “You had to bring that obnoxious cat with you?”

      “He insisted,” I said. “Obnoxious as he is, he seems to crave your company. Birds of a feather, you know…”

      “Hey,” protested Liam. “You’re turning my own brother against me!”

      I ignored Liam’s howls.

      Liam offered me his suit jacket. At first, I politely declined. I didn’t want him to think that I minded being covered with seawater and slime. And truly, I had been more splashed than soaked.

      “Just take the jacket, Storm,” he said.

      With a huff, I pulled off my damp blazer. Braxton’s eyes widened at the sight of my thin white silk blouse plastered against my breasts before he politely turned away.

      I put on put on his jacket and carried my blazer with him to where a couple of other dudes stood together further down the escarpment.

      “So, what do we have here?” I asked, trying to sound as professional as I could shivering in someone else’s jacket. The California sunshine was bright, but the breeze off the sea was brisk.

      “Jonah Pike,” said Braxton. “An oil worker found his body this morning on the rocks. At first glance, it looked like his body was torn up by a shark attack, but now we know that’s not the case.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked.

      “The bites are not consistent with a shark’s jaw,” said one of the Emergency Medical Technicians kneeling near the body. “See? They are much smaller than a shark’s bite. And no flesh was torn off. A shark would try to eat, not just attack. But the bites are not necessarily what killed him.”

      “How was he killed then?” I asked.

      “A knife wound to the chest,” said Braxton. He glanced at the EMT for confirmation. The EMT shrugged. “We’ll have to wait for the coroner to determine exactly what killed him.”

      I studied the crime scene. There was a tall chainlink fence at the top of the escarpment, with no apparent entry onto this side of the island. “Did Mr. Pike work here?”

      “He’s not a member of my team,” said one of the civilians. “He works up the coast near Santa Barbara.”

      “What’s he doing down here?” I asked.

      Braxton was about to tell me when we were interrupted by the blaring screech of a boat horn. Another boat sped up to the edge of the island and a man jumped onto the rocks. Exactly the way I had intended, except he skipped the part where he fell into the tide pools. He hurried over to where we clustered around the body.

      “This is an UNCoOP matter,” he announced loudly. “US Marshals are on their way to take possession of the victim.”

      Braxton, along with several other police, took up defensive positions around the body.

      “Under what authority?” demanded Braxton.

      “I told you. UNCoOP—United Nations Council on Oceanic Protection. I’m Agent Martin Estazio, and I am taking over this investigation.”

      “Why is this a cooper matter?” asked one of the cops. The term was a common slang term for the group tasked with enforcing UN treaties protecting the oceans. It was similar to the word for cops—coppers. The cooper didn’t seem to object to the term.

      “Because this victim was killed by a Maragen,” announced Estazio.

      I stared at Agent Estazio in disbelief. Oh, I knew about the Maragen—the formal name for mermaids and mermen. Everyone did, or at least, everyone knew the myths about mermaids. Few people ever actually encountered any of the Maragen. Most of their nests were located in very isolated parts of the ocean. Like Werewolves, the Maragen were metamorphs—shapeshifters. In water, they looked like scale-covered fish, but when they came out of the water and into the air, they looked very much like humans.

      Gorgeous humans.

      And that’s what made them dangerous. They looked human, but ultimately, they were an alien species.

      “How do you know that Mr. Jonah was killed by a mermaid?” I asked.

      Agent Estazio seemed to see me for the first time. “Why are you all wet?” he asked. I was uncomfortably aware that he was staring at how my wet blouse accentuated parts of my body. I yanked Braxton’s jacket closed to hide my cleavage.

      “Answer her question,” barked Braxton. Was Braxton annoyed with the way Martin—er, Agent Estazio—was looking at me?

      Estazio finally tore his eyes away from me. “As soon as the photo of the bite was transmitted,” said Estazio, “our MI computers picked it up and notified us.”

      Of course the United Nations would have Magical Intelligence enhanced computers. Only the best for the world police, I thought.

      Braxton moved to place himself between Estazio and the body. “Well, we’re not releasing the body. If your organization wants to work with us, go through proper channels.”

      I loved it when Braxton was so bureaucratic.

      Braxton arranged for the body to be moved downtown for a formal autopsy. I gathered that his method of squeezing the coopers out of the process was to move quickly.

      “I haven’t done a scry yet,” I protested.

      Agent Estazio stared at me with a new expression on his face. “You’re a scry witch?” he asked. He didn’t look happy. I wondered what bothered him. He should know that a scry witch could tell a lot about a crime scene as well as the victim. Wouldn’t that be useful information for him?

      “Yes,” I said. “Is there a problem?”

      Estazio didn’t respond, but gave Detective Wilcox a sour look. “I’ll see you downtown…with the proper paperwork.”

      I rode in Braxton’s car.

      “Try not drip all over my front seat,” he said.

      Well, I could take care of that. I climbed into the back seat. I wanted room to do a spell anyway. I checked my purse and scoured through my packets to find the materials I would need: A thread of spider silk, a grain of salt, and a drop of my own blood. Hmmm. I didn’t have any spider silk, but I pulled a thread off the back seat of Braxton’s car. A quick prick with the pin of my amethyst necklace, and I had a drop of blood. Then I chanted:

      
        
        
        Form and Essence, twist and trade,

        By Unseen Hand, let the fates be swayed.

      

      

      

      I smiled, confident that my wet clothes would be replaced by dry clothes. But something went wrong.

      My clothes had completely vanished! I glanced at the back of Braxton’s head to see if he noticed my predicament. Hopefully he just had his eyes on the road. I muttered an Undo spell, and I was back in my wet clothes. Then I caught his eyes looking at me in the rear view mirror.

      “Did you see anything?” I asked.

      “Nothing I’d write home about,” he said, a trace of amusement in his voice.

      Liam chortled in his cat meows. “My brother is too smart to be interested in a witch…even one who strips naked for him.”

      “I didn’t do that!” I whispered angrily.

      I caught Braxton’s eyes in the rear view mirror. He smiled but didn’t say anything.
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        * * *

      

      When we arrived at Police Headquarters, Braxton and I were immediately informed that the Long Beach Police already had a suspect that they had turned over to the LAPD after they learned that the victim might have been attacked by a Maragen.

      “The suspect is being held in Exceptional Crimes,” said the Desk Sergeant.

      “Why?” I asked.

      The sergeant gave me a puzzled look. “I suppose because the suspect is an Exceptional.”

      We headed for the Department of Exceptional Crimes, where I worked. We were met by Jackson Porter, the Captain of the Exceptional Crimes Unit. Captain Porter was a werewolf, quite imposing in his wolf form, but kind of cute and cuddly in his human form.

      "The suspect is being held in Interrogation Room Three.”

      I was surprised. “I heard the suspect is an Exceptional.”

      Porter nodded. “The Long Beach Police picked her up just after they found the body. When they discovered she was Exceptional, we asked them to send her here.”

      “What kind of Exceptional is the suspect?” asked Braxton.

      Porter smiled mysteriously. “Oh, Detective Braxton, you’ll see. But I
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