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** Contains steamy content and strong language.

** Previously published under the pen name, Ruby Raine.

I’m twenty-eight, still single, no career, just inherited a mansion filled with magical secrets, three cats, plus a demon hellbent on killing kill me because supposedly, I’m a witch! But it might be my new protector - the sexy local police chief - who can’t stop drooling every time I walk away that I really need protection from.

Volume 1: Destined Magic

The Day the Witch Stood Still

Gone With the Wolves

Desired Magic Includes the Original Books 3-4-5:

A Mating Most Foul

When the Shift Blows

Phantom of the Opera House B&B

Deserved Magic: Includes the Original Books 6-7:

Someone to Witch Over Me

It's a Witchy Life
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Destined Magic, Part 1: The Day the Witch Stood Still
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Marni Harper wore a tired smile as she glanced at the clock for the umpteenth time that morning. 

"Impatient fool," she chastised herself lazily. Her three Siamese cats stopped licking their paws and meowed at her. 

"Yeah, yeah," Marni blew them off as if they'd spoken something, and she'd understood them. "It's only been five minutes since the last time I looked. I'm just relieved is all. Dani will be here today, where she'll be safe, and where I can protect her. Poor girl has been through hell, losing her mom. And damn it, I miss my sister! Screw the bastard piece of shit who murdered her. I'll not go to my grave until I've avenged her, and made sure Dani is protected."

The cats meowed and hissed in what Marni noted as hearty agreement. 

"Sis was stubborn. Too damn stubborn for her own good, and now she's gone. And she never told Dani anything about being a God dang witch!" She sighed in resentment of the choice. "I agreed to it. Which makes me partly to blame for that. But Dani needs to understand her heritage. She needs to be prepared—just in case." Just in case things went to shit even deeper than they already had. 

Like, as in whoever murdered her sister, and Dani's mother, Mona Harper, came hunting for more witches. And more specifically, Harper Witches. 

One of the cats meowed again. 

"You're right, of course," Marni's eyes rolled at the cat. "It is Dani's choice in the end. I won't push it on her. But the gift is going to pass down to her whether she wants it or not, so she needs to know her options. I'm the last sister alive and kickin'—and Dani is the last in the Harper bloodline." 

And Marni didn't have a damn clue what that meant for her niece other than a boatload of supernatural trouble she wasn't prepared for. Which is why this visit was so vital. 

And damn herself for never having kids. Not that Marni hadn't tried like hell to get knocked up, but apparently, even being a powerful witch couldn't solve every problem, including human fertility issues. 

She padded her sixty-year-old feet across a vast living room elegantly decorated in bright whites and creams from the ceilings to the walls and continuing right into the furniture and passed by shelf after shelf stuffed to the hilt with books. Although, this was the library she showed the public—you'd not find a single witchy title among them other than her naughty pleasure of reading paranormal romance novels. 

The furniture was well-kept and naturally aged. Just like me, she always joked. Across the room was a glass enclosed wall-sized cabinet filled with photos. Her family. Her ancestors. Each and every Harper Witch that had lived and died before her. 

Some were actual photos—some in color, some in black and white. Some were painted portraits, or hand drawn sketches, preserved with magic, of course. And each picture, painting, or portrait, if touched by a Harper Witch, offered a single piece of advice. Passed down generation after generation in this very house to pass along life lessons in witchery from daughter to daughter to daughter. 

How depressing, that the Harper legacy was down to just two witches. Marni never thought she'd live to see the day her bloodline died out. If Dani never had a child, or only sons, the long-thriving legacy would no longer exist.  

Marni's sister, Mona, had fallen in love and left the island, thinking to raise her daughter on the mainland, away from witchcraft and magic—to give her a chance at a normal life. A precious gift even Marni couldn't say no to, even though she deemed it dangerous for all involved seeing as Dani would still inherit her gift once all other Harper Witches were gone—erm—dead. 

Regardless, she'd bound Dani's magic until that cursed day happened. But she was a witch who didn't have a damn clue she was a witch and would one inevitable day inherit her powers. And now, to make matters worse, the Harper Witches were being hunted. Someone wanted them dead. Marni had a dark inkling just who it was that wanted them dead—another thing she needed to explain to her niece. 

The third sister... the one they never spoke of. And with Mona gone—murdered—her precious life snuffed out, Dani needed to hear the truth, and fast. In case things went badly when Marni sought out revenge for her sister's demise.

And tried to fix a problem they should have dealt with long before Dani ever came into the world. It wasn't a problem Dani should be left to face alone.

Ding dong. Ding Dong. Ding Dong.

The doorbell chimed and Marni stepped over to a control panel to look at the mini monitor before smiling and flicking her wrist into the air. The front door clicked open, and her voice rang through the monitor outside. 

"Come on in, Deputy Trevor."  

No one knew the damn security monitor hadn't actually worked in years. But magic did the trick just fine, and as long as she faked it in front of the right company, good enough. 

As the young man's footsteps plodded closer, Marni closed up the oversized photo collection with a sigh. 

"Feeling sentimental?" the young man's voice asked rather shyly. 

"Oblige an aging lady," she returned with a wink. 

"I wasn't meaning to intrude. Chief sent me by and—" he held up an empty mug with a pinkish blush on his cheeks. "Could do with one of your miraculous pick-me-ups." 

Marni laughed and motioned for him to follow into the kitchen. 

"Such a sweet young thing you are."

"Only as sweet as your tea, Ma'am."

"And so well-mannered too. Your mama did good."

"Ah, well, yeah. She sure did. She ever comes for a visit, though, I'd beg you not to tell her about me loving your tea so much. She's a proud southern lady who prides herself on making the best sunshine tea. And don't get me wrong, it's dang good. But yours, Miss Marni... well, I just never tasted anything quite so good."

"You sure do know how to boost an old gal's mood. How long you been on the island now?"

"Four months. Feels like a lifetime." His eyes burst open wide. "I don't mean that in a bad way. More like, I feel so at home here. I could spend two lifetimes on Blueberry Island and not get enough."

Marni handed him back his mug, filled up with icy sunshine-made tea and Trevor eagerly accepted it with a nod and a smile then turned to leave but caught himself. 

"My other reason to stop in... the Chief talked to the Captain and wanted me to pass along that your niece's ferry was running about thirty minutes late. Some kind of accident inland backed up traffic." 

"I appreciate the update, Trevor. Although, I don't imagine it will keep me from looking at the damn clock every five minutes, just the same." Her cats meowed from the other room and she rolled her eyes.

"Those are some interesting pets you got there." Trevor's tone carried a nervous edge and he tugged at the collar of the pressed button down, tucked neatly under his deputy jacket. 

"Oh, don't mind the sister cats." She showed him back into the living room and would let him show himself out from there. "They can just tell I'm excited to have my Dani home. Safe and sound where she belongs."  

The young man grinned. And then grinned a little wider. 

"I'm glad about that too, Marni." She eyed him thinking there was something off about his voice. "I've been waiting a long, long time." 

All at once her three cats bounded upward to their feet, hissing. 

Marni heard the warning, like some veil lifted and revealed some terrible evil. But it was too late, and the fatal spell hit her heart, straight on. She was dead before her body smashed into the photo case. Glass shattered, and her body bounced forward, crashing hard onto an aged oak coffee table. 

The three cats whined and hissed and cried in shock. And as their feral sights set in on Trevor, he'd already reached the front door and had no intention of returning until he was ready to finish the job. 

A smile widened on his lips as he reached his patrol car to call in the crime. It was a smile that never reached his heart, or his eyes, only the darkness in his veins. 

There was just one last Harper Witch to go. And she had no idea she was even a witch so it would be an easy kill. But he'd be patient, just like with Marni. Wait until the perfect moment to strike. That's why he was so good at his job and getting paid so damn well. 

Where others were rash and moved in too fast, often getting themselves vanquished to the underworld at the hands of witches, he was willing to put in the time and get it done right. The only acceptable outcome—a dead witch. However long that took. 

He picked up his dispatch receiver from inside his patrol car, and called in. 

His eager tongue spoke with a reviling and trained focus. 

He sniffled and dialed dispatch. 

The operator answered with a bored, "Yup."  

"Deputy Trevor here." He rubbed his face with a deep inhale that struggled for control as if he'd been crying, and in shock. "I've just found Marni Harper—dead."
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​CHAPTER 2
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Dani Harper turned off her car engine after boarding the Blueberry Island Ferry and parked her car for the short ride across the ocean. She pushed out a satisfied, albeit exhausted, sigh. She'd made it in time, but traffic had been a gummed-up nightmare after some minor bang'em up at a stop sign. But just like that small island charm she loved, the ferry Captain had waited for them all to make it through and get on board.

Damn, if she wasn't looking forward to spending a few peaceful weeks on the island with Aunt Marni. Soaking up some sea breezes and sun. Getting sand stuck in every dang crevice and finding it for days... she chuckled that even this discomfort was a welcome distraction. That and homemade ice cream. Lobster. Blackberry dumplings. Being lazy and drinking blueberry mojitos with Marni in the back gardens. It had been too long since she'd visited. 

Her fear—wanting to stay. And why that scared her so much she was having difficulty figuring out. But if she was honest with herself and stopped all the pretending, it came down to her endless restlessness and never being able to stay put in one place for long.

Always looking for that invisible missing thing that would make her happy—a thing she had yet to find. And no matter how many places she lived, how many jobs she tried, how many classes she took, nothing fit the bill. It was like she didn't fit into any specific mold. Like there was nothing in existence made for her. And she was more than ready to find that one thing that was so distinctly Dani Harper. 

Hell, at this point, she'd take career just-about-anything if it made her happy. And settled. And fulfilled. At twenty-eight, she thought she'd have found her way by now, and craved to feel settled and happy more than anything. 

Instead, day to day, month to month, and now year to year, was more like living out the motions of life, but not quite actually living it—because it didn't feel like her right life. She'd always had this nagging idea in the back of her mind that something was missing. Or that somehow while she was seeking and searching for that someday moment, she'd accidentally run right by her path, and missed it. 

Losing her mom had been a fast and brutal spiral of sadness, bitterness, and anger that only built up that need to feel settled in her own skin even more. Because now, she didn't even have a mother to lean on. 

Thank God for Marni—mom number two. 

But she was it—the last Harper other than Dani. It made a person succumb to the vulnerability of that reality and force a hard look at one's priorities and needs. And made a girl feel pretty darn lonely at the idea of being the only Harper still around. 

So, a summer with Marni on the island was exactly what she needed to get her fix, and once she'd gotten enough to last a while, she'd return to the endless search for that happy future seemingly just out of her grasp. 

It didn't take any arm-twisting to agree with Marni that Blueberry Island is where Dani needed to be after her mom had died—shit, been murdered. Fuck, that was still a hard-ass pill to swallow. But stepping foot onto the island was like coming home in some ways. Not that Dani thought for a minute it would solve all her problems. 

It had been over ten years since she'd stepped foot on the island and there was a nervous anticipation fluttering around like butterflies in her belly. 

But that didn't have anything to do with Marni, and everything to do with her last summer spent on the island before she'd gone to college. It was the hottest of summers—and Dani wasn't talking about the weather, but rather the six-foot-two tank of an eighteen-year-old named Galen Wilde. He'd worked her into a combustion engine with a steam factor of ten. 

They'd been hot and heavy and all over each other all summer long. Although, she'd had a crush on him for years before that, she just hadn't ever dared make a move. Because why on all that's holy would he ever pick short and curvy, never dared wear a bathing suit in public, her to say yes to, when he never said yes to anyone else. 

And it wasn't for lack of trying. Every teen girl drooled and went gaga when he strutted by. Even their mommas and grandmommas gaped and wagged their tongues. But he never gave them a second look.

Dani had started to think he might be gay—but he spurned men's advances too. She didn't know what to think until one night they'd been walking along the beach at sunset, talking about anything and everything, like they always did, and he'd grabbed her and planted a desperate kiss that knocked her knees and shook her panties off. Talk about sand in crevices for days... 

She rolled her bottom lip between her teeth and smiled.  

Teens.

First love.

Wild hormones. 

Careless summers.

And over ten years ago...

Galen had never played sports in his life, but he had the body of a muscled football player or trained wrestler. And for reasons she'd never managed to understand, he'd craved every short and curvy inch of her; and she'd let him explore every short and curvy inch of her—with his magic fingers and torturing tongue. 

Just the thought of him made her blood boil. Even after all these years. 

No other man since had ever lived up to Galen Wilde. No other man made her feel the same—sexy—wanted—perfect.  

Instead, they always loved her, but... 

But this.

But that. 

And by the way, too much butt!

Too much this. Not enough that.

Never fucking enough. 

Ever. 

Good freaking God the world was hard on women—who were just as nasty and hard on themselves and each other because of it. Every damn thing was a flaw. Most especially if you were not one of the lucky few born already perfected. And who the hell got to make that choice of deciding who had the perfect height, bust size, ass jiggle, and waistline? 

And even those deemed Gods and Goddesses by the masses were never perfect either. Because God forbid they have a bad hair day. Or ate a big meal and their tummies pooched. Or shudder, they left home without wearing makeup! 

The horror!

Dani chuckled at herself. But if she heard one more of these so-called beauties laugh it off and insist they never had to lift a finger to exercise, and seriously, I just eat what I want... I was just born lucky. But I don't let it go to my head...   

Puke.

And fuck them and their lucky ass genes. 

More like, paid for you by the latest and greatest in plastic surgery, or today's eating disorder of choice. And makeup, lighting, and photo manipulation...  

Dani called bullshit. Because perfection didn't fucking exist, or they'd figure out some way to bottle and sell it to the unsightly, unperfected masses. 

Okay, so admittedly, there were some lucky bastards who were born with crazy ass good genes that had naturally chiseled them into sought after physical perfections, and who were genuinely good people. And just like her, it wasn't their fault how they were born. But some days, she swore it had to be magic, or deals with the devil, or...what-the-fuck-ever. 

She grumbled, telling herself to let it go already. 

This thinking was just getting her in a grumpy, self-deprecating mood. 

And inevitably, there were sure to be hot young things in bathing suits the likes of which Dani would never dream of stepping out in public wearing. And she hated that she even cared what other people thought of her. All this hating had to stop. 

But it all came down to the fact that between the media pushing their version of perfection, and her own series of shitty relationships and never being enough or being too much, it gave a girl a complex. It was a daily battle to feel right in her own skin and ignore the constant barrage of judging eyes. 

She was short and curvy with crazily curly brown hair down to her shoulders and covered in tattoos. Okay, not totally covered. But she had a fair few and was always on the lookout for new ink designs. She refused to wear ridiculous heels just to try to fake being taller because she'd break her ass if she even tried to walk in the damn things. 

Somewhere in this world, she'd find that place where she fit in. 

She thought back to her childhood visits, including that summer before college, and it made Dani question her sanity—exactly why she'd left Blueberry Island, and Galen, in the first place. But she'd wanted to go to college, and he was going into some training program with the Maine Police Department. He'd wanted to be a cop just like his dad—who'd been killed on the job when Galen was just a teen. 

But he'd made her feel like she was the only woman alive that mattered. And never once even intimated she was anything other than perfect...  

Turns out, growing up and adulting was not nearly as satisfying as Dani had hoped it would be. And was it seriously too much to ask that a guy love her just as she is? Because being short and curvy was a Harper woman's lot in life. No amount of working out or starving herself or plastic surgery was ever going to change that. 

She pouted in the never-ending battle of why couldn't her weaknesses be carrot sticks and celery, instead of pizza and ice cream? 

Dani climbed up the steel stairs and swooshed her way through the other ferry passengers to topside, and once on deck leaned against the railing of the ferry. She soaked up the salty moisture, drinking it into her nostrils, her skin, her growing smile... 

God damn, she missed this. 

Living inland had grown tiresome. She missed the coast. But inland is where she'd found work—as a dog walker and sitter. She absolutely adored dogs. And cats. Animals of any kind really. Someday, she might even open a sanctuary. But that required more money than she had. And more time, seeing as she was working her ass off to pay for her piled up student loans.  

So much for that college degree—because after six years of school and student loans stacking up, she'd ended up with enough credits to graduate as a liberal arts major. She'd never managed to pin down a more specific major that suited her or kept her interest for more than a semester or two. 

At heading towards thirty, she'd never felt more unsettled and angsty. And her useless degree had gotten her nothing but indebtedness. Her mother helped when Dani let her. And even her wealthy Aunt Marni. But Dani had refused most of her money because she had the stubborn Harper institution and demanded to work it off herself.  

She laughed lightly. 

"Crazy ass psychic was right I guess." 

Years ago, for fun, Dani and a college buddy had gotten their fortunes read at a summer fair. Her friend's reading had been what they'd expected. The typical, vague, you'll have some obstacles in your path but with hard work and perseverance, you will succeed. But Dani's reading had been... well, the words stuck with her, even today. 

"You have an incredible future ahead of you, Dani." She'd spoken it like it shocked her a little. "Unfortunately, it will be a few years before it reaches you. You'll be a little older in life, close to thirty I think, before you finally find your path." The fortune teller got remorseful then. "Tragedy will lead you there, I'm sorry to say. I don't like to give people bad news. But you should prepare yourself, there are some tough times ahead." 

Dani had just gaped, dumbfounded by the woman's audacity. The fortune teller had reached out and grabbed Dani's hand after that, like that act was supposed to smooth it all over. "If you can rise above the tragedy and the secrets, you will find your way, Dani Harper. Don't let the past hold you back. This world will be a lesser place if you do."

Dani had proceeded to call the woman a total crazy ass crazy nut job and went back to school a month later. Where years after, standing on the ferry, perhaps the crazy nut job maybe wasn't so damn crazy after all. At least on the being unsettled and suffering great tragedy's part... and her age. 

She peered upward into the bright deep blue of the cloudless sky. "Anytime now, would be great." She spoke to no one in particular. The universe. The cosmos. God. Anyone who might be listening. She was ready for that settled future. And yet, the unsettledness had buried itself so deep, she wasn't sure how to let it go. 

She grinned as they approached the island. And just like that, a little bit of that unsettledness shook itself free and let itself fall into place. It wouldn't be as easy as returning here, but there was something about this place that took her constant sense of unease and replaced it with—coming home.  

Dani had never lived here, only visited—extended visits from time to time, mostly during summer vacations. Her mother had lived on the Maine coast not far away, but her Aunt Marni had lived her whole life on Blueberry Island. And Dani had visited during many school vacations and summers. She was as close to her aunt as her own mother. In a way, even though she'd lost her mother, she hadn't lost her entirely. It was strange to think of it like that, but Marni was the next best thing to a mom. 

She pushed the worries about her mom deep into her thoughts. There was no good that could come of that right now. These last weeks had been some of the most brutal of her life. She'd come home to find her mother sprawled on the kitchen floor with an injury to her head and her hand clutching her heart in a frozen, final moment. 

Dead... 

She'd been murdered while Dani was away working. 

And yes, she'd moved back in with her mom, but it wasn't that she couldn't live on her own. It was just easier and her mom had the space and—hell. She enjoyed her mother's company. So what? She'd never found a good enough reason to stay away for long. And her mother had never fought her coming home. 

But Dani hadn't been there to save her, and that house could no longer be home. 

A siren...

Screaming louder and closer to the ferry landing. 

And not the normal sound that greeted them as they approached Blueberry Island. 

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Everyone on board turned their attention as a police vehicle skidded to a stop, and the siren turned off. Dani was standing below the captain’s quarters and she heard a female dispatch voice come over the line. 

"Captain, we need everyone to stay on the ferry once you port. Won't be a long delay. Chief should be there any second, and well, there's been an accident and he needs to get on board before you let anyone disembark."

"Accident? The Chief himself coming? Damn. I'm already a good thirty minutes behind, but what's a few more." The captain didn't question and made the announcement for passengers to please remain on deck and out of their vehicles until he gave the word they could disembark the ferry. 

A hushed murmur rode the sea breeze and Dani had a dreadful pinging in her gut. Something terrible had happened, and someone's life was about to change. The Chief of Police didn't come out to meet a passenger on the ferry if it was a simple thing. 

That dread was a nightmare she understood though. 

That moment when a fatal reality got shoved in your face and left you with no choice but to deal and accept it. Even though it might likely claim a piece of your heart and your soul along the way. Dani pitied the poor soul who was about to have this unwanted nightmare thrown at them, with no way to wake up from it. 

She watched, with everyone else, as the Police Chief climbed out of his car—well steal her breath away and holy fucking hotty in a uniform. Galen Wilde was the Blueberry Island Chief of Police!

Jesus, she hadn't expected he was even still living here, never mind the man in charge of keeping the peace. Without even meaning to, her eyes sifted to his hands—ring free. She let out an involuntary shudder of delight at knowing he wasn't attached. Or, at least at first glance, not engaged or married. It surprised her, the little thrill it gave her to think he was still available. 

But if they combusted as teens, as adults, she might burn up, fly away, and never come back to earth. 

But damn it, if he wasn't still perfectly chiseled. And she guessed, a couple inches taller. Muscles bulging under his starchy button-down. Magnificently filled out slacks that had many an eye gaping, and mouths drooling. 

Talk about your lucky few born with good genes... 

Part of Dani wanted to strut through the crowd and announce herself like some preening peacock that slammed the other passengers drool right back inside their gaping holes when the Chief picked her out of the crowd. 

Stupid ass hormones and memories. 

Galen might not even remember her. They hadn't stayed in contact. She'd just make a fool out of herself. 

So, nope. Nothing doing. She'd stay put and let him do his job. 

Still, she attempted to straighten her clothes and primp her unruly, humid controlled curls. No sense in not trying to give it a bit of effort. 

He hopped on board and bounded two steps at a time to topside, gaze searching for someone. And like the crowd parted for him, his eyes fixed on his target and Dani froze because she was the target he locked onto. 

He approached, his jaw grinding and his eyes dark and stormy. 

She swayed—and it wasn't the ocean waves tossing the ferry. 

Or that Galen was seeing her with clear remembrance in his features. 

His eyes—those oh, so expressive and stormy eyes, said it all. 

Something tragic had happened. And it wasn't some other pathetic soul whose life would be ruined today—it was hers. He didn't even need to say the words, it was written all over him, in the storm in his eyes, the tremble of his lips, and the quiver in his hands. Dani just stood there, a deflated peacock breaking out in a cold sweat as that dread pooled low in her belly. 

But then it reached her head and she swayed, thinking she was going to pass out and SWOOP—Galen lunged forward to steady her. She had tears in her eyes and she didn't even know why. 

"I'm so sorry, Dani." He whispered it in her ear like they'd never spent a moment apart, and like she was a feather, lifted her into his arms and carried her off the ferry where they could be alone to talk. 

"Galen?" she squeaked out once they were on land. He gently put her back on her feet next to his patrol car but kept a hand on her shoulder. 

"I needed to make sure to catch you," he said, not quite making sense. "Before you—" he clipped off and sucked in with a frustrated shake of his head. 

"It's my Aunt Marni, isn't it?" she whimpered. 

Galen nodded, pained. He'd always been a big fan of Marni's when they'd been younger, and she'd taken a liking to him too. Dani had always thought her aunt had hoped Galen would be enough to make her stay. Sometimes, she wondered why that hadn't been enough, too. 

"I'm so sorry, Dani. She's um—she's gone. It doesn't even seem possible. I just saw her last night, and she was so excited you were..." his voice cracked up. 

"But that's not the only reason you're here, is it?" The shattering truth behind his eyes was filtering through. 

"You're right, Dani." He straightened himself, trying to take on some semblance of the position he held and grasped both her shoulders and looked her dead in the eye. "Marni was murdered."

He was right to keep his grasp on Dani. She wanted to fall apart and melt like salt into the ground and dissolve into the ocean and float away. This couldn't be happening. Not again. Not right after losing her mom. 

Two murders. 

Her mom. Her aunt. 

Weeks apart. 

What the hell was happening? 

Everyone she loved was being picked off and stripped from her life. 

Her gut was warning her there was trouble, but what the hell kind of trouble would her mom and aunt gotten into that would have gotten them on some asshole's hit list?

Dani groped her sides, shaking in the gloom stealing away her sun. 

Galen's arms slid around her and she felt the hurt coming out of him almost like he was wearing his emotions right out in the open for her to see. It wasn't enough he had to be a hot cop, but sensitive and broken up and not afraid to shed a tear over the loss... he was almost too much. Too real. Too perfect. Just like he'd always been. 

And it hit her why she hadn't stayed.

She'd never let herself believe. In him. In herself. In them, together. 

She was always expecting it to fall apart, and for him to come to his senses and realize what he really wanted was a tall, tan, perfectly built doll in a bikini. 

How stupid, she realized. Because here he was, the exact same Galen Wilde he'd always been. He hadn't changed. And neither had she—always running away and waiting for the scene to change—but wasn't that what was happening right now? She had reason to keep running because hell seemed to follow her. 

He opened the passenger door of his patrol car, not normally reserved for anyone without a badge, and helped her into the seat. He darted around and got in behind the wheel and just sat there for a minute as the cars began exiting the ferry. Albeit, in a slower, rather somber fashion in respect for whatever tragic thing had happened. 

"I assume you brought a car," Galen asked her softly. 

Dani nodded, only half aware. She sighed, sniffled, and scrounged around in her purse digging out the keys and went to open her door, but Galen grabbed the keys. 

"I've got a deputy pulling up. I'll have him bring your car to Marni's."

Her only response was a weak, but appreciative nod. 

Small island charm. Everyone trusted everyone here. 

She rolled her window down a bit, needing the fresh air as Galen gave her knee a firm squeeze and got out again to greet his deputy who was fidgeting nervously. Poor kid, probably having the roughest day of his young career. 

Dani watched the ferry captain come up and pat the young man on the arm. 

"Heard it was you who found her, Trevor."

The young man nodded, looking grim. "I did what you asked," he aimed at the Chief. "Went to tell Marni the ferry would be running late and—found her on the floor," he choked out.  

Found her on the floor... so sickeningly familiar, thought Dani. 

Galen gave Trevor another pat on the shoulder. "It's rough kid, but you're doing a great job. Just hang in there and we'll have ourselves a chat about things later." His voice was kind and concerned. 

Trevor nodded. "I'm good. Promise." 

"Okay."

The ferry captain shook his head. "Damn shame," he pushed out. "Hell of a woman, that Marni Harper. Damn fucking shame. When you catch the son of a bitch, you feel free to take my boat out into the middle of the ocean and feed him to the sharks. Preferably, inch by inch."

Galen choked out a shocked, not shocked, response. 

Trevor frowned.

"You know what I mean," the grizzled old Captain said. "It'd be nothing more than the son of a bitch deserves." 

"Can't argue with you there," Galen muttered. 

Dani didn't need to hear more and rolled up her window—she'd take the hot, stale air over the fresh to avoid the murder and revenge talk. She watched Galen speaking to the others and hand her spare keys over to Trevor. Dani felt for the guy. What a dose of shitty reality he must be getting. Walking in and finding someone dead like that—Dani understood that all too well because she'd been the one to find her own mother. It was a sight impossible to scrub out no matter how hard she tried. 
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Galen hopped back in the car but didn't bother with the siren as they took off in a slow roll back onto the road, toward Marni's mansion. 

"We can wait, Dani, if you don't want to go," he offered. "I'm hoping you can help with a few questions. But I understand if you need some time."

"You know I'll try, Galen. Although, I'm not sure what help I'll be." She opened her mouth, but glued it shut with a grimace before opening it again. "You know about my mother, right?"

Galen's muscled form deflated and he nodded grimly. 

"I would say I'm sorry, again, but somehow, mere saying sorry and my condolences don't seem nearly enough for what you're going through, Dani."

She gave him a tight smile. "Somehow, just being near you is—grounding. And calming." Her cheeks got a little pink at admitting it. But she didn't realize until now how much she'd missed him and regretted not keeping in touch. But now was not the time to discuss it. "I've got to ask, Galen... do you think their murders could be related in any way?"

If possible, he deflated even more, and that was answer enough. 

"I don't want to hear the details or the theories, not this minute," she told him, trying to keep herself from turning into a puddle. 

Galen rolled along, taking an unhurried pace through town. 

Blueberry Island hadn't changed much. Part of its charm, Dani had always thought. And why so many tourists liked to summer and vacation here. It was a bit like stepping back in time. So much of Maine was like that—slow to catch up with modern times. But this island had an antique sort of charm all its own that called out to people's nostalgic sides, to experience a little bit of the past and days gone by.  

Cobblestone streets and sidewalks. 

Buildings as old as the first settlements. 

Lanterns that shed a golden glow that flamed to life each night at dusk. 

Even horse drawn carriages as taxis... 

And an old steam engine that had once had its own bridge to the island but had long ago fallen into disrepair and stopped running. But they'd left the track reaching through to the park at the backside of the island and tourists loved to take short rides on a rebuilt passenger car and stop off at the old tavern at the end of the line. 

It brought a damp smile to Dani's face. She swiped her face as the grim truth settled in. 

Until now, there were few bad memories of this island. Leaving Galen behind had pretty much been the worst until today. She sniffled and Galen slowed, pulling into the long drive to her aunt's estate. The gargoyle shaped gates were wide open and further in, closer to the mansion, was a bluster of activity. But not the blustery aunt she'd expected to greet her. 

Galen brought the patrol car to a stop but didn't move to get out.

"She's um—not in there," he muttered. Dani twisted to see him. "If you're not ready for this..."

"I can do it. But... before we go in," she took a bravery needed breath, "tell me why you think my mom and my aunt were murdered."

Galen sank back into his seat then twisted his body to lean back against his door. 

"I know you were close to your mom. And your aunt."

"She was like having a second mom."

He nodded sympathetically and sucked in. "How well did you actually know them, Dani?" His tone and gaze hinted at some secret thing he hoped she was aware of, but feared she was not. And his intimation froze her tongue. Why did she get the sense they'd been hiding something from her—maybe because she'd always had that sense but never once pushed to find out. 

"I always just thought it was sister business. Things that had nothing to do with me, so I never asked. I figured it wasn't of great importance or they would have told me."

He was surprised by her frankness, but then not. It was one of the things he'd always loved about Dani—she wasn't afraid to say it how it was, even if it was to her own detriment, or possibly even looking the fool at some hindsight moment. 

"It wasn't you at fault for that," he told her. She eyed him in question. He let out a befuddled sigh. "They made it that way. Made you not—question them."

"What the hell are you talking about?"

"Wow. Did I never think in a million years I'd be the one to tell you this. Especially since I'm almost certain this is why Marni wanted you to come."

"Galen? You're seriously wigging me out here. And I can't take much more."

"Your mom and your aunt were witches, Dani." Nothing like the straight up truth, he decided. Dani's mouth swung open then slammed shut. That was not what she'd expected him to say. 

They had some gambling problems—got into some kind of bad debt—ran off with someone's lover—those were all the types of troubles her mom and aunt might get into. 

But witches? 

And yet, she wasn't sitting here thinking, impossible. And yet, of course it was! And absurd, to boot. Sure, they'd always enjoyed dabbling in the occult and had a plethora of books on magic—but just as many fiction as non-fiction. 

"I um—think I need a drink."

"If I had one I'd—" he paused as she bent over and sifted through her handbag and dragged out a flask. 

"Don't give me any looks, Galen Wilde. It's been a stressful few weeks."

"I was actually going to say if you had an extra shot in there, I might have to overlook that I'm the Chief of Police, on duty, and behind the wheel."

"You're not actually driving. And if I recall, every local on this damn island booze cruises." They'd done so a few times as teens, themselves. Followed by heavy make out sessions which eventually led to hot and sloppy summer sex in the cab of his truck... out underneath the moonlight... lost in the night mists and fog. 

"If I don't see it, and they stick to booze cruise road, who am I to stop tradition? But technically, the law is if you're sitting behind the wheel, don't drink. And what kind of impression would I be passing along if I didn't obey the law?"

Dani did a few toss-backs and shoved the flask in his face and smirked. 

"Drink up high and mighty. If there was ever a day to break a God damned rule..."

She had him there. And the local booze cruises were done in good fun. And no one ever veered off booze cruise road or knew they'd suffer the consequences... hell, they'd even made a damn street sign with a warning on it. Enter at your own risk... Leave at your own risk. 

Galen sniffed into the flask. "Patron?" 

"I can't help my booze tastes are top shelf."

He chuckled and took a swig—damn stuff was so smooth it almost didn't burn enough to smudge the pain for a few seconds. And shit, it really did help his wound-up nerves. Which was only in part because of what happened to Marni. 

The other reason was the curly chestnut-haired bombshell sitting next to him. When Marni had told him Dani was coming back, he'd almost had a panic attack. Was she single? Married? Kids? Did she remember him? Because he sure as hell never forgot her. Or that dreaded day she'd left... he'd never felt so empty and lost. 

But he'd let her go without so much as a please don't, because that's what she'd wanted. 

"I missed you, Dani. It's damn bad luck you had to come back to this shit storm." His tone carried the question of, you probably won't stay around long, will you?

She didn't have a reply for that yet. And she didn't want to make promises she wouldn't keep. 

"Let's get this over with." She pushed open the patrol car door and got to her feet, straightening herself. Crazy ass shit like being witches would need to wait. She'd go do whatever she could to make sure the murderer was caught. 

Galen greeted the various crime scene workers. Most had been flown in via helicopter from the mainland because so little serious crime happened on the island it was rarely needed. He opened the door for Dani and she stepped inside, a bundle of nerves trying not to have a meltdown. She'd so been looking forward to coming through that door, and now—she stopped, watching as the investigators bustled around collecting evidence. And found that she needed to steady herself. Before her hand reached out to the wall for support, her tank of a man steadied her. 

"You okay? If it's too much?"

"It's not that. Well, it is, but it's—something else." The moment she'd stepped over the threshold this odd sort of pressure had slammed into her. A bit like a power surge straight to her heart. Or like she'd downed ten cups of coffee and the caffeine had kicked in and wore off just as instantly. She blinked a few times and shook it off. "I'm okay. Promise. I'm sure it's just the shock wearing off."

Galen nodded and freed her but kept a close eye on her just the same. 

Dani's longing gaze peered around the grand entrance and off into the living room where most of the crime scene workers were located. Aunt Marni might not be in the house any longer but her presence was still there. In every piece of furniture. Every piece of art. Every book. Every photo. Every hall. Every room.  Every vase, and every dish.

The place hadn't changed, even in ten years. 

They made it to the living room—blood—on the rug where she'd died. Dani held her breath so as not to vomit. 

"The blood is from an injury she sustained," explained Galen in a broken voice. "We think, right after she died."

"How?"

"Our best guess so far is that she hit that photo case, crashed into it, and died on impact. But she landed hard and hit her head on the table when she came down."

Dani nodded and released a shaky breath. 

"It was quick?"

"Instant. She couldn't have even known what hit her."

The smallest of reliefs. Marni hadn't suffered on her way out. But what bullshit that was because they'd already suffered so much, especially these last weeks. And it meant she didn't even have the chance to fight back. 

"There was no sign of forced entry," Galen continued. "Which means she let her killer in."

Dani spun around with eyes narrowed. "She knew her killer?"

"Not a guarantee. But your aunt wasn't known to open the door for random strangers."

"No. She had that security system put in back when I was a little kid. Always better to know who's at your front door, she'd always tell me." But hadn't that system broken down a while back? She must've had it fixed. 

Dani was about to bring it up when a raucous of meows followed by Marni's four-legged furry friends padded into the room. One of the crime scene workers planted her hands on her hips. 

"We've been trying to catch those damn cats for the last hour. And here they come just waltzing in—" she cut herself off as the three cats stopped and circled around Dani, rubbing their bodies up against her. "Guess they were waiting for family." Her voice was kinder. 

Dani leaned down with a sad smile. 

"So sorry, babies. Your momma loved you. So much." She lifted the three of them, in disbelief at how well preserved they were, given their age. It crossed her mind they had to be well over twenty at this point, well, actually, make that thirty, but none of the three sister cats looked like they'd aged a single day. And most people found the Siamese sister cats to be standoffish, but they'd always liked Dani and Marni. And Dani welcomed the licks and snuggles. 

She let them out of her grasp but they stayed wound around her legs like they were offering protection from the invasion going on in their home. It brought a somber smile to Dani's face.

"Guess I own cats now," she found herself whispering a second later. "Not sure how I'll manage it, but there's no way in hell I'm giving you gals up." They caught her gaze and for a second, Dani swore it was like they understood her and purred out some response. And she even understood it to mean, thank you. 

She stood up and caught Galen's mouth turned up in the slightest of smirks, like he'd just confirmed something. He glanced out of the living room toward the front entrance, rubbing his chin before doing the oddest thing. He stepped over to Dani and slid his hand onto her shoulder and pushed aside her shirt so it was just off her shoulder—and that smirk lifted into a knowing and exhausted smile. 

"Come with me," he said. 
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Galen didn't give Dani the chance to argue and grabbed her hand, dragging her into another room where he shut the door and glanced around for a mirror. There was one hanging over a table on a back wall. He put her in front of it and slid in behind her, doing the same move with her shirt to reveal her shoulder. 

"What the hell?" her hand flew up to touch a dark blue mark on the front of her shoulder blade—a mark she'd never had until just now. "My mom..." she trailed off, almost too tired of being so constantly befuddled. 

"Your aunt had one too."

She eyed Galen, his body behind hers as he stared back in the mirror, towering more than a foot over her. Five-foot-two never felt so small as when she was standing this close to Galen. 

"I don't understand where the mark came from. It wasn't there when I got dressed this morning and I certainly didn't get a new tattoo on the ferry ride over." She put her hands to her face and blew out her frustrations. "I thought my mom’s was a birthmark." 

"It is a mark, and yours by birthright." She dropped her hands and stared at him like he wasn't helping. "Sorry. My theory is that when you stepped inside Marni's house, it marked you."

"How? And as what?"

"The new heir."

"To what? Her house? And how does a damn house mark you?" she was getting frustrated and at her wit's end. 

Galen spun Dani around. "It marked you as a Harper Witch. The last Harper Witch," he explained, somberly. 

"That's fucking crazy, Galen!" She pushed at his tank-like body, which didn't even budge. "This is no time for jokes. This is not funny. It's not real. And I'm not a freaking god damned witch."

"You're right. You're not damned," he agreed. "You're a good witch."

She pushed out an irritated grumble of incoherent words. "I'll give you that my mom and aunt were—eccentric. And into weird things."

"Like the occult. And magic. And spells. And witchy stuff."

"And just how is it, Galen Wilde, that you know so damned much about my Aunt Marni?" Dani's eyes flashed impatiently. And angrily. 

It was too much too fast he realized. 

Dani was overwhelmed. Confused. Perhaps even a little bitter that she was discovering this whole side to her family she never knew existed. Questioning her life, and her once believed close relationship with two of the women she loved most in all the world. Who were dead and unable to explain or defend themselves. 

Galen gave her a few feet of space to gather her thoughts and answered her question as simply as possible so as not to add to the overwhelm. 

"Marni, um—was a good friend. She helped me in a time of crisis a few years back. I don't think I would have survived it without her help."

Dani raised an eyebrow and let it drop. "She was like that. Never passed up a chance to help someone." 

"She was a good woman, Dani Harper. Just like you. You take after her more than you know." He blinked hard a few times. "I won't stop until I figure out who did this. I'm going to go check on things. Why don't you go up to your old bedroom and get settled? Marni had it made up for you. I'm sure Trevor's dropped off your car and bags."

That sounded good. A hot bath. Another swig of Patron. Checking the fuck out of life—like that was possible! 

"Yeah. Okay. Check on me before you go, though?"

He eyed her like there was nothing more important than obliging her request. 

She gave him a tight smile. He left with a silent promise to return. 

An hour later she was unpacked—the best she could at least, considering her aunt had every closet stuffed to the hilt, an insane feat living in a mansion this size—and now Dani was neck deep in a whirlpool tub, the hot jets simmering her body into a blobby pile of skin and bones. It was almost perfect. But it wasn't going to take away the pain. Or get her through the acceptance or mourning process any faster. 

Before she wasn't able to move, she emptied the tub, dried off, tossed on a summer dress, and cooled down with a few sips of her favorite sunshine tea—a creation of her aunt's. 

And that's when she lost it. 

And when two strong arms snaked around her and she let the sobs fly. 

She didn't want to feel this pain. She'd just started to not hurt every waking minute, over her mom, and now it was starting all over again with her aunt. 

Galen didn't tell her to stop. Or fill her head with bullshit ideas that it would all be okay. He just held her on the edge of the bed and let her cry it out until it finally ebbed into sniffles and eventually, calmer, more controlled breaths.

"Is everyone gone?" she asked him.

"Yeah. All packed up and gone. Everything is cleaned up—you can't even tell they were here." But he wasn't insinuating it would be like the murder never even happened. Because that was a reality they needed to face. 

Dani breathed a little easier and instead of freeing herself from Galen's lap, snuggled in deeper, breathing him in. He was like a drug that calmed her and got her all worked up at the same time. 

"So, um, I'm not saying I believe it, but this witchy thing, is this the reason you think the murders are related?" She didn't want to talk about it, but they needed to. 

"Yes. But for reasons you can understand, I can't tell the police crew this. They'd have my badge and maybe even have me locked up."

Dani leaned outward and eyed him with a hard focus. "You believe it, though, don't you? The witchy thing?"

"Cannot deny what I've seen with my own eyes, Dani. And I'd never lie to you."

That fact, she believed with all her being. Galen Wilde wasn't capable of a lie. Never had been. She snuggled in closer again. 

"Even so, I just can't believe it." 

"In time, you will. And I can't make a single guarantee about anything. I can't even say for sure it's the witch thing that got them killed. But the timing... the manner in which they died..." 

Dani hated to admit it, but her mother's death had happened almost the same exact manner as her aunt's. Witchiness set aside, the same person might have murdered them both. 

"I've read your mother's file," Galen admitted. "Not just because I'm a cop. Your aunt asked me to. She was afraid your mother had been murdered by some supernatural force. It wasn't something she could go to the police with. But I promised I'd do everything I could. And Marni was worried about you, Dani, because you didn't even know danger might be looking for you."

"That's a frightening thought."

"Yeah. I imagine it is. But you've got me, and I'm not going to let anyone get close to you, because it's my job, and—" he shocked himself. "Well, because I've never stopped being in love with you."
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Dani's gaze fixed on his, awe, widening her eyes.  

"Why did you let me go?" It slipped out before she stopped herself. 

He gave a light grunt. "It wasn’t because I wanted you to. But it's what you wanted. What you needed at the time. You weren't ready to settle down in a place like this. Or with me. So, like they say, if you love something... let it go." And he truly sounded miserable that he hadn't fought even a little to keep her there. 

She snuggled up like she wanted to be part of his skin, drowning in that spicy musk that always drove her mad with lust—but a different kind of craving hit her, and she smirked, and begrudgingly pulled back. 

"I need serious amounts of ice cream." 

He tossed her an amused eye waggle and she let out a wallop when he tossed her over his shoulder and carried her down the stairs into the kitchen, plopping her ass onto the granite-top island. He moved about the kitchen like he knew it well, and located all the supplies for hot fudge sundaes, and dove into the freezer to find the perfect vanilla bean ice cream. 

"I believe the lady asked for ice cream." He had his hand extended to her with a bowl filled with hot and gooey and icy and yummy. And Dani responded by sitting there staring like a lovesick schoolgirl wondering how the hell she'd ever thought she'd find happiness anywhere else other than right here. And a breath later she wasn't hungry for ice cream anymore. 

Galen watched the lusty haze fill her gaze and was torn between claiming what he loved and protecting his heart from getting broken all over again. 

"Please..." Dani begged him.

Galen tossed the bowl of icy yumminess into the sink and in three paces had Dani whipped back over his shoulder and bouncing wildly as he bound up the stairs back into her bedroom where he slammed the door closed and tossed her on the bed. 

In movements Dani barely saw through the lusty haze in her eyes, Galen spread out over her in an unforgiving attack that matched her need for him to ravage her. She gasped for air and begged for more at the same time. 

His hands pinned over her head digging into the sheets as if he was trying to keep some measure of control over himself. But the heat and need pouring out of Dani had him on the edge of losing it. 

Dani's breath caught when he growled. Like, a full-on feral growl a wild animal would make. And damn it to hell if it didn't raise the temperature even more. They were a hurricane of limbs and mouths and teeth and gasps—and too many fucking clothes. 

Galen moved like the wind swept through, one second, engulfing her, and the next they were on their feet at the end of the bed where he tore her dress down the middle. And as she shimmied out of what was left, his own clothes tore off, landing in a pile on the floor.

Dani didn't even have time to reach out and stroke his mesmerizing muscles—he slipped on a condom, wound his hand through her hair yanking her head back and bent downward drinking in her mouth, tongue, and every moan she paid him back with. 

The buzz on his lips and down his throat from each moan was a sublime thrill that begged him to take her hard, and fast. It was not enough and she wanted more, and she didn’t want nice. 

Nice wasn't going to satisfy his curvy little vixen tonight. 

A breathless blink later Dani had been spun around and her head jammed down into the bed with her feet spread wide on the floor and her ass in the air with Galen and his hard cock banging on her entrance—he teased and stroked but didn't give her what she was moaning for. 

"What do you need, Dani?" he growled out. He needed to hear her say it. 

"I need you to fuck me until I can't feel anything."

He slapped her ass and hammered inside of her with unforgiving force. She twisted the sheets in her hands and screamed into the bed at the invasion, a mix of pain and stretching and complete magnificent domination. Galen refused any hesitance and gripped her ass firmly and fucked her into oblivion.

This is why sex sucked with anyone else. She never gave herself over. Not like this. She never trusted anyone like she did Galen. Not that any other man had ever given her enough reason to trust them. 

And Galen would never judge her for what she wanted or needed from him. He'd never make her feel bad or humiliate her for wanting what she wanted—which was to feel his cock buried inside her so deep she could taste him. 

And it still wasn't enough. 

Galen slapped her ass again. 

"Touch yourself." It was an order and Dani's fingers slid down her stomach until that swollen needy nub shuddered under a single squeeze. 

But it wasn't enough. 

"Fuck yourself. And don't stop until I tell you to."

Dani gasped and whimpered and cried as Galen fucked her and her own fingers slid over her clit spiraling her into a haze of heat and lust and rapture building so intensely that for a few seconds she thought she might pass out. 

And that was what she wanted.

Ride the high, pass out, and forget. 

Galen grunted and gritted, his hips slamming against her ass as he drowned in her soaked and simmering heat—until he withdrew himself to the tip to push back in and Dani screamed out in her own release making her knees give out. 

Her hands hit the bed trying to hang on for dear life. 

But Galen wasn't finished with her yet and he hadn't told her to stop. 

He spanked her ass in punishment and thrust to push back in mercilessly, but her muscles spasmed and legs bent under the weight of ecstasy and when he pushed back in his target had changed and he raked right inside her puckered, tight ass. 

She shuddered and pounded her fist into the sheet and groaned and the unexpected invasion.

"Fuck," he choked out raggedly, both trying to pull out before he hurt her, but thinking, too late, I already did. But Dani twisted her head and deadpanned him in a silent order to stay right where he was and fuck her. 

He might think he was the one giving orders here but they both knew who was really in charge. And Dani never asked unless she was sure, so he shoved back in, pushing the limit of pain and pleasure, grunting in the effort not to shoot his load and hold back, to bring her to the edge one more time. 

He buried himself inside of her and stilled for a second, staring down the backside of luscious softness and curves—the sexy tattooed vixen that was the only woman he ever wanted bent over his bed. 

When her moment of tension morphed into a needy groan he pulled out and shoved back in with a slower, penalizing pace that drew out each moan. 

Dani's nerves were screaming in fiery pulses with every maddening stroke of Galen's cock of perfection. He was a god on two legs. A tank with two legs and a gun that shot into her at every right speed and angle. 

One of his hands slid around her thigh and pushed her legs even wider. He ground himself deep into her ass and pinched her clit as he drove in hard and deep and relentless. 

And until his cock refused to obey one stroke longer and hardened like steel shooting off jets like he'd been holding them in for years. 

Dani whimpered and breathed heavily, unable to hold up her own weight. Galen, strong man that he was, lifted her until her knees were on the bed and followed her as she rolled halfway to her side in a satisfied jellyroll of skin and bones. Galen gently pulled out of her and discarded the condom and pulled the two of them up to the pillow and tucked her into him. 

When she'd caught her breath, she mustered up enough muscle to wiggle out of his grasp and roll over to face him.

He smiled from his pillow like he'd just seen heaven and was contented to stay there. 

"All shitty things set aside, you sure do know how to welcome a girl home."

His smile lifted to a full-on grin. "Anything you want, I can't say no. Even if it is fucking that deliciously perfect ass—" she reached out and shushed him with a giggle on her lips. It felt silly, and almost wrong to have this moment of complete giddy satisfaction. 

"How do you do it?" she muttered.

"Do what?"

"Make me feel safe, even when I'm at my most vulnerable and needy. Make me feel like I'm the only woman on the planet worth your affections."

"Because you are, Dani Harper. There's never been anyone else for me. Ever. There never will be."

"I love you," she whispered in nervous admittance. "Never stopped. Even after I left." 

"All I ever hoped for, no matter how long you were away, is that you'd find your way back to me."

It scared them both, to admit this, not knowing where the future would take them. 

But for tonight, it was bliss, and not to be spoiled by thoughts of, what if...  

Dani snuggled into him as he pulled a blanket up over them. And another large chunk of that unsettledness stilled inside of her. 
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