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      It seems everyone has been waiting for spring to arrive and awaken Angel Bay from its wintery cocoon. Even for Emmy, the eternal optimist, the long winter has taken its toll. To make matters worse, her love life has been on ice with her boyfriend working out of town.

      But there are some surprises before winter releases its icy grip. A series of gruesome killings threatens the town, and the arrival of a mysterious stranger could end everything between Emmy and Zane.

      When Emmy’s mom pops in from Heaven and finds out her daughter is dating a demon, all hell breaks loose, and Emmy dreads the repercussions—Heavenly or otherwise.

      In this hotbed of paranormal activity, not everyone or everything is as it seems.
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      To all of the animal lovers who go above and beyond by adopting animals in need of a forever home. The world needs more of you!

      I am a strong believer in helping animals in need.
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      “Winter seems to be extraordinarily… something,” I said, peering through the frost-enameled window.

      Pandora gingerly tapped her paw on the store’s front windowpane. She answered with a forlorn meow.

      “You’re exactly right. That’s the word - boring,” I replied. The normally busy and festive sidewalks had been transformed into hazardous, snowy trails. They were completely deserted. Well, nearly deserted. A lone pedestrian appeared out of nowhere and opened the front door, letting in a most unwelcome icy breeze.

      The visitor peeled away his scarf, looking like a mummy unraveling itself. “Good morning, my beautiful angelic investigators, my sleuths of all Fortean phenomena, supernatural events, and paranormal crimes,” he bubbled with a British accent.

      “Oh, it’s just you.” I breathed a sigh of relief before quickly offering a more pleasant greeting. “Good morning, Ash.” Ash is Angel Bay’s resident devil and my boyfriend’s dad. Ash has also recently reconnected with the love of his life, Eve—aka Zane’s mom.

      “Just me?” His normally cheerful cadence vanished from his face. “I’m not usually considered such a disappointment,” he said, plucking the thick gloves from his hands and giving me a slight scowl.

      He looked somewhat hurt, and I did feel bad. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so…unwelcoming. I just miss all the tourist traffic. And the warm weather. I was hoping you were a new customer.” I really did miss the visitors and the summer sunshine and hoped this winter season wouldn’t last long.

      “Ah, yes. Angel Bay is once again stranded in the dreary winter doldrums. Such obscurity is the downside to selling gifts, souvenirs, and herbal remedies in such a nasty climate. I sometimes wonder if I’m not trapped in one of Hell’s backwater settlements.”

      “What can we help you with?” I asked, forcing myself to adopt a more cheerful attitude.

      “I just came to pick up a half pound of angel food candy. I’m absolutely hooked on that stuff. And Eve prefers the horehound candy. You know how witches can be. Anyway, don’t get up. I can help myself,” he said and headed for the racks of candy jars like a… well, like a kid in a candy store.

      “A devil with a sweet tooth. Who knew?” I snarked.

      Jade cupped her hands around her steaming mug of tea. “You know, we should appreciate boring days like these, especially considering what we’ve dealt with over the past year. We’ve run into killers, kidnappers, demons, witches, and most recently, vampires, and more. It’s been exhausting, really.”

      “I think you’re onto something there. I’ve gotten so used to solving all those crazy mysteries and saving Angel Bay. I might actually be craving more… excitement.” I could always count on Jade to drill down right to the heart of the matter. I didn’t know what I’d do without her. She was one of the best roommates an almost angel could have. She was the logical one. The one you could count on to set the record straight and tell you what you needed to hear when you needed to hear it. Our backgrounds as almost angels complemented each other perfectly.

      “With Zane working out of state again, you’re craving something, that’s for sure. By the way, when will he be back?” She asked with a grin.

      “He’s hoping to come home for a long weekend at the end of this month.” I know it didn’t seem like a long time, but it was. I missed Zane something fierce. We had started dating not long after our assignment in Angel Bay began. It quickly turned into more than casual dating—and feelings of the head-over-heels variety rapidly entered the picture for both of us.

      Jade gulped, unsuccessfully trying to swallow her laughter. “Oh, you mean you are in for a long weekend. I bet it’ll be a long, girthy weekend.”

      Okay, scratch the telling you what you needed to hear when you needed to hear it thing.

      “Hush! That was a very… naughty thing to say, especially with Ash here,” I said, attempting to hide my blushing face behind the thin veil of steam rolling off the hot tea. The last thing I wanted to do was discuss my sex life or current dry spell in front of my boyfriend’s dad.

      “Yeah, but you know I’m right. Anyway, that’s not for another three weeks. You’ll be climbing the walls by then.”

      “I’ll be all right. I just need⁠—”

      “A distraction! An exciting distraction. That’s what you need!” Chloe said enthusiastically and unexpectedly as she squeezed onto the windowsill bench between Jade and me.

      One thing about Chloe, she doesn’t consider personal space to be a thing. Like, not at all. And I really don’t mind or find her behavior intrusive because she’s like the sun breaking through the clouds on an otherwise gloomy day, and she is always welcome. Even if her ideas are often over the top.

      I’m not the only one who thinks she’s like the sun breaking through the cloudiest of days. Even Eve says Chloe possesses something called joie de vivre. I don’t speak French, but I think it means she lives joyfully, and we are all the better for it.

      My eyebrows arched. My curiosity was piqued by her excitement. “It sounds like you have something in mind?”

      “Yep. Would you like to join Daryl and me for a little fantasy role-playing game?”

      “Whatha flooth!” Caught off guard by her question, I instantly showered Pandora with a mouthful of my tea, sending her racing to another windowsill. I was absolutely flabbergasted to be invited to join in on one of her and Daryl’s kinky games.

      “What the actual heck, Chloe? How could you just come right out and ask Emmy like that?” Jade asked, as equally shocked as I was.

      “Oh, it’s so fun. It’s called Dungeons and Dragons.”

      Ash, always to be counted on to partially eavesdrop on a conversation, chimed in. “Did I hear you say something about dungeons? You know, I’m something of a dungeon master myself.”

      “Oh? I didn’t know you were into D and D,” Chloe said.

      “S and M, actually. Is it similar?” he asked.

      Chloe’s face scrunched up like a little pug dog. It was her normal expression when she was puzzled beyond help.

      “Um, it’s two entirely different things,” Jade said with a snort.

      “Well, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. By the way, I left the cash on the counter. Keep the change,” he said, tucking the bags of candy deep under his winter coat. Stepping out of the door, he magically disappeared.

      Letting out a sigh, I patted Chloe on the leg. “Thanks, but I’m okay. Really.”

      Jade and Chloe eventually wandered off to tend to various chores, leaving me to apologize to Pandora. But she was too concerned with something that had caught her attention outside.

      “Meow. Meow.”

      “What is that?” I asked, catching a fleeting glimpse of grey and brown fur. Running to the door, I opened it slightly enough to lean forward and scan the porch.

      That’s when I first met him.

      A very tall grayish and brown dog, a German shepherd mix, I guessed as I cautiously approached the door.

      “Oh! Poor baby! Come inside. It’s too cold out here.” I welcomed him in, and he immediately licked my hand. “Oh, you’re welcome. What’s your name?” I asked, moving his thick leather collar until I could read the engraved brass nameplate. “Barkley.”

      “Hey, I think I found my distraction!” I shouted.

      Jade and Chloe quickly knelt down to join me in welcoming our four-legged visitor.

      “Meet, Barkley,” I said.

      Chloe reached her hand out, and Barkley lifted a paw. “Hey, he knows how to shake. Good dog, Barkley,” she cheered.

      “I wonder if he’s lost, or even worse, if he’s been abandoned?” Jade asked.

      I shrugged and scratched Barkley’s neck. “I don’t know. He must have been out there when Ash came and left. I wonder if he saw anyone outside with a dog. I’ll give him a call later and check with him.”

      “I’ll call Daryl and let him know in case someone calls to report a lost dog,” Chloe said. Her boyfriend is one of Angel Bay’s finest boys in blue and could be counted on to help in just this type of situation.

      “Meanwhile, we’ll keep you warm and comfortable right here. You’ll like that, right, Barkley?” I asked.

      Barkley barked twice and gratefully licked my face.

      I think I was equally grateful. One of the things I really missed after leaving Heaven was having my dog around. Sure, Zane’s dog and I had become great friends. But Mooch was Zane’s pal and had been accompanying him when he left town for work.

      I don’t want to seem like I didn’t appreciate Pandora’s company, but she’s a cat. And you know how cats can be. Everything in the relationship with them has to be on their terms. They will sweetly snuggle and lovingly purr with you for a few fleeting minutes. Next thing you know, they are biting, scratching, and tearing through the house like they’ve lost their minds. I think someone got it wrong when they said cats have nine lives. It’s more like nine personalities. Is there any other creature that is as naturally schizophrenic as a cat?

      Dogs are the opposite. You can depend on them to be there when you need a companion. They are simple and uncomplicated. Loyal and steady, dogs live to please. And as much as I hoped to find Barkley’s home, I secretly wished nobody would come forward and Barkley would become a new member of our little group.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      As the days turned to weeks, we all made a concerted effort to locate Barkley’s owner. Ash reported that he hadn’t seen a soul—or even anyone without a soul—that day. Chloe provided Daryl with a photo of Barkley, and he kept it posted down at the police station. But nobody came forward to claim him.

      Meanwhile, Barkley continued to live with us. And I have to say, having such a friendly dog around made the days more interesting, and time flew by just a little bit quicker. He spent time with all of us, but he tended to gravitate more toward me. Maybe it was childish, but I enjoyed talking to him, especially when Chloe and Jade weren’t around. I guess I’m just not the type of girl who enjoys being alone.

      “So, Barkley, since nobody’s come around looking for you, I’ve decided to order a few things to make you feel more at home. Between you and me, I’m hoping this will be your new forever home.”

      “Woof!”

      I couldn’t be certain if Barkley was answering me or offering a cordial greeting to Pandora, who strolled through the room—completely oblivious to Barkley.

      “I know. She comes off as a bit of a snob,” I whispered. “I don’t think that is the case, though. It’s always hard to tell with cats, but it doesn’t seem like she minds having you here. I don’t think she cares either way.”

      Opening a large cardboard box, I took out a huge plush dog bed and a matching set of bowls. “Now you can have your own bed. It’s not that any of us minds sharing our beds with you, but there is such a thing as boundaries. Especially when one needs some personal time, if you know what I mean.”

      “Woof. Woof!”

      “Exactly. Chloe was complaining about that just the other night. She felt like you were staring at her the whole time. And I have to agree. It makes me uncomfortable as well.”

      “Woof! Woof!” Barkley vigorously wagged his tail.

      “Sorry. Boundaries. Anyway, this new doggy bed seems really comfortable. And now you won’t have to eat or drink from mixing bowls.”

      “Woof.”

      “You’re welcome. I can’t wait for you to meet my boyfriend, Zane. He’ll be here next week! Promise me you’ll be on your best behavior.”

      Barkley lay down, resting his chin between his front paws, and let out a sad little whimper.

      “Oh, come on. Don’t look at me like that. I’ll still have time for you. And you’ll finally get to meet his dog, Mooch. I’m betting you two will become the best of friends.”

      Hearing the bells on the front door jingle, followed by muffled voices, I headed for the stairs. “I’m going to see what the commotion is. Now, why don’t you try out your new bed for a bit while I go downstairs?”

      Leaving Barkley to enjoy his new bed, I went down to the store, where I was immediately met by Chloe, Jade, and Daryl.

      Chloe waved me over with obvious urgency. “Oh, good. You’re here. Daryl has news.” But her hushed tone clearly meant it wasn’t happy news.

      “A warning, actually,” he said ominously.

      “Oh, no. Now what?”

      “Remember hearing about those missing cattle from that farm north of town?” He asked.

      “The four cows who went missing from Udderly Fresh Dairy? Yeah, that happened a month ago or so. Did they turn up somewhere?” I had no idea where Daryl was going with this.

      “What’s left of them did—only the hooves and a few bones. It was awful.”

      “Holy cow! What happened?” Shock filled my mind. Who would do something like that, and why did he have to say it like that? Sheesh.

      “Hole eee cow! You made a pun, Emmy. Get it?” Chloe snickered. Leave it to her to come up with the most inappropriate comment. Classic Chloe.

      “I suspected an animal attack. But after calling in a state wildlife expert, she’s convinced it was a wolf attack.” Daryl rolled his eyes.

      A chill ran up my back. “A wolf? As in the big bad type? You know, with big teeth and everything? Do we even have wolves here?” I asked, not even trying to hide the shock in my voice.

      “I’ve never seen a wolf. But according to the expert, they’re rare winter visitors. When the bay freezes, they occasionally cross over from the less populated areas while hunting for food. I can’t really blame them for being tempted by some fresh beef. It’s sad for the cows and the dairy, but after all that, the expert told me there has never been a recorded wolf attack on humans in the state. After hearing what she had to say, I wasn’t too concerned for the safety of our residents.”

      “I have the feeling there is a big ‘but after’ coming next,” I gulped.

      “Well, yeah. But after I just came from another even more gruesome scene, I think the whole zero wolf attacks on humans is no longer the case. Two people were torn apart by something, and after seeing the carnage from both scenes, I can’t help but notice the similarities to the attacks on the cows.”

      “Oh, my God! Two people?” Jade squeaked.

      Daryl shrugged. “Yeah, they’re just a couple of fitness nuts. You know, those overly competitive cross-country skiers from Minnesota, but still⁠—”

      “Holy smorgasbord!” Chloe yelped.

      “Did you talk to that state wildlife expert about it?” I asked, trying to sound calm, even if I felt like running straight up to my bedroom and hiding under my blankets until both cases were solved.

      “She assured me that she’s looking into it. But I can tell you, she’s very concerned that it could be a rogue
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