
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Happy Holidays!

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s time to get your jingle bells on and celebrate the holiday season with a whole lot of fun and a little bit of murder with the Christmas Crackers Cozy Mystery Collection.

      

      This limited-time festive collection of holiday whodunits includes 10 new paranormal cozy mystery novellas from ten of your favorite authors, including:

      

      Jane Hinchey, Nancy Warren, Patti Larsen, Beth Prentice, Dionne Lister, Kelly Ethan, Maggie Mundy, Christine Bernard, Polly Holmes, and Susanne Becker.

      

      Happy holiday reading!
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        For Dad…

        Who always believed in me.

        I wish you were here to see this.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Where it fits

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GHOST THE HALLS can be read as a stand-alone, but chronologically it fits between THE GHOST IS CLEAR and A GHOST OF A CHANCE… Enjoy!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        GHOST THE HALLS

      

      

      Christmas at the lake house is stringing lights and searching for the perfect tree. It’s the one time of the year when the entire Fitzgerald clan squeeze together under one roof, trying to outdo each other in the goofy gift department. After a hectic year, I’m looking forward to kicking back, eating too much, and doing nothing more strenuous than wrapping gifts with festive bows.

      

      Should have known that was too much to ask for when neighbor and old friend, Henry Peterson, turns up dead, face down in the snow decked out in a Santa suit.

      

      Henry was a perfectly pleasant middle-aged man. That is until the holiday season hits, and he embraces all things Saint Nick with unbridled enthusiasm. I’d never given Henry much thought, other than to admire his Griswold inspired decorating efforts and predilection for ugly holiday sweaters. Was that reason enough to want him dead? I highly doubted it. Donning my PI hat, I’m soon knee-deep in snow and suspects, determined to find out whodunnit.

      

      Before I can say deck the halls, my family, whose help some may consider a hindrance, insist on being in on the investigation, my boyfriend, aka Captain Cowboy Hot Pants is in cahoots with my mom, my ghostly best friend receives an unexpected gift, and I need to find who killed Kris Kringle before another body drops.

      

      Enjoy this Christmas edition novella of the Ghost Detective Mysteries featuring private investigator Audrey Fitzgerald, a ghost, a talking cat, and a smoking hot detective.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s something about a crisp December morning, fresh snow painting the landscape a sea of white, the scent of pine from the garishly decorated tree in the corner, dead Santa on the sofa. I blew the steam from my coffee and cradled it between my palms as I padded over and sank into an armchair, staring into the flames that danced in the fireplace, the odd crackle and pop the only sound breaking the silence.

      Dawn was the only time I got a moment’s peace from my crazy family, who were currently asleep upstairs. Every Christmas, we all piled into our respective cars to spend the holidays at the lake house. Squeezed in under one roof. Every year I vowed that year would be my last, and I’d be the ungrateful child who broke the tradition. And every year, I failed, dutifully turning up, gag gifts in tow.

      “How you doing, Henry?” I finally acknowledged dead Santa, who was staring into the flames dancing in the fireplace. He glanced my way.

      “Oh, hey, Audrey. Good to see you.”

      “You too, Henry. So… what’s up?” I couldn’t be one hundred percent sure, but at this angle, in this light, it looked like Santa, aka Henry, had been shot.

      Henry Peterson was our lake house neighbor, and if I thought my mom loved the holiday season, she had nothing on Henry. He was obsessed. He put Clark Griswold to shame with his light display—his cabin was covered, and I mean covered, in fairy lights. There were inflatable Santa’s, plastic Santa’s, wire Santa’s. There were snowmen and reindeer and candy canes. Henry had it all, and then some.

      Henry was also dead. This was a new development, for when we’d arrived at the lake house yesterday, Henry had been very much alive. He’d been out front, righting a Christmas Elf that had toppled over near his mailbox. He’d given us a wave and called out a hearty greeting, asking if he’d see us at the Christmas Eve concert. He and his best friend, Ken Porter, were tag-teaming playing Santa, just like they did every year.

      I sighed. His death would have a huge impact on the lake community. Henry was much loved and would be sadly missed, but my number one priority was finding out exactly what had happened to him – and to get him off the sofa before one of my family members came downstairs and caught me talking to a ghost. So far, I’d managed to keep my spirit speaking abilities hidden from them, but piled together in one house was going to be challenging in more ways than one.

      “It’s the darndest thing,” Henry said.

      “What’s that?”

      “I can’t feel the heat from the fire.”

      Ahh. Henry didn’t know he was dead. This was my least favorite part. Where was Ben when I needed him? He was much better at dealing with the recently departed than I am.

      Ben is the ghost of my best friend, and, due to some dodgy attempt at spell casting from his killer, his spirit had somehow become attached to me, giving me not only the ability to see and speak to ghosts, but also talk to his cat, Thor. Both of which were noticeably absent this freezing December morning. Thor was no doubt curled up in bed with my boyfriend, Detective Kade Galloway. Let’s not get into my family’s reaction to me bringing along a guest to our annual Christmas camp out. Let’s just say it’s a first and leave it at that.

      And Ben? He could be anywhere. He flits around, usually crashing in on neighbors to see who is watching what on television. Sometimes he spends time with his dad in the aged care facility. William Delaney is suffering from Alzheimer’s, and after Ben’s death, not only did I inherit everything Ben owned, I also became responsible for his father.

      Turning my attention back to Henry, I asked, “what’s the last thing you remember?”

      He looked at me oddly. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what’s the last thing you remember doing?”

      “Well, I…” he trailed off. “I don’t remember coming here, for one thing.”

      “No?” I took a sip of coffee, scalding my tongue. “What were you doing then? You’re in your Santa costume.”

      He looked at the bright red pants and ran his palms down the worn fabric. “Yes. I am.” A smile curled his lips. “Ken and I are playing Santa again this year.”

      Ken was not only Henry’s best friend but his other neighbor. The elderly gentlemen were two peas in a pod. Same, same, but different. Similar builds, but where Henry had a head of thick white hair, Ken was bald. But put them in a Santa suit with a red hat and fake beard, and you couldn’t tell them apart. Ken was going to be devastated at Henry’s death.

      “Right. At the concert tonight.” I nodded and then glanced at my watch. “It’s not even six a.m. A little early to get into costume, isn’t it?”

      “Oh, I wear this around the house all the time.” Henry grinned, his eyes sparkling. His hand settled on to his round belly. That’s when his smile slipped. “What’s this?” Frowning, he poked a finger through the bullet hole in his suit. “Darn it,” he muttered, “now I’m going to have to get this fixed. I don’t even know how I managed to rip a hole in it, right at the front like this? And it’s stained! Is that sauce?”

      I leaned forward and placed my coffee cup on the table. “Henry, there’s something you need to know.”

      He didn’t glance up from examining his damaged Santa suit. “Hmmm? What’s that?”

      “You’re dead.”

      He froze. Then his head snapped up, and his blue eyes narrowed as he stared at me. His mouth opened and closed a couple of times, but no words came out.

      “Nice one, Fitz,” Ben drawled from behind me, startling me so bad I yelped and nearly threw myself out of the armchair.

      “Ben,” I hissed, “how many times do I have to ask you not to sneak up on me?”

      “Dozens. But I’m pretty sure you have bigger problems right now. Like the dead Santa on your sofa?”

      “That’s Henry. Our lake house neighbor.”

      “Yeah, well, Henry isn’t looking so good.”

      “Ben,” I scolded, “he’s dead. Of course, he doesn’t look good!”

      Henry suddenly shot to his feet and headed for the door.

      “Uh oh, we’ve got a runner,” Ben took off after him, the pair of them passing right through the back door.

      “Guys! Wait up!” Damn it. Hurrying after them, I stopped to pull on boots, coat, hat, and scarf over my PJs before opening the door and stepping outside. Who would have thought on Christmas Eve I’d be running around at dawn chasing two ghosts?
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      Outside, the air was cold enough to freeze my lungs. Puffs of white clouded in front of me with each breath, and despite my warm coat, I could feel the cold of winter nipping at me. Stomping across the back porch, I had one foot on the top stair, my eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of the two ghosts when my foot slipped out from under me, and I shot down the stairs, thump, thump, thump, before landing on my butt in a pile of snow at the bottom.

      “Ow.” Clambering to my feet, I dusted off the snow, thankful for the relatively soft landing and the padding my coat provided on the journey down. My butt was bruised, but I’d had worse.

      Glancing up at the house, I checked the windows for movement, hoping I hadn’t woken anyone. Although, to be honest, they were used to my spills and accidents. Audrey Accident Prone Fitzgerald is my name, and tripping, falling, and dropping things, is my game. I shivered, but not with the cold. If my sister-in-law, Amanda, had seen that spill, I’d never hear the end of it. Amanda is a very intelligent, beautiful, perfect wife to my brother and mother to his children. And she is on a never-ending quest to fix me. Only I’m not broken. Just clumsy.

      Boots crunching on the snow, I made my way around the side of the house, raising my hand to shield my eyes from the glare of the sun. No sign of Ben or Henry. Assuming Henry had hightailed it home, I headed towards his place, cutting across the rear of both properties. While we were neighbors, Henry’s cabin was nothing like our six-bedroom house. Two stories, plus attic, everything was large. A ten-seater table, a massive modular sofa, a kitchen you could fit a football team in. Henry’s entire cabin would fit in our lower floor. But then it was just Henry. He was a widower with no children. He had no need for the massive amount of space the Fitzgerald clan necessitated.

      Climbing up his back steps, I stopped when I noticed the back door was ajar, the huge Christmas wreath catching the early morning sun and glinting, belying the tragedy that had befallen Henry.

      “Ben?” I hissed, creeping across the porch and pushing the door with one gloved finger. It swung in without a sound, and I cautiously stepped over the threshold. It was cold inside, the fire had long since gone out, which told me Henry had been dead for a while, and with the back door ajar, the frigid outside air had quickly taken hold of the cabin.

      “Ben!” I hissed again a little louder then stopped to listen. Nothing. Nothing but silence. A silence so eerie a shiver ran down my spine, and the fine hairs on my arms stood on end. Then I noticed the state of Henry’s cabin. Now Henry may be a single man living alone, but he was no slob. He was a retired school teacher, and I’d sat at his table enjoying a hot chocolate many times, so there was no way he’d let his cabin get into such a state. Cushions were tossed on the floor, books had been turfed off the bookshelf, kitchen drawers and cupboard doors stood ajar. The cabin had been ransacked.

      “Oh, Henry, what did you stumble into?” Someone had been here, that much was obvious, and they were clearly searching for something. The question is, what? I stuck my head in the downstairs half bath that doubled as a laundry room. Empty. Then hurried upstairs, checked the bedroom and bath. No sign of ghost Henry nor his mortal body. So he hadn’t been killed here.

      Back outside, I searched the snow for tracks, but there had been fresh snowfall overnight and the only footprints showing were mine. I stood on Henry’s porch and peered out toward the lake. No sign of Ben or Henry. Which left the woods to the right. Heaving a sigh, I trudged through the snow, working up a sweat as I made my way into the woods, the enormous trees draped in white casting eerie shadows.

      I followed the path from memory. A track that wove through the woods to a secluded cove that overlooked the lake, no houses or docks, just nature at its finest. Henry and Ken often fished there, as kids, Laura, Dustin and I had often camped out here. Close enough to home to be able to return if we got scared, but far enough away that we thought we were entirely without parental supervision.

      Another three minutes of slogging through the snow, I burst into the clearing, wheezing for breath. I caught sight of Ben, who stood with his hand on Henry’s shoulder. Both of them were looking at something on the ground… it didn’t take a genius to figure out what that was.

      “Hey,” I puffed, joining them.

      “Hey,” Ben said solemnly. “He was shot.” He indicated Henry’s body. I took a peek. Although not squeamish, I didn’t relish at looking at dead bodies either. Especially when they were someone I knew.

      Sure enough, Henry was splayed on his back, eyes open and unseeing, staring up at the sky. Only it had snowed, so now he was half-covered in white powder. But the blood that had stained the snow red was unmistakable.

      “So, he was facing the lake when he was shot.” I pointed out across the frozen water. From where I stood, I could just see the woods on the other side. “Had to have been someone on the ice, it’s way too far for the shooter to have been on land.” And the way Henry’s body was positioned, he’d toppled backward when he was hit. The shot was straight to the heart, he’d have died instantly, which was little consolation, but I guess it was better than being wounded and then freezing to death.

      “Not necessarily,” Ben said, squinting as the morning sun hit the ice at just the right angle to send millions of refractions of light cutting through the air. “A rifle with a decent scope could probably do it.”

      “You think a hunter mistook him for a deer?” I was skeptical. Henry’s Santa suit was pretty hard to miss. It was unlikely he’d been mistaken for a wild animal.

      Ben snorted. “Unlikely, Fitz.”

      “Murder then.” Poor Henry. Who would want to kill him? He was one of the nicest people I’d ever met. Warm, generous, kind. He loved the lake community he lived in. I found it hard to imagine someone had such a beef with him that they wanted him dead.

      “Henry, any recollection of what you were doing out here?” I asked. Ghost Henry shook himself out of the stupor he’d slipped into and came to stand by my side, keeping his back to the body on the ground.

      “I walk here most afternoons,” he said. “Sometimes, I stop and toss a few pebbles across the ice.”

      “To see how solid it is?” I asked.

      “Nah, just for fun,” he grinned. “See how far they’ll slide.”

      “And you did that yesterday afternoon?”

      “Yeah, I think so. I remember standing there, watching as a pebble slid all the way out. I had my hand up over my eyes, the sun sure can be blinding with all this snow and ice to reflect off.”

      “Did you see anyone on your walk? Notice anything?”

      “Not a soul. Not many folks are big on walking during winter.” He’d mimicked holding his hand up to shield his eyes, but a look flashed across his face as he dropped his arm. “I remember seeing a flash. Like the sun was glinting off a mirror or something. From the woods on the other side.”

      Ben and I exchanged a look. It could have been the shooter.

      “What happened after that?”

      A moment's silence as Henry thought over yesterday’s events. “I honestly don’t know. I guess maybe I was shot?” He cast a glance over his shoulder then quickly faced the lake again. I compressed my lips. Henry had been shot late afternoon. Possibly not long after we’d arrived at the lake house. It saddened me to think that while we’d been settling in and having fun, Henry had died here in the cold, alone.

      I heard footsteps crunching in the snow long before Galloway turned up, Thor trotting along behind him.

      “Audrey?” Galloway spotted the red mound on the ground, did a quick reconnaissance before crossing to my side, sliding an arm around my waist. “Have you called the sheriff?” he asked softly.

      I blew out a breath, leaning into his warmth. “Not yet. I left my phone in the house.”

      “How did you know he was here?”

      “His ghost joined me for my early morning coffee.”

      Thor wound his way around my legs, and I leaned down to pick him up. “How are those toe beans, Thor? Not frozen?” I snuggled my face into his soft gray fur.

      “Blimey woman, what do you take me for? Soft?” He sniffed in disdain. “My toe beans, as you call them, are fine, thank you very much.”

      “Okay then,” I grinned, “do you want to get down?”

      “Did I say that?” He started to purr, the loud rumble vibrating through me.

      “Oh, you got a cat!” Henry exclaimed, coming over to pet Thor. I watched as Henry scratched Thor’s ears, and Thor head-butted Henry’s hand. It puzzled me how Thor could interact with ghosts. He could not only hear and see them but also touch them. It was up there as one of life’s mysteries.

      “He was Ben’s cat. You remember Ben, don’t you?” I belatedly realized that I hadn’t officially introduced ghost Henry to ghost Ben. “Ben died this year. But he’s been out to the lake house a time or two, you’ve probably met him before.”

      “Yes, yes,” Henry nodded. “I recognize him. I didn’t know you’d died, though. I’m so sorry.”

      Ben shrugged. “It is what it is.”

      “They’re both here?” Galloway’s voice was hot in my ear, sending a shiver of warmth over my skin. I nodded, snuggling closer. “Yep. Henry was out here for a walk yesterday afternoon. He stopped to skip stones on the ice, thought he saw a flash, like light reflecting off a mirror, over there in the woods on the other side. That’s it.”

      Galloway repeated what Ben and I had done – stood on the shore with our hands shielding our eyes as we peered across the lake to the other side. “Ben thinks it’s a rifle with a scope?”

      “Yup,” I sighed. “I guess we should call the sheriff.”

      “On it.” Galloway already had his phone in his hand. “Why don’t you go back to the house. I can wait here.”

      “What, and risk waking my family up? Pft, I’d rather stay here thanks very much,” I scoffed. I loved my family, I truly did, but when we were all together like this, it was always that little bit extra. Plus, they’d want to join in the investigation into Henry’s death, and that would be a bad idea. A very bad idea.
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      The lake community had one law enforcement officer. Sheriff Dwight Caldwell. Mid-forties, beer belly hanging over his belt, a ruddy hue across his cheeks. He smelled like tobacco and pumpkin spice.

      “Morning, Audrey. Good to see you out at the lake again,” he greeted, removing his wide-brimmed hat and dusting it on his pant leg before putting it back on.

      “Dwight. This is my boyfriend, Kade Galloway.”

      Galloway held out his hand. “Detective Kade Galloway, Firefly Bay PD.”

      Dwight’s eyebrows shot up, but he shook Galloway’s hand while looking at me with a speculative gleam in his eye. “Dating a cop, Audrey? Thought you said it would be a cold day in hell before that happened?”

      Trust Dwight to remember. To give the man his due, he had persistently pursued me every time I came to the lake house, despite my numerous rejections and clear disdain for any member of law enforcement. All because of Ben.

      Ben had been a cop once, only he’d been framed by a corrupt officer and forced to quit. I’d been outraged on his behalf and ever since had refused to have anything to do with anyone remotely connected to law enforcement. That is until Detective Kade Galloway had wormed his way under my defenses – it helped that he was part of a secret investigation into dirty cops and had promised to right the wrongs done to Ben.

      “I hear hell’s pretty chilly these days,” I grinned, then my smile slipped. “It’s Henry. His body is this way.” I waved an arm behind me, toward the woods. Spinning on my heel, my foot slipped out from under me, and I would have fallen if Galloway hadn’t caught me.

      “Upsy Daisy,” he said, clamping my shoulders in an iron grip until he was sure I had my footing.

      “Upsy Daisy?” Ben hooted with laughter, and I shot him a glare. Now was not the time, not when I had an audience other than Galloway.

      “What do you think, Detective? The old guy have a heart attack?” Dwight asked, falling into step behind us as we led the way back to Henry’s body.

      “He’s been shot,” Galloway replied. “I’m afraid you’re looking at a homicide, Sheriff.”

      Dwight stopped in his tracks. Galloway and I kept walking, and it was several feet before we realized Dwight was no longer with us. We turned simultaneously to see the Sheriff standing with a concerned look on his face. I looked at Galloway and then back at Dwight, confused. It wasn’t until Ben said, “Ah, methinks, this is the Sheriff's first murder!” that I realized why Dwight had skidded to a halt.

      I cleared my throat and offered a tentative smile. “Appreciate this may be Willow Lake’s first murder in quite some time, Sheriff, but rest assured, we’re here to help. You may not have heard yet, but I’m a qualified private investigator, and of course, Galloway here is a Detective.”

      “I’d heard rumors that you had your own PI business. Something about a friend who died.”

      My smile slipped. I had a new life, one I loved, all thanks to my best friend dying. It still seemed so unfair. Ben nudged me in the ribs, an icy cold blast that happened whenever he touched me. “Awww come on Fitz, don’t get maudlin. Think of Henry! And having a case to solve will get you out of the house.”

      Good point. Work the case, avoid my family. A win-win if you ignored the glaring reality that a man had died.

      Then Dwight had to go and spoil it all. “Thanks for the offer, but I’ve got this.” He pushed past us, following our earlier tracks that would ultimately lead him to where Henry lay in the snow.

      Galloway and I followed. “You sure about him?” Galloway whispered out of the corner of his mouth.

      “Ben says he thinks this might be Dwight’s first murder. So no. I’m not sure about him at all.” Life in Willow Lakes was as small-town as it could get. Dwight’s days were no doubt filled with traffic infringements, scolding Esme Fuller about letting her dog pee all over her neighbor's hydrangeas, and de-escalating the feud between Barry McKenzie and Graham Sharp over the prized rooster that they initially bought together and now couldn’t agree on who should have custody of the bird. Investigating who had killed Henry Peterson was another matter entirely.

      We reached the clearing where Henry’s body lay, just in time to stop Dwight from picking up his feet and… what had he been intending? To drag him?

      “Hold up,” Galloway didn’t exactly shout, let’s just say he called out with great enthusiasm. “Don’t you want to photograph the scene before you move anything?”

      Oh boy. I had a bad feeling about this investigation.

      Dwight straightened and nodded. “Good thinking. Yes.” He pulled out his phone and began taking photos from various angles. Ghost Henry waited at the shoreline, watching from a distance. I meandered over to stand next to him. “How you holding up?” I whispered out the corner of my mouth.

      “The Sheriff will get this solved in no time,” he said confidently.

      “You think so?” I didn’t share Henry’s confidence. I had a sinking feeling Dwight was entirely capable of botching the entire investigation.

      I unabashedly eavesdropped as Galloway explained to the Sheriff, “the golden rule of crime scene investigation is do not touch, change, or alter anything until it has been identified, measured, and photographed.”

      Dwight, to his credit, listened intently, nodding along. He’d be a wise man to accept Galloway’s advice on this. Once the scene was photographed, Galloway indicated the tree line on the horizon, across the frozen lake. “See the way the body has fallen? That tells us he was facing in that direction when he was shot.”

      “Right.”

      “And the bullet wound looks to be a direct hit to the heart, so Henry would have died instantly.”

      “Okay.” Dwight shrugged, clearly unsure of why that information was relevant.

      Galloway raised his arm and pointed. “How far would you say it is, from one side of the lake to the other?”

      Dwight scratched his head. “About eight hundred yards or thereabouts.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Right.”

      “So first of all, we’ve got a shooter who is experienced enough to shoot over not water, but ice. The potential for ricochet is high. And incredibly risky. Not to mention a kill shot from that distance? The shooter would have to calculate ballistics in regard to wind and atmospheric conditions.”

      “So, you’re saying we have a sniper on our hands?” Dwight frowned.

      “A very experienced shooter. This could be done with a rifle and a decent scope,” Galloway paused, letting Dwight digest the information he’d just given him. “Who’s your best shot in Willow Lake?”

      Dwight scratched his chin, took off his hat, and slapped his thigh with it before putting it back on his head. “Well now, could be almost half the residents of Willow Lake could make that shot, I would think.”

      “Really?” I was shocked that Willow Lake was home to that many sharpshooters. And it made me rethink standing here on the shoreline in clear sight. What if the shooter was still out there, watching us now? What if they decided the best way to avoid getting caught was to kill us all? Okay, I admit, my imagination was getting the better of me… I blamed it on the cold.

      “Most folks like to hunt,” Dwight pointed out. “Which means most own rifles.”

      “Who lives across there?” Galloway pointed across the lake.

      “Most of its national park. And then there’s Greta and Bobby Vaughn’s cabin.”

      “And that’s it? No-one else lives over there?”

      “Like I said, most of its national park. The Vaughn’s own a small parcel of land. It’s not the best land, despite the view. Most folks choose to buy on this side of the lake.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Wind chill factor, north-facing, fewer bears.” Dwight rattled off on his fingers. “Plus, the road leading into the national park runs right across the back of their property, constant traffic, hikers, fisherman, hunters.”

      I waited for Dwight to put the pieces together, but it appears he hadn’t connected the dots. Yet. If Greta and Bobby Vaughn owned the only cabin on that side of the lake, and any traffic coming in and out of the national park had to pass by their place, he’d best be speaking with them about who they’d seen passing by in the last twenty-four hours. At least that would be my next move, once he’d gotten Henry’s body sorted.

      “Okay, well, thanks for your help, but I’m gonna have to ask y’all to leave. This area is a crime scene.” Dwight surprised me by announcing. I shared a look with Galloway, who shrugged.

      “You’re sure?” I was highly skeptical that Dwight had this under control, but Galloway made a little throat-cutting gesture, so I clamped my lips shut.

      “I know where to find you,” Dwight replied, turning his back on us and returning to his examination of Henry’s body.

      “Let’s go,” Galloway whispered in my ear while wrapping his hand around mine and guiding me toward the path. The ghosts of Ben and Henry trailed silently behind us, while our boots crunched in the snow. As soon as we were out of earshot, I turned to him. “We’re not leaving this entirely up to the Sheriff, are we? Cos I’ve known him for a long time and no offense, but I’m not sure—”

      “Relax, super sleuth,” Galloway cut in. “I know you’re not going to be able to keep your nose out of this.”

      I stopped, pulling him to a halt. “Does that mean?” I held my breath.

      He grinned. “Yes, it means.”

      I squealed then clamped a hand over my mouth as my shriek echoed through the woods. Reaching up, I cupped Galloway’s face in my hands and tugged his head down to mine before planting a kiss on him.

      “What does it mean?” I heard Henry ask Ben.

      “It means they’re going to investigate your untimely demise themselves,” Ben replied.

      “Right, right.” A pause. “And that’s a good thing?”

      “Definitely. Audrey solved my murder. And Galloway is a damned fine Detective. You’ve got two of the best on the case.”

      Galloway slowly broke off the kiss and rested his forehead against mine. “Are you still wearing your PJs under that coat?”

      “I wasn’t expecting to be running around outside at dawn,” I protested. “If I had, I would have dressed accordingly.”

      “Right, well, you can’t be gallivanting across the countryside in your pajamas. Let’s get you dressed and caffeinated and then take a drive across the lake.”

      “To visit the Vaughn’s?”

      “I’m curious as to who’s been over there in the last twenty-four hours.”

      Me too.
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      I hadn’t realized how long I’d been out in the woods. As we let ourselves in through the back door, Thor rushing ahead of us, I was gobsmacked to find my entire family not only up, but dressed and seated at the dining table.

      “What’s the time?” I whispered out the corner of my mouth to Galloway. He glanced at his watch.

      “Almost nine.”

      “And just what, exactly, have you two been up to?” My sister, Laura, demanded, shoveling a piece of pancake into her mouth while pointing her fork at us. “You’re all flushed!”

      I rolled my eyes, not missing the innuendo. “Get your mind out of the gutter, it’s not what you think.”

      “Couldn’t sleep, love?” Mom asked, eyeing me up and down. “Were you outside in your pajamas?”

      “Yes. And I know it was a bad idea, okay?” Because despite pulling on a coat, hat, scarf, and gloves, I was pretty sure my legs were frozen solid. I hadn’t noticed it while outside, but now I was in the toasty warmth of the lake house, I could feel the sting of pins and needles as they started to defrost.

      “Audrey Fitzgerald,” Mom tskd, “go upstairs and straight into a hot shower. The last thing we need is you with hypothermia.”

      “I can think of better ways to warm up,” my brother, Dustin, teased. Amanda smacked his arm but her lips curled in a cheeky grin.

      “Okay, okay. I’m going. But guys, some bad news… Henry Peterson is dead. Galloway will fill you in.” I flashed Galloway a silent apology for leaving him with the fallout of my announcement as I hightailed it upstairs, Ben and Henry following. At the bathroom door, I stopped and turned.

      “Right. Rule one about ghosthood. No following ladies into bathrooms.”

      Ben smirked. “Where’s the lady?”

      “Har har, smarty pants. You may wait here and talk to me through the door.”

      Henry frowned. “Won’t people—your family—notice?”

      “Sure. But they think I’m nuts anyway.” I winked and closed the door. “Now, tell me everything!” I demanded. “What exactly do you remember from yesterday? Who did you talk to? Where did you go? Any little thing can be a clue.” Flipping on the shower, I stripped out of my PJs. The pant legs were cold and soggy, and I tossed them into the tub so as not to leave a puddle on the floor. “Start from when you got up in the morning, I want to know your movements.” There had to be a reason someone shot him. He crossed someone’s path, whether it was yesterday or days ago, I couldn’t say, but there was no doubt in my mind that Henry had been specifically targeted.

      “Oh, and speak up so I can hear you over the shower.”

      Stepping beneath the water, I let out a little shriek as the needles of hot water hit my cold legs.

      “Everything okay in there?” Ben called out.

      “I’m fine. Cold legs, hot shower. C’mon Henry, you’re up, tell me about your day.”

      “Well, it started out pretty normally. I got up, had my breakfast. Ken dropped in.”

      “Oh? What did he want?”

      “We often have a morning coffee together before he goes out taking photos of things. Though lord knows what he finds so darn interesting through that lens of his. A snowscape is a snowscape is a snowscape,” Henry grumbled. I grinned. Much like Henry’s obsession with Christmas, Ken was photography mad. When he wasn’t playing Santa at the Christmas Eve Concert, he was running around, taking photographs of everyone and everything.

      “Okay, then what?”

      “I went into town. I had a doctor's appointment. And I needed to grab some more hot chocolate. Ken spilled the last of it, got it all over his coat too, what a mess he made.”

      I lathered myself up as I listened to Henry’s rendition of his day. Nothing jumped out at me. He’d gone for his checkup, picked up a few things from the store, had called in to check on prep at the town hall for the big concert, then he’d gone home. He’d stopped at the stop sign. He hadn’t had any near misses with pedestrians nor other vehicles. Why, then, had someone shot him?

      Turning off the shower, I stepped out, quickly wrapping myself in a big fluffy towel.

      “Oh, hey, I think Ken’s here!” Henry said, his voice fading.

      “You still there, Ben?” I wiped away the condensation on the mirror and tugged my hair out of the tie it had barely managed to scrape into. The blonde strands stuck out in every direction. While it would have been nice to wash it and spend way too long trying to style it into something resembling a style, I gave it a quick brush before pulling it back into the untidy ponytail I’d adopted as of late.

      “Yep. You decent?”

      I glanced down at the towel. “Kinda. Come on in.”

      He walked through the door, his ghostly form eerie in the steam of the bathroom. “You look suitably ghoulish,” I told him in the mirror, squirting moisturizer in my hand and rubbing it over my face. Amanda would be horrified at my skincare routine, which was basic, to say the least. I’d seen her toiletries bag. Jars, and tubes of expensive skin creams and cleansers, lotions, and potions.

      “Henry’s a nice guy,” Ben said, ignoring my comment. “Hard to believe he’d have any enemies in Willow Lake.”

      “I know, right? We need to get out to the Vaughn’s place, see what they know.”

      “Don’t trust the Sheriff to do his job?”

      “Ha!” I scoffed. “Dwight has no clue. I don’t want the investigation into Henry’s death botched. He deserves better. He deserves his killer being brought to justice. Even if it was a hunter from across the lake that mistook him for… well, I don’t know what you’d mistake a man dressed in a Santa suit for, but there has to be an explanation, and I’m determined to get to the bottom of it.”

      “Better get dressed and get your butt downstairs then, because, by the sounds of things, your family wants to get involved too.”

      “What?” Flinging open the bathroom door, I dashed across the hall to the room I shared with Galloway. I’d been pleasantly surprised by how cool Mom had been about us sleeping in the same bed. I’d thought for sure she’d make him camp downstairs on the couch, but she hadn’t batted an eyelid when we’d rolled in, and I’d instructed him to take our bags upstairs to my room. Not that we’d done anything other than sleep!

      “The last thing we need is that lot steamrolling any evidence,” I grumbled, hurrying over to my suitcase and rummaging for a clean pair of jeans.

      “They might be useful,” Ben said, obediently turning his back when I twirled my finger in the air. Dropping the towel, I dressed in record time.

      “How so?”

      “Give them tasks to make them feel a part of it,” he suggested. “Everyone likes to have a job to do, to feel included or involved.”

      “Tasks? Like what?”

      “Come on, Fitz, do I have to do all the thinking? You’re a bonafide PI now.”

      True. Okay. Tasks to keep my family occupied but also out of harm's way. If they accidentally stumbled across the killer, any one of them could be in his—or her—crosshairs, and the chill that shot up my spine was terrifying. If anything happened to my family… I deliberately halted that train of thought.

      “No. I’ve decided I can’t risk it. There is absolutely no way they are getting involved.”
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        * * *

      

      “You all have your assignments,” Galloway addressed my family, who was still seated at the dining table, looking up at him with rapt attention. “Get to it.”

      I scowled, arms crossed over my chest, while they all shot to their feet, wrapped themselves in coats and scarfs to ward off the cold, and bustled out the door en masse. Ben and Henry followed them out, which was a small consolation.

      “It’s going to be fine,” Galloway sighed, draping an arm around my shoulders and pulling me in for a hug. I stood stiffly in his arms, not appeased in the slightest.

      “You don’t know that,” I grumbled.

      “They are adults, and they won’t take any stupid risks. Plus, no-one will suspect that they’re fishing for information, not a bunch of out-of-towners with kids in tow.”

      My heart almost stuttered to a stop. Seeing the expression on my face, Galloway cupped my chin in one strong hand and forced me to meet his eyes. Damn him for being all gorgeous and mesmerizing.

      “It will be fine. I won’t let anything happen to them. They’re just going into town and basically listening to the locals. Word will have gotten out about Henry’s death. They can be our eyes and ears while we go out to the Vaughn’s.”

      He had a point. “I still don’t like it.” But I melted against him and basked in his warmth, especially when his hands slid down to my lower back and slipped beneath my sweater. “How long do you think they’ll be gone?” I was mentally calculating if we could squeeze in a little lovin’ before investigating when Thor, who’d been asleep in front of the fire, yawned and stretched. “Have that lot gone?” he asked.

      “Yes, they’ve gone. Why’s that?” I snapped my fingers. “No, wait, don’t tell me! You’re hungry.”

      He sniffed, tail in the air. “I am a little peckish, but actually, I thought I’d slip next door and have a nose around.”

      “What? You want to help find who killed Henry as well?” Color me surprised.

      “I have a nose for these things.” He trotted over to the door and looked at me expectantly with his big orange eyes.

      “Fine. Just be careful, okay?”

      “I’m never not careful.”

      I opened the door, and he breezed past me, trotting down the stairs and in the direction of Henry’s cabin, lifting his paws up high to clear the snow. It’d have been comical if I wasn’t so worried.

      I jumped when Galloway wrapped his fingers around my nape.

      “You’re really stressed today,” he murmured, massaging my tense muscles, “what’s that all about?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Maybe because this one is so close to home? Like, Henry? He is one of the nicest people. Who would want to kill him? It’s just so… and my family… ” I chewed a fingernail.

      “It’s sad about Henry, for sure,” Galloway said. “But I meant it. Your family will be fine. They’re just on edge. If we give them something to do, it will help focus all that energy.”

      “You’re right.”

      “I know.” His smirk spoke volumes.

      I punched his arm. “Come on then, let’s go visit the Vaughn’s. I don’t want to leave Thor out in the cold too long.”

      “He has a fur coat,” Galloway pointed out.

      “Can’t you just humor me?” I pouted, accepting my coat that he handed me and shoving my feet into my boots.

      “I can do anything you ask.” Then he kissed me, and if there was anything I knew about Captain Cowboy Hot Pants was that his kisses could melt ice and distract me from pretty much any topic under the sun.

      “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing,” I said against his lips.

      “What’s that?” His voice was a low rumble, hinting of deep desires, and long hot nights.

      “Distracting me.” I pushed him away. “Come on, Detective. No fooling around until Henry’s murder is solved.”

      He slapped my rear as we headed out the door. “Now, there’s an incentive I can get behind.”
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      It took half an hour to drive around to the opposite side of the lake. I’d been out here a time or two, visiting the national park, but I’d never given the ramshackle house you had to drive past to get to the park entrance much thought before, although it looked vaguely familiar. I eyed the building with critical eyes. Smoke plumed in the air from the chimney, and the faded green truck with patches of rust that sat in the driveway had definitely seen better days.

      Galloway pulled in behind it and killed the engine.

      “They’ve got a security camera,” I pointed to the camera that was affixed to the eves, aimed at the driveway.

      “That could come in handy. Providing it’s working.”

      Climbing out of the truck, my feet had barely touched the ground when they slid out from beneath me, and I did a mad wobble and grab maneuver to keep from landing on my butt. I could hear Galloway laughing as he rounded the truck and saw me, legs splayed, door handle in a death grip, trying to valiantly keep my balance. “Ice,” I grunted, tongue between my teeth.

      “Sure,” he nodded, then strode up as if the driveway wasn’t covered in ice and righted me, hands tucked in my armpits. “Maybe just hold on to me.”

      Affronted that he didn’t think I could walk in the snow and ice without his assistance, I pushed past him, nudging him out of the way with my elbow, only to lose my footing again. “Fine!” I grumbled, not bothering to look at him, knowing he’d be silently laughing. And who could blame him, really? I’m sure I was very comical in my efforts to stay upright under such conditions. Grabbing hold of his arm, I clung on for dear life as we made our way to the front door.

      “What?” Bobby Vaughn almost knocked me down with his body odor when he flung open the door in response to Galloways knock. Trying not to gag, I eyeballed him. I was about the same age as his son, Charlie, which probably put Bobby somewhere in his sixties, although he looked waaaay older. He had a riot of gray hair that stuck up in every direction and looked like it hadn’t seen a comb in decades. A torn green and gray flannelette shirt stretched across his huge girth, some of the buttons having lost the battle against the strain, revealing a stained blue singlet beneath.

      “Mr. Vaughn?” Galloway took control, I was too busy trying not to vomit into my mouth, for now that I was getting over the shock of his body odor, more smells were wafting from the house. Did he have a dead body in there, for it sure smelled like decomposition to me? “I’m Detective Galloway, I’m assisting the Sheriff in a homicide.” Galloway introduced himself, although saying we were assisting the Sheriff was a bit of a stretch. I gave him the side-eye, but he ignored me.

      “Homicide?” Bobby barked.

      “Who is it, Bobby?” Greta Vaughn yelled from somewhere inside the house. Her thundering footsteps shook the very foundations as she came to stand beside her husband. Greta was equally wide, only not as tall. She wore a filthy day coat over a nightie, socks that reached her knees, and tattered slippers. Her hair was set in neon green rollers, and a cigarette hung out the corner of her mouth.

      “Cops,” Bobby grunted.

      “What they want?”

      “Somin’ about a… someone die, you say?” he directed his attention back to Galloway.

      “That’s right. Henry Peterson was shot. We believe the shooter was positioned on this side of the lake.”

      “You accusing me of killing that old codger!” Bobby blustered, shoving out his chest, which resulted in his belly sticking out even further and another button popping, flinging off to hit the door frame with a ping.

      “Not at all,” Galloway replied. “But you have an excellent vantage point of who comes in and out of the national park, and I noticed you have CCTV rigged up. Operational?”

      Bobby wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Sure is.”

      “Would you mind if we took a look at your footage from the last twenty-four hours?”

      “We?” Bobby finally looked down at me, holding Galloway's arm in a death grip to keep from sliding all over the stoop. “You one of those Fitzgerald kids?” He narrowed his eyes.

      Uh-oh. Now I remembered why his house looked familiar.

      “You egged my house!” He took a threatening step forward, and I hurriedly hid behind Galloway.

      “Wasn’t me,” I lied. I’d been ten years old, and we’d been kids getting into mischief. Bobby Vaughn had given Dustin a clip over the head earlier that day in the grocery store because he claimed Dustin was deliberately blocking the aisle. We’d figured egging his house was suitable retribution. Mom and Dad had made us come and apologize to the Vaughn’s and scrub their house clean. I can’t believe I’d forgotten. Must have washed that particular memory from my mind. But did their house smell this bad back then?

      Galloway squared off with Bobby, settling into a protective stance in front of me. “Sir?”

      “I ain’t helping no Fitzgerald, trash. And I don’t care none for that Henry Peterson either. He fleeced my Charlie on his grades. He deserves anything he has coming to him.”

      “What?” Galloway and I said in unison. Henry Peterson had long since retired from school teaching, and Charlie Vaughn was a grown-ass adult in his thirties. I couldn’t believe Bobby Vaughn was still holding a grudge decades later. On school grades of all things.

      “Now git!” he slammed the door so hard the twig Christmas wreath detached, landing at our feet. Galloway glanced over his shoulder at me.

      “Care to tell me what that was all about?” he drawled, one eyebrow arched.

      “Sure. Back in the truck. I don’t think I can stand the stench much longer. What do you think they have in there? Roadkill? Cos it sure smelled like something was dead.”

      Guiding me back to the car and giving me a boost into the passenger seat, Galloway strode around the hood with ease, no slipping and sliding for him. I waited until he was seated next to me before briefly explaining the time when Laura, Dustin, and I had ridden our bikes to the Vaughn house and thrown eggs at it. I still remember how angry Mom had been. And embarrassed. Dad had softened his stance somewhat when we’d explained it was in retaliation for Bobby Vaughn raising his hand to Dustin, but he’d ultimately sided with Mom. Two wrongs did not make a right.

      Galloway placed his arm along the back of my seat, one hand on the wheel, and reversed out of the driveway. “Wanna go exploring?” His words were magic to my ears. My smile was so wide, my cheeks hurt.

      “Sure,” I shrugged, trying to downplay my enthusiasm. Shoving the truck from reverse into drive, he glanced down at me. “Trying to play down your excitement?”

      “Yep.”

      “Got it.” I loved how he got me. Just like my best friend, Ben got me. Galloway and I clicked, and while my heart swelled with love, fear wasn’t far behind. All the what-if games our minds like to play on us. What if this doesn’t work out? What if he doesn’t love me half as much as I love him? What if he wants kids? What if he doesn’t? What if I lost him like I lost Ben? An incorporeal boyfriend wasn’t something on my wish list. Not that Ben had ever been my boyfriend. But I’d have given anything to have my best friend alive and by my side.

      “You’re doing it again,” Galloway softly traced a knuckle over my cheek before shoving the truck into gear and heading into the National Park. “Overthinking.”

      I sighed a long and heartfelt sigh. “I know.”

      “Tell me what’s going on in that head of yours.”

      “Seriously? You don’t wanna know.”

      “Try me.”

      I let the silence stretch between us for several moments, watching as his strong fingers steered us deeper into the park. “I’m learning that worrying isn’t just for mothers.” I finally said.

      His brows shot up. “Oh? What’s got you worried?”

      “Well, I started out worrying that the Vaughn’s are cooking up roadkill in their house because that’s the only explanation I can come up with for that god awful smell. Then I worried that we hadn’t gotten a look at the footage from their CCTV. Then I worried that I… care for you… more than you care for me.”

      “I don’t care for you, Fitz.” My heart plummeted to my toes, and I looked at him, mouth agape. He glanced at me, his eyes warm, his smile wide. “I’m absolutely, positively, one hundred percent in love with you. So to say I care for you? That doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

      “You love me?” I squeaked.

      “I love you.” He confirmed.

      Best. Christmas. Ever. We’d never said those words to each other before, and while I sat here with a goofy look on my face, I realized I hadn’t said them back to him. Oops.

      “Me too.” I blurted, then smacked my forehead. “I mean, I love you too.”

      He reached over and squeezed my hand. “I know.” Pulling the truck over to the side of the road, he left the engine running. “I’m assuming Ben isn’t here? That we’re alone?”

      “We’re alone,” I confirmed.

      “Good. Cos I really need to kiss you.”

      I fumbled with my seatbelt in my haste until his hands brushed mine aside, the belt unclicked, and he tugged me into his arms, his mouth coming down hard on mine. All my worries fled as I was held in his arms. He was my safe place, my harbor from the world. All we had left to do was finish the investigation into corrupt cops, and my world would be perfect. Oh, and solve Henry’s murder.

      Easing back, Galloway dropped a kiss on my nose before depositing me back on my own seat. “Much as I enjoy steaming up the windows with you, we’d better get back to it. Someone is wandering around out here with a rifle. The sooner we catch them, the better.”

      “Why kill Henry, though? I don’t understand the motive. Is it the holiday season? They hate Christmas that much they felt compelled to shoot Santa.” I paused, my thoughts racing. “In which case, we need to warn Ken. He could be in danger.”

      “We’ll talk to Ken, don’t worry.”

      “Wasn’t he at the house earlier? Henry said he heard him?”

      “What, the lake house you mean? No. It was just your family.”

      I frowned, casting my mind back. I swore Henry had rushed off because he’d heard Ken arrive. But maybe he’d been mistaken? Shrugging it off, I turned my attention to the dirt road we were currently bouncing down.

      “How far around do you think?” I asked.

      “Not far. Look, up ahead. A parking lot and a trail.”

      “Convenient.”

      “It’s where I’d park. No one is going to think anything of a set of tire tracks here. But if they’d pulled off the side of the road, then you’d be drawing attention. Plus,” he swiveled his head, peering through the trees, “I think the angle is about right.”

      The parking lot was tiny, room for five cars tops, and was bordered by a knee-high log fence. Giant potholes full of mud and melted snow dotted the ground. Pulling up next to the signpost that pointed to the lake, we climbed out. Galloway studied the ground. “Can’t make out any fresh tire tracks,” he said, then grabbed my hand and led me through the narrow opening in the fence down the path heading toward the lake.

      I was still in la-la land after our declaration of love to be fully paying attention to what we were there for—solving Henry’s murder, so when Galloway stopped and knelt to examine something on the ground, I was totally unprepared. My own forward propulsion, coupled with my grip on his hand, had me swinging through the air and around in a half-circle before landing on my knees on the hard ground.

      “Ouch!”

      Galloway looked up in concern. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I was used to taking multiple spills a day. Still, it’d be nice to get through at least one day without adding to my bruises. “What did you find?”

      “Check out this boot print.” I looked toward where he was pointing. The path was a combination of melted snow, slush, and mud, and to the side was a clear boot print, followed by another print that had been smudged around, followed by a bare footprint.

      “They stepped out of their boot.”

      “Mmmhmm, and I think I know why,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “The actual boot print is what? Size eleven, men's?”

      I cocked my head and examined it. “Yeah, I guess about that.”

      “But the actual footprint? Much smaller.”

      He was right. The bare footprint was significantly smaller. “Is that a child’s?”

      He stood, hands-on-hips as he examined the ground. “Yeah. I’m guessing some kid borrowed his dad's boots, which of course, are miles too big.”

      Disappointed that what we thought was a clue wasn’t one at all, we continued on to the lake hand in hand. The path eventually wound around to a small clearing at the edge of the lake, almost identical to the one where I’d camped as a child on the opposite side. The same spot where Henry had died. Galloway stood on the shore for a moment, cupping his eyes against the glare of the sun reflected off the ice, before dropping his arms and scouring the ground.

      “Too bad it snowed,” he sighed. “Even though it wasn’t a heavy downfall, it’s enough to obscure fresh tracks and hide any shell casings.”

      I followed his line of sight. You could see where someone had walked, possibly the kid with his dad's boots. There was certainly a lot of traffic back and forth, but the snow had partially filled in the boot prints, and there were some larger indentations too. I pointed to one. “What do you think that’s from?”

      “Either someone kneeling or sitting perhaps?” He guessed.

      “In the snow?”

      “Could be the kid, sitting to pull his boots back on. I bet he went home with wet socks and cold feet.”

      “It was lucky he didn’t stumble across the shooter.” It was a troubling thought. Would the shooter have killed a kid to keep his identity a secret? If he’d been prepared to shoot poor innocent Henry who’d never hurt a fly, I shuddered to think what would have happened if the child and the killer had crossed paths.

      “This is something we can work with, though,” Galloway said. “Whoever’s kid was out here yesterday may have seen something, heard something.”

      “We really need to get a look at Bobby Vaughn’s CCTV.” There were no clues to be gathered from here, other than evidence that someone had been in this spot, directly opposite where Henry had been shot, sometime within the last twenty-four hours. Bobby’s camera, the way it was positioned at the driveway, would capture every car that passed. And any kid on a bike.

      “You know what else is puzzling?” It was a rhetorical question since I already had the answer. “Why a kid was out this far in the first place. It’s a heck of a long way to come, either on foot or bicycle. So if you were some kid wanting to go exploring in the woods, play in the snow, there are far closer places.”

      “Maybe someone else lives out this way now? I know Dwight said the Vaughn’s were the only ones, but it’s worth looking into. You said you only come out to the lake house at Christmas now. A lot of things can change between visits.” Galloway pointed out. He was right, so many things could have changed within the space of a year—probably had.

      It started to snow, soft flakes dropping on my hair and face, and I grinned, turning my face up to the sky. Galloway placed a cool kiss on my cheek and grabbed my hand. “Come on, let’s head back before this flurry becomes anything more serious.”

      “We going back to the Vaughn’s?” I asked, accepting his help to stay upright as we trudged through the snow back to the parking lot. He shook his head.

      “Not yet. Something tells me they aren’t too amenable to your presence. I’ll go back later, or point the Sheriff in the right direction if he hasn’t figured it out for himself.”

      I snorted. Doubtful Dwight would think to call in on the Vaughn’s concerning Henry’s murder.

      “Where to then?”

      “Into town for a hot chocolate.”

      While I liked the sound of that, it didn’t seem like he was in any hurry to find Henry’s killer. “We should have brought a thermos,” I muttered.

      “Not ‘cos I’m thirsty. Where else can we get all the gossip on what’s happened in Willow Lake in the last twelve months, hmmm?”

      “Oh! The bakery!”

      “Exactly.”
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      I stood inside the door of the local bakery, breathing in the scent of freshly baked goods, and, my nirvana, coffee. Memories of my childhood flooded my mind. Dustin, Laura, and I had spent many a morning or afternoon here, milkshakes in the summertime, hot chocolate in winter. Back then, we’d come to the lake house several times a year, and it saddened me that our visits had slowly dwindled to the Christmas holidays. Galloway was right. A lot could change, heck, a lot had changed.

      Heads swiveled when the bell above the door jangled, announcing our presence. After a brief silence and perusal of the new arrivals, the noise and chatter started up again. Easing out of my coat, I hung it up on the rack by the door, tugging off my gloves to shove them in my coat pockets.

      “Audrey Fitzgerald, good to see you, Love.” I glanced up to see Blanche Donnelly approaching.

      “Ms. Donnelly,” I smiled, delighted to see the older woman. She was tall and willowy, her gray hair pulled up into a bun, yet the way she moved told me she was fit, not riddled with pain and arthritis as some women her age. I put her to be somewhere in her seventies now. “Good to see you too. How have you been?”

      “Oh, can’t complain. Well, I could,” she winked, “but no one would listen.”

      “Pft, don’t listen to her.” Elspeth Copeland joined us. Elspeth was the same vintage as Blanche, somewhere in her seventies, but physically they were chalk and cheese. Whereas Blanche was tall and slim, her pants neatly pressed with a crease down the front, her blouse and blazer immaculate, Elspeth was just shy of five feet, with a stocky build and dreadlocks. Her pants were wrinkled, her hand-knitted sweater stained, her glasses rocking a cat wing design with diamantes at the corners. She was far from restrained, and yet the unlikely duo were best friends. I vaguely remember hearing they’d served in the war together, Vietnam, I think, and had cemented their friendship amongst gunfire and bloodied bodies. Or so I’d heard.

      “Ms. Copeland,” I smiled at the disheveled woman. ‘It’s fantastic to see you again.”

      “And who is this young man?” Elspeth asked, eyeing Galloway as if he were a cold glass of water, and she was parched.

      “You know full well who that is, Elspeth,” Blanche admonished. “Willow Lake is buzzing with gossip that young Audrey here finally has a beau.”

      My face heated with embarrassment, and I wished the ground would open up and swallow me whole. Gah, I wasn’t even thirty yet, hardly a spinster. Galloway wrapped his arm around my waist and squeezed.

      “Kade Galloway at your service,” he introduced himself.

      “I’m Blanche Donnelly, and this is Elspeth Copeland,” Blanche shot me a look, silently admonishing me for my lack of manners. My face got even hotter.

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” Galloway’s smile was disarming, and the effect wasn’t lost on Elspeth, who fanned her face. “The pleasure is all mine,” she winked. Winked! I shouldn’t be surprised; Galloway hadn’t earned himself the nickname Captain Cowboy Hot Pants for nothing.

      “Don’t mind her,” Blanche rolled her eyes, “she always did have a weakness for a pretty boy.”

      This time it was Galloway's turn to blush. I wasn’t sure if it was from the pretty part or the boy part.

      “You know us spinsters, hot for anything that breathes!” Elspeth had to be hamming it up, surely? “All the women of Willow Lake have been wary of us, thinking we’re going to steal their husbands. As if we’d want any of those lazy good-for-nothings.” She sniffed, then narrowed her eyes, looking Galloway up and down. “You, on the other hand.”

      Blanche nudged her with her elbow. “Cut it out, Elspeth, you’re making Audrey uncomfortable.”

      “Not at all. He is rather gorgeous, isn’t he?” I grinned, enjoying being on the other side of teasing for a change. I scanned the tables, searching for members of my family, my mind drifting from the two spinsters currently flirting with Galloway to the fact we were here searching for a murderer. And that my family was in on the investigation, running rampant somewhere in Willow Lake.

      “Are the Vaughn’s still the only family living on the far side of the lake?” I asked. Blanche and Elspeth looked at me in surprise.

      “Why’s that?” Blanche asked, clearly wondering what that had to do with how gorgeous Galloway is.

      “Just that we found some kids tracks out that way this morning, and figured it was a long way to go for one of the town kids. Just wondering if anyone else has moved out there.” I explained.

      Blanche and Elspeth exchanged a look. “Well. No one has moved out there, no. But we sort of have a new child in town,” Blanche said.

      Elspeth jumped in before I could ask who. “Charlie Vaughn got custody of his son. They both live here now.”

      What? Charlie Vaughn had a son? How had I not known that? “Charlie has a son?” I blurted. “Like a baby, a toddler?”

      Elspeth frowned at me. “No! Gosh, Liam must be around ten years old by now.”

      “Ten? But… Charlie must’ve only been twenty years old when he was born.” Practically a baby himself, definitely not ready for parenthood, not the Charlie I remembered anyhow.

      Blanche nodded. “That’s right.”

      “But how come I never knew this?” I cried. I’d been coming to Willow Lake every year since I was a child myself, and not one person had mentioned Charlie Vaughn becoming a father.

      “Well, child, your family stopped visiting so frequently as soon as you children were adults. And Liam’s mom wasn’t from these parts. Charlie and Sophie had what you would call a passionate relationship.”

      “If by passionate you mean non-stop fighting.” Elspeth cut in.

      “I think Liam was the result of the making up part.” Blanche winked at her friend.

      “You said Charlie had custody now?” Galloway asked.

      Blanche and Elspeth sobered, faces solemn. “Liam’s mom died. Breast cancer. Before then, Charlie used to visit them in the holidays and such, so he could spend time with his son. Which is why you probably never saw him, Audrey. Whenever you were here, he wasn’t.”

      “So it’s entirely possible Liam could have been out at his grandparent's place recently?” I asked. Which would explain the footprints we’d found in the snow. Liam probably borrowed his Grandpa’s boots to go exploring in the woods.

      “Possible? I guess,” Blanche frowned. “Why’s that? Is there a problem?”

      Elspeth nudged her friend. “I bet it has something to do with poor Henry! It does, doesn’t it?”

      “Well—” I began, only to have Elspeth talk over me. “We heard you were a private investigator now Audrey, with your own firm, no less. How wonderful. Your folks must be ever so proud! If anyone can get to the bottom of Henry’s death, it’s you.”

      A shutter came down over Blanche’s face, and she grabbed her friend by the elbow. “Come on now, Elspeth, let’s leave these nice folks to get on with their day. We have errands to run before tonight’s concert.” They brushed past us, snatched their coats from the rack, and were bundling into them as they bustled out the door.

      “That was odd,” I muttered. “I wonder where they had to go in such a rush.”

      Galloway shrugged. “Never mind that, we now know that the Vaughn’s have a ten-year-old grandson, and chances are those footprints we found belong to him. We have to talk to him.”

      “To find out if he saw anything out at the lake.”

      “Exactly.”

      The only problem was, I had no idea Charlie Vaughn even had a son, let alone that he now had custody of him, and they both lived in Willow Lake. Last I’d heard, Charlie had moved to Colorado after high school. Seems a whole lot had happened in Charlie’s life that I had no idea about.

      The waitress had finished clearing the booth that Blanche and Elspeth had occupied, and we slid into their recently vacated seats. “I’ll grab you folks a menu and be right back,” she smiled. Her name badge read, Louise, and I didn’t miss how her attention was focused solely on Galloway. He had that effect on people… especially women.

      True to her word, she was back in less than thirty seconds, menu in hand. I was perusing the offerings when I felt an icy chill. I glanced to my left with a groan, and sure enough, Ben had settled himself next to me. Henry was hovering at the end of the table, unsure what to do.

      “Galloway,” I hissed, “scoot over.”

      “Scoot over? Why?”

      I cocked my head toward Ben, but of course, Galloway couldn’t see our ghostly companions. “We have company,” I whispered. “Scoot over.”

      “Ohhh. Right.” He obediently slid over, and Henry smiled in gratitude, taking a seat next to him.

      “How’re things going,” Ben asked. “Find anything useful?”

      I shook my head. “Not really. Some footprints, but we think they might belong to Charlie Vaughn’s son. We need to find him to see if he was out visiting with Greta and Bobby in the last few days and if he saw anything.”

      “I doubt Liam was out at his Grandparents,” Henry piped up. “Charlie isn’t on such good terms with his folks.”

      “Yet he moved back to Willow Lake? I assumed that was to be closer to his parents, so they could help with Liam?”

      “Nope. He got a job offer. He’s now manager of the mill. Salary package includes a car and a house. Too good an opportunity to pass up, especially with Sophie passing, God rest her soul.”

      “I didn’t know Charlie had a wife, let alone a kid,” I admitted.

      “Oh, they weren’t married. Theirs was a volatile relationship. One of those on again off again type affairs, but as much as Charlie loved her, he never managed to get her down the aisle.”

      A head popped up from the booth next door, and I met a set of curious brown eyes and a mop of curly brown hair.

      “Hi,” I smiled at the child who continued to stare the way kids do.

      “Who are you talking to?” the little girl asked.

      “My friend here.” I pointed at Galloway, belatedly realizing that I’d been chatting with Henry and Ben not only in public but without using my phone as a prop. But at least I had Galloway with me. It wasn’t like I was sitting here talking to myself.

      “Hey,” Galloway twisted in his seat to look up at the cherub face hanging over the top of the booth.

      “Claudia, for goodness sake, sit down! How many times do I have to tell you seats are not for standing on, not to mention it’s rude?” Claudia’s mom appeared with an apologetic smile. “I’m so sorry,” she mouthed.

      “That’s okay. Kids are curious.”

      Claudia disappeared from view, but her mom remained. “I couldn’t help but overhear you were talking about Charlie and Liam,” Claudia’s mom said. I exchanged a look with Galloway before replying.

      “I was just saying that I didn’t know Charlie had a child, let alone a ten-year-old son. Last I heard, Charlie was living somewhere in Colorado.”

      The woman nodded, then leaned further over the booth and lowered her voice. “There was quite the kerfuffle when he returned with Liam. He made a big fuss up at the school.”

      “Oh?”

      “Insisted that Liam only had female teachers. He insinuated that he was abused by a male teacher when he was Liam’s age.”

      “What?” Henry stiffened in his seat.

      “Did he say who?” I asked.

      “Poor old Henry Peterson.” The woman looked from me to Galloway and back again. “No one believes him, of course, but the Vaughn’s never had a good relationship with Henry, Bobby was always accusing him of intentionally holding Charlie back and giving him unfair grades. I wouldn’t be surprised if the two of them cooked up the entire story.”

      “Was it ever investigated?” Galloway asked.

      She shook her head. “He wouldn’t officially tell the school who the perpetrator was, but he flapped his gums pretty freely all-around town.” She sniffed, then glanced down. “Sorry to interrupt, I just wanted you to know since it sounded like you wanted to go talk with Charlie. That yes, he may be an adult, but the apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree with that one.”

      “Thank you.” I watched as she disappeared from view to resume her meal in her own booth.

      “That is not true!” Henry wrung his hands, agitated. “I would never do anything inappropriate with a child. I love children. And not in a bad way, but a wholesome way. Teaching was my life, and there was nothing I enjoyed more than molding young minds, of watching them grow and learn and forge their own path in life.”

      I reached out and laid my hand over his, ignoring the icy chill and the fact that my hand passed right through his.

      “I know,” I whispered, mindful that other ears were listening.

      “It’s okay,” Ben said, joining me in consoling the distraught ghost, “obviously the folks of Willow Lake didn’t believe any of the drivel coming out of Charlie’s mouth. But I’m curious… this is the first you’ve heard of it?”

      Henry nodded, eyes glassy. “I hadn’t heard a single rumor.” Seems the community of Willow Lake had done a stellar job of keeping such toxic rumors from reaching Henry’s ears, and for that, I was grateful.
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      “We really need to speak with Charlie.” I played with the salt shaker on the table, turning it around and around. I didn’t believe that Henry had molested Charlie as a child, nor it seems, did the locals; otherwise, there is no way they’d allow him to play Santa every year. If there was any comfort to be found, it was that Henry’s name wouldn’t be besmirched in such a way. Unless Charlie believed his own lies and had shot Henry out of some sort of warped sense of revenge when no-one believed him.

      “Are you okay to do that on your own?”

      I stared at Galloway in surprise. “Why? You got somewhere else you need to be?”

      He nodded. “I want to drop in to visit the Sheriff. Getting that CCTV footage is paramount to the case.”

      “But we’ve tipped the Vaughn’s off. Surely if it was Charlie, they’d just delete the footage.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. But we both know they’ll be more cooperative without you around.” His grin softened his words.

      “Ouch!” Ben snorted. “What did you do, Fitz?”

      “I egged their house when I was a kid,” I whispered out the corner of my mouth. “It’s not my fault Bobby Vaughn has a memory like an elephant. I’d forgotten the entire incident until he reminded me.”

      “Audrey Fitzgerald,” Henry admonished, “that wasn’t very nice of you.”

      “I know. And believe me, I was punished for it. But it was twenty years ago, and I hardly think it has any bearing on what’s happening here today.” Catching sight of the waitress approaching, I leaned back against the booth with a sigh. So much for a relaxing Christmas. To think all I’d been worried about was how Galloway would handle his first Christmas with my family. Not what my family would think, I know they’ve all got us married off already. But that much pressure under one roof could send a man crazy.

      At least my Christmas shopping was done, wrapped, and stacked beneath the tree. Laura, Dustin, and I always exchanged gag gifts, and this year was no exception. For Laura, I’d purchased fake piercings. She’d always wanted a nose piercing but had never been brave enough—now she can have the piercing without the pain or permanency. And for Dustin, I’d ordered custom face socks. And no, that’s not socks that you put on your face, rather a pair of socks plastered with a photo of my face. For Laura’s husband, Brad, I’d bought bacon bandages, and for Dustin’s wife, Amanda, baguette slippers.

      Rather than gag gifts for Mom and Dad this year, we’d pooled together and bought them a weekend away in Las Vegas. Mom had been hinting there was a show on the strip she’d been dying to see, but Dad being Dad, he was oblivious to her hints. Problem solved. One trip, all expenses paid, coming right up.

      “You folks ready to order?” Louise asked, notebook, and pen in hand.

      “Coffee.” I promptly replied. “And a Christmas Cookie.”

      “Santa or a Christmas tree?”

      “Hmmm.” I tapped my lip. “Let’s go with the Christmas tree.”

      “And how did you want your coffee?”

      “Black.”

      She turned to Galloway. “And for you, sir?”

      “Hot chocolate, extra marshmallows, extra chocolate, and I’ll have two cookies, Santa and the tree.”

      “Wow,” Ben looked at Galloway with admiration, “look who doesn’t give a damn about calories. Or diabetes.”

      I giggled, causing the waitress to shoot me an odd look before tucking her pad into the pocket of her apron and hurrying away, gathering up dirty dishes from next door’s booth before heading toward the kitchen.

      After our drinks and cookies were demolished, we headed out. We’d agreed that Galloway would drop me back at the lake house before heading back out to the Vaughn’s. That’d give me time to do some research online into Charlie Vaughn and find his address, then I planned to commandeer whoever came home first’s car. I’d just zipped up my jacket and was shoving my hands into my gloves when the bell above the door jangled, and Sheriff Dwight Caldwell’s big frame blocked the entrance.

      “Sheriff,” Galloway greeted him. “How goes the investigation?”

      Dwight took off his hat and dusted it against his leg, a sheepish expression flitting across his face. “I know it’s the holidays, and you’re here on vacation,” he began, “but how’d you feel about lending a hand on this?”

      “We’re already on it.” Shoving my hands in my pockets, I rocked back on my heels, only I rocked back a little too far and nearly lost my balance. Hurriedly righting myself, I caught the tail end of Dwight’s frown.

      “Not you. You’re a civilian. But the Detective is law enforcement.”

      Galloway turned to face me, blocking Dwight from view.

      “Remember what we talked about?” He mouthed.

      “What?” I mouthed back.

      He rolled his eyes. “The Vaughn’s dislike of you?”

      “Oh, yeah. That.”

      Then he raised his voice, loud enough for the Sheriff to hear. “You don’t mind if I leave you to your own devices for a couple of hours, do you, babe?”

      “Nope. You go. Have fun. Catching bad guys. But give me the keys to your truck first.”

      He froze, cocked his head, and slowly retrieved the keys from his pocket. I went to take them, but he snatched them away.

      “Please don’t crash my truck,” he pleaded.

      “Honestly, one little accident, and now everyone thinks I’m a menace on the road,” I grumbled, jumping up and snatching the keys.

      “It was hardly a little accident. You rolled Ben’s car. Wrote it off.”

      I sniffed and rolled my shoulders. “Yes, well. That’s what insurance is for.”

      “It’s not my truck I’m worried about,” Galloway clarified. “How you walked away from that with barely a scratch is a miracle in itself. Please be careful. I kinda like you in one piece.”

      Oh, low blow. Also, aww, how sweet. Reaching up on tiptoe, I kissed his cheek and whispered, “I promise to be careful.”

      Dwight cleared his throat, and Galloway grinned before pulling me in and planting a hard kiss on my mouth. In front of everyone in the bakery. I heard their collective gasps and the women’s sighs. Public displays of affection were not a common sight in Willow Lake.

      With one final kiss on my forehead, Galloway released me and turned back to Dwight. “After you, Sheriff.”

      We left the bakery together, Galloway and Dwight heading towards the Sheriff’s cruiser, while I went in the opposite direction to where Galloway’s truck was parked at the curb, Henry and Ben in tow. Climbing up into the cab, I sat behind the wheel, adjusted the seat and mirrors, and grinned as I started the engine.

      “Right,” I said. “Henry? You know where Charlie and Liam live, right?” For I’d briefly forgotten that I didn’t need to go and look up anything, I had my own ghostly database sitting right here in the cab of the truck with me.

      “Sure do. Maple Street.”

      My phone dinged. Glancing at the screen, I saw it was a text from Galloway.

      Be careful with Charlie. If he’s the killer, he could react violently if cornered.

      Shaking my head, I typed back, he won’t do anything in front of his kid. It will be fine. I’ll be careful. I felt like the word careful was my motto in life. I was either being told to be careful, or I was promising someone else I’d be careful.

      Don’t text and drive. He shot back.

      Okay, Mom!

      Throwing my phone into the cup holder, I pulled away, heading toward Maple Street. With Galloway no doubt filling the Sheriff in on the Vaughn’s CCTV, and me going to speak with Charlie, I was confident we’d wrap this case up in time for the concert tonight. Charlie Vaughn hadn’t done himself any favors by badmouthing Henry around town. Whether he had the skill to shoot Henry across a frozen lake was another matter entirely. One I intended to get to the bottom of.

      Charlie Vaughn’s house was not what I’d expected. I guess I’d imagined his home to resemble his parents. Rundown. Messy. Basically, a hell-hole. What I saw in front of me was a quaint cottage painted sky blue with white trim.

      “You’ll look around while I talk to him?” I asked Ben.

      “Of course.”

      “You really think Charlie could have killed me?” Henry asked, once more wringing his hands in distress. “I had no idea he was accusing me of such vile things! Why didn’t he confront me himself so we could sort it out?”

      “Because he’s a coward,” Ben replied. “And by the sounds of things, a bully.”

      “No one believed him,” I offered in the way of consolation. But I understood Henry’s hurt. For a school teacher to be accused of such a heinous act, well, it was simply diabolical. But if Charlie didn’t garner the support he wanted, if he knew people didn’t believe him, would he have taken the next step? Taken things into his own hands and dealt with the problem he perceived Henry to be? “Only one way to find out,” I said out loud, causing Henry and Ben to look at each other in confusion.

      Ben shrugged. “Ignore her. She talks to herself all the time.”

      The driveway had been cleared of snow, the front path hadn’t, so I opted to cautiously make my way up the driveway, mindful of my propensity of falling over. Thankfully I made it to the front stoop incident-free. On the front door was a colorful Christmas wreath, and through the window, I could just make out a tree decorated in the corner. I frowned. Things were not adding up. The woman in the bakery had said Charlie Vaughn was much like his parents—and his parents were dirty, unkempt, and entirely unpleasant people. But Charlie’s house and the Christmas decorations were like nothing you’d find at his folk's house.

      Ringing the doorbell, I waited. Ben and Henry walked on in through the door, making me shudder. Despite being used to seeing Ben walk through objects, walls, doors, my car, it was still an odd sight that sent shivers up my spine, and I wondered if I’d ever get used to it.

      The door opened, and before me stood a boy who I assumed to be Liam Vaughn. A skinny kid with dark hair, gray eyes, and incredibly long and thick dark lashes. He was going to grow up to be a heartbreaker for sure.

      “Oh, hi,” I smiled. “You must be Liam. Is your dad home?”

      “Dad!” Liam bellowed over his shoulder. “Some lady’s here to see you!”

      “How many times have I told you not to answer the door?” Charlie Vaughn shouted back, before appearing behind his son, one hand resting protectively on his shoulder. His eyes narrowed as he looked me up and down.

      “I know you.” It sounded like an accusation, and I had to remind myself not to get him riled. This man could be our killer. “Your folks own one of the lake houses. A vacation home.” Disdain dripped from his voice. Okay, so he wasn’t a fan of people vacationing in Willow Lake.

      “I’m Audrey Fitzgerald,” I said, “and I was hoping to have a moment of your time.”

      He looked me up and down, his gaze spending an inordinate amount of time on my chest before he finished his inspection and raised his eyes to mine. “What you selling?”

      Liam stood in between us, and it wasn’t until Charlie rested both of his hands on his son's shoulders that I noticed the cast on his right arm.

      “You’re injured.” I indicated the cast that encased his arm from the wrist to just below his elbow.

      “Slipped on the ice at work,” he lifted his arm up and looked at the cast, then his eyes snapped back at me. “You one of those insurance assessors? Trying to catch me out? Because I’m not lying about this, it truly is broke, I have the x-rays to prove it!”

      Shaking my head, I backed up a step. He’d stiffened and puffed out his chest, and I recognized the threat. “No, no, not at all. That must be cumbersome,” I pointed to the cast. “Are you right-handed?”

      “Yeah. The kid helps with stuff.” He ruffled his son’s hair affectionately, his belligerence gone as swiftly as it had arrived.

      I smiled at Liam. “It’s good that you’re helping your dad out.”

      “So why are you here, Audrey Fitzgerald?” Charlie asked, drawing my attention back to him.

      “I’m investigating the death of Henry Peterson.”

      Charlie blinked, his mouth dropping open. “That old coot is dead? What happened?”

      “You haven’t heard?” His surprise seemed genuine, but then maybe Charlie Vaughn was an outstanding actor.

      “Nah, been holed up here the last couple of days. Driving is tricky with the cast, so I only head out when absolutely necessary.”

      “So you weren’t at your parent's place in the last day or so?”

      He snorted. “Nope. Until they clean that dump up, I’m not taking Liam out there. No matter how much they beg. The place is a pigsty and a health hazard.”

      It was my turn to blink in shock. I mean, yes, the place was a pigsty, no arguments from me, but for Charlie to take such a stance against his parents was a surprise. It was looking more and more unlikely that Charlie was our killer. Not with a broken shooting arm.

      “I hear you had a beef with Henry. Word around town is you accused him of…” I trailed off, shot a glance at Liam before meeting Charlie’s eyes once more.

      “Go play, Liam,” he instructed. We waited until Liam was out of earshot before I continued. “You accused Henry of molesting you when you were his student. Now I have it on good authority that isn’t true.”

      Charlie went to cross his arms, but the cast got in the way, so he settled on cradling the cast against his chest with his good arm. A bloom of color washed across his cheeks, and I wondered if it was remorse or anger. I hoped it was remorse.

      “It was stupid of me to go along with Pa’s idea.”

      “It was Bobby’s idea to say that Henry acted inappropriately with you? But why?”

      Charlie shrugged. “He never did like Henry, and then when me and Liam moved back and I enrolled him in school, all those memories flooded back, the beatings I got from Pa for bad grades, Pa’s temper that flared whenever Mr. Peterson’s name was mentioned. I…”

      “Lied.” I supplied the word he was searching for.

      “Stretched the truth,” he hedged. “I was kept behind after school multiple times.”

      “In detention. And never alone, there would have been other kids in detention too. Am I right, or am I right?”

      “You might possibly be right.”

      I snorted. Charlie was a slippery one for sure, but maybe not as bad as what the locals thought.

      “When was the last time you saw Henry?”

      He gazed up at the ceiling as he searched his memory. “Gosh, a week or more, maybe?” He blushed again. “I was avoiding him. I felt bad about the fuss I made at the school.”

      “But not bad enough to admit the truth? That you lied and were dragging Henry’s name through the mud for no good reason other than your dad didn’t like him.”

      “When you put it like that, it sounds petty.”

      “Wasn’t it, though? A petty move on your behalf?”

      “It’s okay, Audrey.” Henry appeared beside Charlie, a soft smile on his face. “Take it easy on him. He knows what he did was wrong.”

      “Yeah, well,” I sniffed. “A public apology would be nice.”

      Charlie blanched, and I realized he’d thought I was talking to him when I was actually talking to Henry. But the sentiment still stands. Charlie’s mouth opened and closed, but no words came out.

      I lowered my voice. “I can see that you want to raise Liam right. Maybe raise him differently than you were? And you know, let him see that even as an adult when you do something wrong, there are consequences.”

      “Consequences?”

      “You want Liam to fit in here and have friends? Folks aren’t going to want their kids associating with him if you can’t be man enough to admit that you were wrong in accusing Henry. But they’d be more likely to forgive if you manned up and apologized.” I trailed off with a shrug. “Anyway,” I smiled, “thanks for your time. Think about what I said. Henry was a good man. He deserves to be remembered as such.”

      Turning away, I carefully made my way back down the driveway to Galloway’s truck. Charlie didn’t close the front door until I’d climbed safely into the cab. To make sure I left? Or to make sure I didn’t fall and need help? I really wasn’t sure what to make of the man.

      “He’s not our man,” Ben said from the passenger seat.

      “Nope.” I agreed. “He wouldn’t have been able to make that shot with a broken arm.”

      “That, and his gun safe is in a shed at the back of the property, and the snow is piled three feet high around it. No-one’s been in there recently.”

      “And I take it no guns in the house?”

      “No guns in the house. Looks and sounds like he’s doing his best to be a good dad to Liam.”

      “He will be,” Henry said. I glanced at him in the rear-view. “What makes you say that?”

      “His house is spotless. Clean and tidy. Liam is dressed in clean clothes. There’s food in the cupboards. And Charlie himself? He’s the manager of the mill. I think he knew when he first left Willow Lake all those years ago that he had to get away from his parent's influence if he wanted a better life for himself. And the way he looked at Liam? That’s love. He’ll do anything to protect his son.”

      “Yet he lied about you molesting him! Why do that?”

      “I think Charlie never intended to ever move back here. But the job with the house and car? He couldn’t turn that down, not now that he has a family to consider. So when he did move back, he had a brain melt. Saw his folks, saw how nothing had changed, probably talked about enrolling Liam in school, and Bobby would have gone on one of his rants against me, and things quickly got out of hand. Charlie fell into old patterns.”

      “But why not fix it? He sounded a reasonable man to me. I know he knows what he did was wrong,” I argued.

      “It takes a strong man to admit that,” Henry said. “Charlie is a work in progress. He needs our support, not our derision.”

      “Henry Peterson, you have a big heart.” Bigger and more forgiving than mine.
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      Rather than head straight back to the lake house, I pulled up at Ken’s cabin. Turning off the engine, I sat for a moment, studying the structure similar in shape and size to Henry’s but did not come up to par in the Christmas decorating department. One lone snowman sat adjacent to the path, and a wreath tacked to the door was the extent of Ken’s efforts.

      “I want to check in on Ken,” I said, opening the door and sliding out of the cab. Galloway’s truck was much higher than my Honda CR-V. I practically needed a ladder to get in and out of it.

      “Good idea.” Henry hurried ahead of me, keen to see his friend.

      Just as I raised my hand to knock, the cabin door swung open.

      “I heard your footsteps,” Ken said, his eyes, although partially hidden behind his glasses, couldn’t hide his disappointment. “For a moment, a split second, I’d forgotten. I thought it was Henry.”

      “It is me!” Henry smiled. “I’m still here, buddy.” But of course, Ken couldn’t see or hear him. My heart ached, and my eyes got misty in response. I knew what it was like to lose your best friend.

      With my throat closing up and unshed tears blurring my eyes, I simply wrapped Ken in a hug. We spent several long minutes holding each other on the stoop before Ken eventually pulled away, rummaging in his pocket for a hankie and blowing his nose.

      “Come on in. It’s too cold to stand out here. Can I get you anything? A hot drink?”

      Following him inside, I unzipped my jacket and placed it over the back of a kitchen chair. Coats occupied two other chairs.

      “Coffee would be great if you have it. Otherwise, hot chocolate?”

      “I’ve got coffee,” Ken smiled and busied himself in the kitchen. His cabin layout was identical to Henry’s. Open plan downstairs, bedroom, and bath upstairs. A fire crackled in the fireplace, casting an orange glow, and I automatically stood in front of it, warming my hands.

      “Do you have any idea who could be behind Henry’s death?” I asked.

      Ken paused, midway through spooning instant coffee into a mug. “No. Not a clue.”

      “Not even Charlie Vaughn?” I wondered if Ken knew the rumors that had been circulating. Apparently not, for he replied, “what about Charlie? He only moved back recently, with his son, Liam, after the boy's mother died. Terrible business. But Charlie appears to be doing well for himself.”

      “Oh nothing,” I smiled softly, not wanting to pass on the gossip. If Ken hadn’t heard it, no need for him to hear it from me. It would only upset him, and the poor man was upset enough, his hand trembling as he spooned two heaped teaspoons of hot chocolate for himself.

      “He always was a hot chocolate addict,” Henry grinned, standing beside Ken in the kitchen. “Gosh, it was only yesterday morning when he spilled a cup of it all over himself, soaked his coat. He had to borrow one of mine.”

      I glanced at the two coats hanging over the kitchen chairs.

      “Are both of those yours?” I asked Ken, indicating the coats.

      He shook his head. “No. The one with the red hood is Henry’s, I borrowed it after spilling my drink all over mine.” He paused, remembering. “I stopped by to see if he wanted to come with me out to the woods, I wanted to take some photos, the weather conditions were perfect, and I thought we could do a Santa shoot. But Henry had a doctor’s appointment, so he couldn’t come. But we had a drink together first, only I spilled mine on my coat. Henry wouldn’t let me go out in the cold with a wet coat, so he lent me one of his.”

      “Oh, my God,” Ben and I said in unison.

      “What? What is it?” Ken and Henry said in unison.

      “You were out in the woods wearing Henry’s coat?”

      Ken nodded. “Yes.”

      “Taking photographs?”

      He nodded again. “Yes.”

      “What of?”

      He shrugged. “Just the woods. The trees and the way the snow and ice blanketed them. Animals. Anything that took my fancy, really.”

      “Did you see anyone else?”

      He shook his head. “Not a soul.”

      I glanced at Ben, who was nodding his head. “I think it’s highly probable that Ken has accidentally captured something or someone with his camera. And that someone has mistaken him for Henry.”

      “Because of the coat.”

      “What about the coat?” Ken asked, confused.

      “Sorry. I have conversations in my head, and I forget other people have trouble following along. But the coat you borrowed from Henry, is it one he wore a lot? Is it one that say, from a distance, someone would see and think, oh, that’s Henry Peterson?”

      Ken paused in carrying the mug of steaming coffee to me. “Why… yes. It was right by the door. Henry told me to grab it. He had a new one he wanted to try out – it was meant to go with his Santa suit. Black with red fur trim.”

      I accepted the coffee from Ken and set it down on the coffee table in front of the fireplace.

      “Is your camera digital?”

      “I have digital and film, but the one I was using was digital, yes.”

      “Can I see it? Can I see the photos you took the day you were wearing Henry’s jacket?”

      He nodded. “I’ll set it up with my laptop, so you’re not squinting at the screen. I haven’t checked them myself yet.”

      While Ken connected the camera to the laptop, I took a sip of my coffee, scalded my tongue, went cross-eyed, but didn’t say a word. Ben danced around, pulling faces and acting like a tool, purely to get me to laugh or do something embarrassing in front of Ken. I refused to be drawn, although I did feel my lips twitch a time or two.

      “Here we go,” Ken announced, taking a seat at the table in front of the laptop. Grabbing my coffee, I pulled a chair up close and joined him. There were a lot of photos. Shot after shot of mounds of snow, branches, the sky, the glistening of a frozen drop of water on a frozen blade of grass. All very beautiful, if not monotonous.

      “I take a lot, so I can cull them later,” Ken explained. “That’s the joy of digital photography, you’re not going to run out of film.”

      “No danger of that,” I agreed, smothering a yawn. We’d been slowly scrolling through the photographs for at least half an hour when Ben silently snapped his fingers. “Lemme try my thing?” he said.

      “What thing?”

      “With technology. Remember? I can touch a phone—sort of—and see all the data? Maybe I can whip through Ken’s images at a faster pace and find what we’re looking for!”

      “Do it.”

      “Do what? What thing?” Ken looked at me askance, and I smiled sheepishly. “Sorry. Conversations in my head again.”

      “Are you schizophrenic?” he asked with concern.

      “No. If you had to put a label on it, I’d say more psychic than anything else.”

      “Psychic? So you… what? Talk to the dead?”

      Before I could respond, Ken’s phone rang. Flipping it open, he answered. I listened to the one-sided conversation while simultaneously admiring the old school flip phone. Sounded like he was needed at the hall in preparation for this evening's concert. I glanced at my watch, surprised to see it had gone lunchtime and was nearing two in the afternoon. Where had the day gone?

      “Sorry, Audrey, can we pick this up later? I lost track of time, and now that we’re down a Santa, I’m on double shift tonight.” His face fell a little at the reminder. I placed a comforting hand on his arm.

      “Not a problem, Ken.” I looked at Ben, my gaze darting from the camera to Ben and back again, trying to say without using words, that he should get a move on and do his thing, see what he could find among the digital data on the camera. Pushing back my chair, I stood, gave Ken one more hug, then let myself out.

      “I’m going to stay with Ken,” Henry called out. I raised my hand in a wave. Got it.

      “I’ll catch up with you once I’m done with the camera,” Ben said. I wiggled my fingers, indicating I’d heard, then climbed into the truck and drove the few yards to the lake house. Everyone’s cars were present, which meant they were all home. I was curious to see what, if anything, they’d discovered.

      Opening the door, I was immediately greeted by a cacophony of noise and Thor.

      “I’m starving!” he declared. Scooping him up into my arms, I gave him a quick cuddle while checking his food and water bowl in the utility room off the kitchen. We’d had to keep his supplies out of the way of curious little fingers, with Isabelle, Madeline, and Nathaniel on the loose. Especially when Dustin caught Nathaniel helping himself to Thor’s kibble.

      “At least he’ll have a shiny coat,” I’d joked. Amanda had not been amused, wondering why I’d insisted on bringing that animal.

      “Oh man,” I sighed, lowering Thor to the floor. Both his kibble bowl and his water bowl had been tipped upside down, and now there was a slushy mess on the floor. In the middle of the mess sat Nathaniel. Amanda would not be amused—it seems the kid has developed a taste for cat food.

      Hoisting Nathaniel out of the mess, I carried him through the kitchen to the adults sitting around the dining table.

      “Anyone lose a kid?” I asked, holding Nathaniel aloft. His pants were soaked.

      Dustin shot to his feet. “Should have known it was too quiet. I thought he was playing with the others.” In front of the fire sat Madeline and Isabelle, playing with a tea set.

      Amanda rose and reached me before Dustin, taking Nathaniel off my hands. “What is it with you and that cat, hmmm?” she asked, kissing the tip of his nose. He rested his face against hers and wrapped his chubby fingers in her hair.

      “Ahem,” Thor reminded me he was in great peril by winding around my ankles.

      “Don’t trip me, buddy,” I warned, “otherwise you might never get fed.”

      “Blimey,” his big orange eyes got even wider, “that would be a calamity.”

      “Indeed.” I knew my family was watching me talking to my cat, and I didn’t care. At least Thor was talking back. They didn’t realize that we could understand each other—to them, it merely looked like a cat meowing at his human.

      “Right, let’s clean up this mess and get you some fresh food, huh? And we need to devise a way to keep the small humans out of the utility room. Wouldn’t want any of them digging around in the litter tray!” I shot a warning glance at Dustin and Brad. A warning glance that said they’d better keep their kids under control, it wasn’t fair that Thor got the blame.

      “I can get a child security gate to put across the doorway,” Brad offered. “Thor should be able to jump over it, but it would keep the kids out.”

      “Great idea. We got one for the Christmas tree to keep the rascals from getting into the presents. Hopefully, they still have stock left in Willow Lake,” Dustin said. “We should head out and check before Amanda has a meltdown.”

      While I was cleaning up the mess in the utility room, I heard Dustin and Brad leave and prayed they’d be able to find a gate. Amanda had already suggested I lock Thor in the utility room, and I’d been offended at the suggestion. As had Thor. Thankfully he’d been on my lap at the time, and I’d been able to stop him from doing anything drastic. He had raised his head and pinned her with a glare, one ear twitching. She’d remarked how uncanny it was as if he could understand what she’d said. If only she knew.

      With Thor sorted, I finally joined Mom, Dad, and Laura at the dining table. Amanda was still changing Nathaniel, and the two girls were still happily playing their tea party game in front of the fire. The Christmas tree sat in the corner, presents piled high beneath it, protected by a baby proof fence.

      “How did everyone go today?” I asked, putting a hand on my rumbling belly. All I’d eaten so far today was a Christmas cookie from the bakery. No wonder my tummy was screaming for food. Getting back up, I rounded the kitchen bench and rummaged in the fridge for the makings of a sandwich.

      “I learned something interesting,” Laura said, hands wrapped around her mug of what I assumed to be hot chocolate. Laura was pregnant with baby number two, so she was off caffeine, and sadly, alcohol.

      “Yeah?” I glanced up from slathering a piece of bread with butter. “What’s that?”

      “That pot is good for morning sickness.”

      I paused the knife mid-stroke and eyeballed her. “Tell me you did not buy any pot today.” I pointed the knife at her. “Do I have to remind you we have a cop staying under this roof?”

      She grinned. “No, I didn’t buy any, tempting though it was.”

      “Morning sickness still an issue, huh?”

      “Actually, it’s not too bad. But I definitely would not take marijuana to alleviate it. But we got to talking with Elspeth Copeland, and she said she could get her hands on a pot cookie.”

      Why didn’t it surprise me that eccentric, hippie clothes-wearing, dreadlocked, seventy-year-old Elspeth Copeland knew where to lay her hands on pot. I resumed my sandwich-making activities. “Did she say where or who had the pot cookies?”

      “I think it was her. She opened her bag and pulled out a zip-lock baggie that had two cookies inside. She didn’t come out and say she’d baked them herself, but let’s just say there had to be at least a dozen baggies in her bag.”

      I shook my head. Elspeth Copeland dealing pot. “I wonder where she’s growing it? Must have a greenhouse somewhere.”

      “Could be growing it in her back room,” Mom piped up. “You don’t need much. Some light and water, and you’re good to go.”

      Laura and I eyeballed our Mom. “Just what do you know about growing marijuana?” Laura asked.

      “What?” Mom protested. “I like to garden. And the marijuana plant isn’t that difficult to grow.”

      “Oh my God, Mom! Tell me you haven’t grown one. Actually scrap that, I don’t want to know.” Slapping together the rest of my sandwich, I took a hearty bite, watching my mom over the island bench. I had a sneaky suspicion she had indeed grown a pot plant. I shook my head and concentrated on chewing before I choked in shock.

      “How about you two? Mom and Dad? Discover anything today?” I asked in between mouthfuls.

      “Your dad had a theory, didn’t you, Honey?” Mom said, looking at my father.

      “What’s your theory, Dad?” I dutifully asked.

      He cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. “Well, you were talking this morning that the killer had to be a good shot, right? To not only shoot across the ice but to hit their target so… precisely.” Yeah, Henry had been shot right in the heart. That took skill. “So, I figured we’d go to the museum.”

      “The museum?” Why on earth would they go to the museum? To even call Willow Lake’s museum an actual museum was a stretch. It was a room, with a hodgepodge of dubious antiques gathering dust.

      “I remembered they had some war pictures on the wall, and I wondered if maybe our shooter was a veteran,” Dad explained.

      “You think our shooter was army trained?” Not a bad idea, as far as ideas go. Dad lifted a shoulder. “No idea. But like Galloway said this morning, let’s throw spaghetti at the wall and see what sticks.”

      “So did you find anyone? Still living and army trained?”

      “Yeah, but it was a bum lead.” He fiddled with his cup. “Some old broad. I tell ya, I was surprised to see her holding a gun.”

      “That’s because you still don’t think women should have an active role in the army!” Mom cut in. “You think they should be kept safe, be nurses, or air traffic controllers, anything to keep them out of combat.”

      “That’s pretty sexist, Dad,” Laura wagged a finger at him. “Women can and do fight alongside men these days.”

      “I know that,” Dad protested. “I was just saying I was surprised because back then, in the Vietnam War, it wasn’t… common.”

      Something niggled in the back of my mind. The Vietnam War. Who was it that had served in Nam and now lived in Willow Lake?

      “Anyway, curious that you said Elspeth Copeland tried to sell you pot today because it’s her friend, Blanche Donnelly, whose photo is on the wall in the museum.”

      I blinked. “Holding a gun? A rifle?”

      “Not just holding. She was firing it. And in uniform. It’s a candid black and white photo taken from the war.”

      Mom nodded, backing him up. “There was a little write up about her too, that said she deployed as a nurse, but disguised herself as a man, assuming the identity of a deceased soldier, and volunteered for combat. She’d learned to shoot as a child, and with her skill, she was soon transferred to the Sniper Platoon, stationed at Hill 55, South of Da Nang.”

      “And no one knew she was a woman?” Laura was aghast.

      “I’d say at some point she would have been found out, but by then, she’d earned a reputation for herself as an excellent shooter.” Meaning they kept up the charade. All’s fair in love and war.

      I took another bite of my sandwich, lost in thought. What a fantastic story. Going to war as a nurse and then pretending to be a man so you could join the front lines. Ballsy. Brave. Obviously, she must have been found out for the story to be on the museum's wall, although maybe Blanche had outed herself at the end of the war? I couldn’t imagine the lengths she must have gone too to hide her femininity.

      “She can’t be our shooter, though,” Dad said. “Too old. I doubt she’d have the vision or steadiness of hand to be able to take that shot.”

      “True,” I said, mouth full. “But maybe she knows who could take that shot. Maybe she keeps her finger on the pulse in the shooting world? Is there a shooting world? Are there clubs? There must be, for there are shooting ranges.” I was thinking out loud.

      “We went to see her,” Dad said.

      I nearly choked on my sandwich. “You what?” Madly chewing and blinking rapidly because I’d swallowed a chunk without chewing, and I could feel it as it scratched its way down my esophagus.

      “We went to see her,” Dad repeated. “You okay there? Need a whack on the back?”

      I swallowed the rest of my sandwich then proceeded to go into a coughing fit. Grabbing a glass, I shoved it under the faucet, then skulled the contents. Placing the glass on the sink, I turned and eyeballed Dad, then Mom.

      “Tell me you did not go and confront Blanche Donnelly? Tell me you did not accuse her of murder!”

      “Of course we didn’t!” Mom protested.

      “Only because she wasn’t home,” Dad added.

      “What did I tell you this morning?” It was a rhetorical question. “I distinctly said if you come across anyone suspicious, not to approach. Not to engage. To ring Galloway or me. Guys, this person is dangerous.”

      Dad crossed his arms over his chest, and I recognized his belligerence a mile away. “Yes, we heard you. But Blanche Donnelly is not the killer. Like I said, no way she could make that shot.”

      “Dad, you don’t know that!” I mean, he was right. It was highly doubtful an old woman had fired the shot that killed Henry, but that wasn’t the point. The point was keeping them safe.

      “Where’s Kade, anyway?” Mom asked, distracting me from the telling off I was in the process of delivering.

      “He’s helping the Sheriff.” And I really hoped they found something incriminating on Bobby Vaughn’s CCTV. I didn’t think I could stand the stress of my family assisting me for much longer.
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      Baby Isabelle is not a fan of Santa. She screamed blue murder when placed upon jolly Saint Nick's lap. To his credit, Ken kept his cool, balanced her on one knee, and pointed at the camera sitting on top of a tripod in front of them. The elf operating the camera took the photo, and Isabelle was scooped up and handed back to Laura.

      “That one’s a keeper for sure,” I grinned to Laura, who rolled her eyes at her screaming toddler. I gave Ken a wave and watched while Madeline and Nathaniel had their turn with Santa. Both of them beamed with delight, while Isabelle was still distraught over her encounter with the bearded man, her sobs shaking her little body as big fat tears ran down her face.

      “Awww, baby,” I cooed, holding out my hands to see if she wanted to come to her favorite Aunt. She didn’t. She tucked her face into Laura’s neck and clung on.

      “She’s tired,” Laura explained. “She only had half a nap today. I predict she’ll be out within ten minutes of us sitting down.”

      Galloway appeared at my elbow, handing me a cup of eggnog.

      “Thanks,” I smiled and slid my hand into his. It turns out Bobby Vaughn was full of it. His so-called CCTV were actually fake cameras, so the whole thing had been a bust. Galloway had spent hours with the Sheriff going over the crime scene reports and waiting for the preliminary autopsy results. But it was Christmas Eve, and this was Willow Lake. Nothing moved fast. He’d returned to the lake house weary and frustrated at the lack of progress until I’d filled him in on what I’d learned, then he’d perked up considerably.

      For one, Charlie Vaughn was not our shooter, not with a broken arm. And secondly, I suspected Ken had been the target. Not Henry. A case of mistaken identity—Ken had been wearing Henry’s jacket in the woods the day before. And I suspect he’d captured something—more likely someone, on his camera that he hadn’t meant to see. Only Ken was clueless. He’d taken hundreds of photos; he hadn’t even looked at them. But the killer didn’t know that. Whatever Ken had caught them doing, it was bad enough to kill for. That would explain why Henry’s cabin had been ransacked. The killer was searching for the camera.

      And if they had put two and two together and realized that it was Ken who was the photographer, not Henry, then Ken’s life could be in danger. I’d hustled the family to the Christmas concert early, wanting to check in on Ken and make sure he was okay. That he was safe.

      Since Ken couldn’t be in front of the camera and behind the camera at the same time, he’d set everything up and enlisted an elf to simply click the shutter button, minimal technical knowledge required. It was bittersweet to see Henry by his side. In every photo, Henry stood by Ken’s side, beaming at the camera, his hand resting on Ken’s shoulder, but nobody, other than me, could see him.

      Of Ben, there was no sign, and that was concerning, for I’d left him searching through Ken’s camera for… well, we weren’t entirely sure what we were looking for, just that whatever it was, it had to be incriminating. But both the camera, and Ken, were here. So where was Ben?

      The hall was starting to fill up. Laura snagged us seats at the back near the Santa photo booth so we could keep an eye on Ken. I was stuffing my face with a gingerbread man, decorated as Santa, of course, and washing it down with eggnog when Laura nudged me with her elbow.

      “Is that?”

      I followed her line of sight to see a short, round elf with long gray dreadlocks hustling toward the photo booth. Chewing the gingerbread—was it meant to be this chewy? Like, seriously, I was getting a jaw ache from it. Did it have molasses in it? What went into gingerbread anyway? I made a mental note to ask Mom.

      “Audrey!” Laura nudged me again, and I spilled my eggnog down my sweater. I glared at her. “What did you do that for?”

      “Is that Elspeth Copeland? Dressed as an elf?” she repeated, her eyes tracking the elderly woman as she waddled at a clipping pace across the floor.

      I nodded. Only one retiree with dreadlocks that I knew of in Willow Lake and that was Elspeth Copeland. “Yep, that’s her.”

      “What’s she doing?”

      Elspeth had a Santa hat clutched in her hands and was pulling out packages from it, handing them out to people as she passed. I shrugged. “Giving out gifts?”

      Laura looked at me, horrified. “What if she’s giving out pot cookies?”

      I laughed. “As if!” But I looked a little more closely at the small packages Elspeth was handing out. I could see diddly squat from my vantage point, but I kept my eye on Elspeth as she inched closer and closer to the booth where Ken was still playing Santa.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” a voice boomed from the speakers, and I jumped in my seat, startled. “Sorry, sorry, that was a little loud.” Turning my attention to the stage, I saw Lucie Gardner behind the microphone stand positioned in front of the stage curtains. She motioned to someone off stage, and the speakers squawked and squeaked as the volume was adjusted.

      “That better?” Lucie asked. The audience responded with shouts of yes, much better, thank you. I chewed my gingerbread, ignored the eggnog seeping through my sweater, and watched the stage. Lucie was a classic beauty. Her hair, once dark, was now a dozen shades of silver and gray, cut in a chic pixie cut that suited her delicate features. I’d always liked Lucie, I had wanted to be her when I grew up. She reminded me of Princess Grace, all regal and beautiful. Now in her fifties, she still held that same allure that had captured me as a child… I hung on her every word.

      “Just a reminder that there are several bins around the hall for your donations to the hat and mitten drive,” she smiled at the audience. I leaned forward, glancing past Laura and Brad to Mom. Had she brought the hats and mittens we were donating? We’d brought a bagful with us from Firefly Bay.

      Mom caught me looking and gave me a thumbs up, so I relaxed back against my seat. Galloway wrapped his arm around my shoulders, and I leaned into him, shoving more gingerbread into my mouth.

      “Okay, without further ado, please join me in welcoming the Willow Lake Brass Band to the stage! They’ll be playing Deck the Halls for us tonight.”

      The audience clapped as the curtains swung back to reveal the band. Three trumpet players, one French horn, one trombone, and one tuba. Then began the longest three minutes of my life. The sounds from the stage were mind-numbingly bad, yet the audience sat with rapt attention, almost as if hypnotized.

      “You’ve got drool,” Galloway whispered in my ear. What? I turned my head to look at him, mouth open, gingerbread halfway to my mouth like it had been since the band had started. I blinked. Galloway grinned and wiped his thumb under my bottom lip. “How much sugar is in those?” He nodded toward the gingerbread, and I clasped it tighter.

      “You can’t have it, it’s mine!” I hissed, then my eyes widened in horror. “I’m sorry! Here, you can have some. Just a piece, though. A little piece.” I proffered the gingerbread, and he chuckled, shaking his head.

      “I won’t deprive you, babe, but I think you’re on a bit of a sugar high.”

      He could be right. This was my third gingerbread man, and each one was the size of my hand. But they tasted so good! Another, slightly more horrifying thought entered my head. What if they were pot gingerbread men? What if Elspeth had laced them? I proffered the gingerbread to Galloway again. “Taste it,” I demanded. “Does it have pot in it?”

      His eyebrows shot into his hairline. “Are you saying you’re stoned?”

      “I’m not saying anything,” I whispered back, but paranoia was starting to creep in. Shaking his head, Galloway leaned forward and nibbled at the gingerbread.

      “Nope. No pot in that.”

      I slumped against him. “Oh, thank God.”

      The brass band finished their number, the crowd cheered and clapped, and we all waited while the Willow Creek School set up for their nativity play.

      One hour, six different renditions of Rudolph the Red-nosed Reindeer, one numb butt, and a major sugar crash later, and the lights came on, and Lucie advised us it was time for intermission.

      “I don’t think I’m going to survive another hour of this,” I whispered, leaning my head against Galloway’s shoulder. Not only was I tired, but a headache was niggling behind my eyes. He chuckled and squeezed my leg. “You’ve got this. Come on, let’s take a walk, stretch your legs a bit.”

      “Maybe another gingerbread man?” I suggested hopefully, “you know, to give me a boost.”

      He snorted and pulled me to my feet. “You really think that’s a wise idea?”

      I pouted. “No.” But bless him for not telling me no. He really was a keeper. I sighed, then glanced around. “Ben’s still not here. I wonder what’s keeping him.”

      “Ben?” Amanda chose that exact moment to appear behind me. I looked at Galloway in panic, my brain not functioning at the required level to distract Amanda from what she’d heard me say.

      “Jen,” Galloway lied smoothly. “We met a woman called Jen today. She said she was coming tonight, but there’s no sign of her.”

      “Oh. Right. Sorry, I could have sworn you said Ben,” Amanda patted my shoulder then squeezed past, Madeline’s hand clasped tightly in hers. “Someone needs a potty break.”

      My chin practically hit my chest as I blew out a relieved breath. That had been close. Too close. Galloway wrapped his arms around me and drew me in for a hug. “Come on, some fresh air will do you good.”

      I let him lead me toward the double doors leading outside, casting an anxious glance at Santa’s photo booth as I pulled on my coat. “It’ll be fine. Look, there are plenty of kids still lining up to have their picture taken with Santa. We’ll only be gone a couple of minutes, tops,” Galloway said, reading my look.

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” I muttered.

      “Your belly with all that gingerbread and eggnog in it, I’d imagine,” he smirked, before zipping up my coat because my fumbling fingers couldn’t manage the task.

      Outside half a dozen die-hard smokers were gathered beneath a street light, their own breath multiplying the smoky white haze from their cigarettes. I screwed up my nose in distaste. Galloway led us in the opposite direction, toward the parking lot at the rear of the hall. The cold night air bit at the exposed skin on my face, my nose already burning from the freezing temperature.

      “Where are we going?”

      “A walk around the parking lot then back inside, don’t worry, I won’t let you freeze.”

      “But why the parking lot?”

      He shrugged. “Why not? I figured getting too close to the smokers out front would make you toss your cookies… right?”

      I crossed my arms, slightly affronted that he knew me so well, for he was right. With my overindulgence of gingerbread men and eggnog, my sugar crash was also making me feel queasy. Add in cigarette smoke, and you were guaranteed I would, indeed, vomit.

      I was trying to think of something pithy to say, and coming up blank, when he barreled into me from the side, knocking me against the side of a van, his hand coming down over my mouth to silence the squawk that tried to emerge.

      “Shh,” he whispered in my ear. “Someone’s here.”
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      Crouching, we crept along the side of the van, peering over the slight mound of the hood. The only street light, coupled with the moon, offered up just enough light to make out a green elf costume and gray dreadlocks. I relaxed. “It’s just Elspeth. Probably stocking up on the treats she was handing out,” I whispered. We watched as she went to the trunk of her car, opened it, and rummaged inside. Someone joined her, from the back, he could have been anyone. Average height, average build, dark jeans, and jacket, a beanie on his head. Definitely male, though, given his size.

      “I don’t think she’s restocking her free gifts,” Galloway whispered back. I watched the scene in front of me unfold. Elspeth held out her hand, passing him something small. Very small. He handed her money. I couldn’t make out the denomination on the bill he passed her in the dim light, but whatever was going on here, it looked as shady as hell.

      “It looks to me like Elspeth Copeland is dealing drugs,” Galloway kept his voice low.

      “Laura did say she thought she was selling pot cookies,” I reminded him.

      “I don’t think that was marijuana.”

      I blinked in surprise. “You think it’s something heavier? What? Cocaine? Heroine?”

      “Probably amphetamines. Won’t know for sure without a sample.”

      “Well?” I prompted. “Do something. Arrest her. And him.” I waved my arm and hit the van with a thump. Elspeth and her buyer turned in our direction as Galloway dragged me to the ground, his eyes flashing a warning to be quiet.

      “Sorry!” I mouthed. He held a finger to his lips, warning me to stay silent. I crouched there, my legs aching, and listened to Elspeth and her friend.

      “Relax,” the man said. “Probably just some animal in the trash.”

      “Easy for you to say. I can’t afford to get busted by the cops.”

      The man scoffed. “Fat chance of that. You’ve been selling this stuff under the Sheriff’s nose for years. He has no clue.”

      “It’s not him I’m worried about. There’s some detective in town, here on holiday apparently, but now he’s helping the Sheriff.”

      “With that shooting?”

      Elspeth's sigh was long and loud. “Yep.”

      There was a shuffling noise, and the sound of the trunk being slammed shut. “Call me when you’re ready for your next order.”

      “Will do. Thanks, El, you don’t know what a lifesaver you are.”

      We waited until the sounds of footsteps had disappeared, then Galloway slowly rose, peering over the hood of the van. “Coast is clear,” he said, helping me up since my legs had frozen in position. With a groan, I stood, stamping my feet to try and get the circulation going.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      “We find out what Elspeth has in the trunk of her car.”

      I followed him as he wound between the cars in the lot until he reached the rusted out sedan that Elspeth drove.

      “How are you going to get the trunk open?” I asked, watching as he reached into his pocket and then started fiddling with the lock mechanism.

      “Wait, don’t you need a search warrant or something?”

      He didn’t even look up, tongue touching his lip in concentration. “Not if I have probable cause.”

      “Is that really a thing?”

      He cast me a sly wink, then grinned when the trunk popped open. “Use your phone flashlight, will you?”

      I dutifully turned on the flashlight app on my phone and aimed it into the trunk of Elspeth’s car. Inside was a shoebox, and inside the shoebox were tiny plastic bags, the type you see on tv, the kind that people use to sell drugs. And it was no stretch to think that Elspeth was selling drugs because in the bags were pills. Blue ones. Galloway held a bag up to the light, and I counted five pills inside.

      “What are they?”

      He shoved the bag into the pocket of his jeans. “Dunno, but I’ll get them tested.”

      “There you are!” Ben said from behind me, startling me so bad I dropped my phone and banged my forehead on the open trunk. Galloway’s hand shot to where his gun was usually holstered, but of course, he wasn’t wearing it, because we were meant to be on vacation. Instead, we were skulking around a parking lot in the dark, witnessing a drug deal go down. And now my incorporeal best friend had just turned up.

      “Ow!” I cried, putting my hand to my stinging forehead. “Geez, Ben. How many times, dude?”

      Galloway relaxed. “Ben’s here?”

      “Just showed up. I need to put a bell on him or something.” I pulled my hand from my forehead, frowning at the smear of blood on my glove. “Darn it, I’m bleeding.”

      “What?” Both Ben and Galloway peered at me in concern, Galloway picked up my phone from where I’d dropped it in Elspeth’s trunk and aimed it at my forehead. “It’s okay. Just a scratch.” Galloway assured me, tugging off his glove to wipe the blood away with his thumb.

      “Sorry,” Ben said, hovering.

      “That’s okay,” I forgave him instantly. “So? News? Where have you been? Did you find anything on Ken’s camera?” Before Ben could get a word in, I turned my attention to Galloway. “Speaking of, we’d better get back inside. I couldn’t stand for anything to happen to Ken while we’re out here.” And my spidey senses told me Ken was in grave danger.

      Galloway put the lid back on the shoebox and slammed the trunk closed. “Done. Let’s go. Do your phone thing, so it’s not so obvious you’re talking to a ghost.”

      Putting my phone to my ear, I pretended to be on a call while I talked to Ben. “Okay, spill.”

      “You were right. A couple of pictures had something suspicious going on in the background, only the focus was on the foreground. Hence, the detail was pretty grainy.”

      “What do you think was in the background? Was Ken in the woods when he took the photo?”

      Ben nodded. “It looked like a snowmobile on the ice, and something on the back of it. A crate or box or something. Like I said, I couldn’t make out that level of detail.”

      “A snowmobile on the ice? Wowsers, risky! I wouldn’t be brave enough to take a snowmobile out onto the lake.” You’d have to be sure the ice was thick enough and stable enough to hold the weight of the machine. And if it wasn’t? You’d find yourself sinking—and freezing—in the lake.

      “There was one thing I could make out, though. What looked like long, ropey hair.”

      “Ropey hair?” I echoed.

      “Like dreadlocks?” Galloway prompted.

      Ben nodded. “Yes. Could be dreadlocks.”

      I nodded for Galloway’s benefit, then put my hand over the speaker. “It sounds like it was Elspeth out on the ice. With something on the back of the snowmobile. A new shipment of drugs, perhaps?”

      Ben nudged me with his elbow, an icy blast that almost snap froze my ribs. “You don’t need to put your hand over your phone, I’m right here.”

      “Oh. Right,” I shrugged and removed my hand from the phone. We were fast approaching the doors to the hall, and I knew we wouldn’t be able to continue the conversation inside without being overheard, and this was one conversation I didn’t want anyone listening in on. If word got back to Elspeth that we were on to her, she could slip away.

      “Why did you take so long?” I asked Ben, slowing my steps to a mere shuffle.

      “Because I went searching for the snowmobile,” he grinned, seemingly pleased with himself.

      “Do I take it from that grin that you found it?”

      He nodded. “Sure did. Found something else too.”

      “Oh?”

      “Welllll, I can’t really say drug lab, but certainly some sort of chemistry setup.”

      I immediately swung toward Galloway. “He found the drug lab!”

      “Where?” Galloway was instantly alert, hand reaching for his phone.

      “Where?” I asked Ben as if he couldn’t hear Galloway for himself.

      “There’s a makeshift cabin in the national park, about five miles in. Hidden well with camouflage and everything.”

      “And if Elspeth was using a snowmobile to get to and from the cabin, she wouldn’t be seen by the Vaughn’s,” I breathed, excitement rising. “And!” I snapped my fingers as best as I could, considering I was wearing gloves, “what if that footprint we found wasn’t a child's? What if it was a woman's? Elspeth is small enough that her footprint could be mistaken for a child's.”

      “Where’s the lab, Audrey?” Galloway prompted.

      “Oh, right, sorry. About five miles from the main entrance to the park.”

      “Direction?”

      “Due East.” Ben supplied. I relayed the information to Galloway, who was texting on his phone.

      “Who are you texting?” I asked.

      “The Sheriff. Asking him to meet us out here.”

      It was several minutes before the Sheriff joined us, and by then, I was shivering so bad my teeth were chattering. At least I was burning off the calories I’d consumed via the gingerbread men, even if I was freezing to death.

      “Why don’t you go wait inside where it’s warm?” Dwight suggested, probably annoyed by the sound of my chattering teeth.

      “I’m good.” I vibrated on the spot, my muscles so stiff they were screaming.

      “Babe.” Galloway slung his arm around my shoulders and pulled me in for a hug, running his hand briskly up and down my back to generate some heat. “Go wait inside. We’ll be in in a minute. I just want to show the Sheriff what we found, and I can’t do that inside where anyone else might see. I promise. We’ll be two minutes, three tops.”

      “Come on, Fitz,” Ben cajoled, “you’re turning blue.”

      “Okay, fine!” I threw up my hands and stomped my way toward the hall doors, only the stomps were more of a shuffle, and it was kinda embarrassing, to be honest.

      Laura met me at the door where she was standing with a sleeping Isabelle in her arms.

      “Oh, there you are, I was wondering where you’d got to,” she said. Brad chose that moment to join us and relieve his wife of the dead weight of their sleeping toddler.

      “I was walking off the sugar crash,” I explained. “Anything new to report? How’s Ken?” We both looked toward the Santa photo booth, only Santa was no longer in residence.

      “Where is he?” My voice rose.

      “He was there a second ago, I swear.” Laura sounded as panicked as I felt. This wasn’t good. This was really, really, bad. Then I caught sight of a Santa hat moving through the crowd. Standing on tiptoe, I caught a glimpse of Ken, being pulled along by Blanche Donnelly on one arm and Elspeth Copeland on the other.

      “They’re in it together!” Of course. Now it made sense. Blanche had been a sharpshooter in the army. If she was in cahoots with Elspeth and the whole drug thing, she was the one who’d taken the shot that killed Henry.

      “Who is? What? What’s going on?” Laura looked ready to cry, and I figured she was probably as tired and emotional as her one-year-old daughter.

      “Galloway is going to come through that door any second,” I told her, pointing at the doors. “Tell him that I’m going after Blanche and Elspeth. They’ve got Ken.” Then I darted after them, pushing through the crowd, jumping every now and then to catch a glimpse of two gray heads and one Santa hat. I surveyed the room, trying to pinpoint their exit when I spotted it. A door partially concealed by the giant Christmas tree just right of the stage. And Blanche and Elspeth were dragging Ken toward it. I saw him turn his head, looking back over his shoulder as if looking for help.

      “I’m coming, Ken,” I shouted. The people closest turned to look at me, probably wondering why on earth I was shouting. But they weren’t very quick in moving out of my way, so I had to employ my elbows, physically pushing my way through, a ton of moans and complaints in my wake.

      They’d seen me! Blanche and Elspeth had stopped and turned, caught sight of me barraging my way through the audience who were returning to their seats ready for round two of the concert. Ken tried to tug free, but they had a firm hold of him, plus I suspect Ken was too much of a gentleman to risk hurting either of the women in a bid for his freedom. Oh, if only you knew, Ken.

      They picked up the pace, they’d be through the door in minutes, and I couldn’t let them get Ken alone. With nothing to lose, I began climbing over the top of the chairs. Sport was never my forte and now was no exception. I tripped, fell, staggered, and generally made a god almighty racket as I attempted to vault over the chairs blocking my path. Puffing with the effort, I finally cleared the front row. Blanche and Elspeth were in front of the tree, and I launched myself at them, flying through the air to crash tackle them to the ground.

      Only my aim was off. Of course. And instead of Elspeth or Blanche, I landed on Ken. We went down with an oof, landing in the tree, which began to topple at our unexpected weight.

      “Audrey, what are you doing?” Ken cried, trying to untangle our limbs as several people ran forward to right the toppling tree.

      “Saving you!” I accidentally kneed him in the groin, heard his startled intake of breath and momentary paralysis. “Sorry, sorry,” I cringed. I knew my knee could be pretty deadly to a man's groin, but it had been accidental on this occasion.

      “Saving me from who?” Ken eventually wheezed, knees drawn up as he curled into the fetal position. “Blanche and Elspeth? They’re harmless.”

      “No,” I hissed, tugging on his arm to try and get him to his feet. “They’re not. Elspeth is dealing drugs, and I think they’re in it together. I think Blanche shot Henry, thinking he was you because you accidentally caught a drug shipment arriving the other day when you were taking photographs in the woods,” I quickly explained.

      “What?” Ken blinked, obviously in shock… and probably pain from the injury he’d just sustained to his… you know. I heard the door behind us open, knew Blanche and Elspeth were about to get away.

      “Where does that door lead?” I asked Ken urgently.

      “Kitchen.”

      “And is there a rear door from the kitchen to the parking lot?”

      He nodded. And that’s how Elspeth was able to slip in and out of the hall to make her drug deals. And that’s how they were going to get away now if I didn’t stop them. They had a head start, but they were too old ladies, how fast could they be?

      “The Sheriff and Detective Galloway are going to be here any second. Tell them I’ve gone after Blanche and Elspeth.” I didn’t hang around to hear Ken’s response. Sprinting to the door, I skidded into it, before getting a grip on the handle and turning.

      What was on the other side had not been what I was expecting.
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      Staring down the barrel of Blanche’s rifle, I blinked and slowly pressed myself against the door.

      “Blanche,” I said, doing my best not to show fear. “Elspeth.” My eyes darted to the dreadlocked woman who was hovering behind Blanche, wringing her hands.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Why were you chasing us?” Blanche demanded.

      “What were you doing with Ken?” I shot back.

      Blanche narrowed her eyes and settled the butt of the rifle more comfortably against her shoulder. I recognized the move as the intimidation it was, but with my life flashing before my eyes, something else had occurred to me. She was using a rifle. It would be loud. Exceptionally loud. No way she could shoot me and hope no one would hear the shot.

      “Blanche,” Elspeth tugged on her sleeve, and Blanche flashed her friend a quick glance. “I’ve got an idea.”

      “I’m all ears,” Blanche replied, not taking her eyes off me but tilting her head ever so slightly in her friend's direction.

      “I’ve got a new batch in the car. We give her an overdose.” Elspeth shot an apologetic look my way. “Sorry, Love. It’s not personal.”

      “It is for me!” I protested.

      Ben stepped through the door I was leaning against and walked right through me. I gasped and shuddered at the shock of it, icy tingles spearing through me.

      “Oops, sorry, Fitz,” he apologized, then belatedly noticed the predicament I was currently in. “Wow. Who would have thought two old broads have a drug ring operating out of Willow Lake?”

      “Mmmhmm,” I said through tight lips, not wanting to alarm Blanche, for while I hoped she wouldn’t shoot me and risk someone hearing the shot, there were no guarantees she wouldn’t decide to do it anyway, consequences be damned.

      “What’s wrong with you? Why did you shake like that and make that noise? You sick?” Blanche demanded. She’d lowered the gun a fraction.

      “Ever have that feeling, you know the one, where someone walks over your grave?” I asked.

      “Oh yeah,” Elspeth nodded. “I get that a lot.”

      “It was that.”

      Blanche continued to study me for a few more seconds before turning her attention back to Elspeth. “Go get the drugs.”

      It was that exact second of distraction that Sheriff Dwight Caldwell had been waiting for. He shouldered the door behind me open, sending me flying. As he barreled through with his pistol drawn and aimed at Blanche, Galloway burst through the door from the parking lot. The women were surrounded.

      “Put down the gun, Blanche!” Dwight ordered. Slowly she lowered the barrel toward the floor, and Galloway came up behind her, taking the gun. Dwight approached, his pistol still aimed at the two women while with his free hand, he fished out a set of handcuffs. Galloway laid the rifle on the kitchen bench behind them and took the cuffs, securing Blanche’s wrists behind her back while Dwight took care of Elspeth.

      Sprawled on the floor, I lay watching, not moving until both women were restrained.

      “Ha!” Ben hooted and pointed at my face. “You’re going to have a black eye!”

      “What?” I tentatively touched my face, wincing at the tender skin of my cheekbone and eye socket, belatedly remembering I’d broken my fall with my face. Ben came and crouched in front of me, eyes serious as he surveyed the bruise. “But seriously, you okay?”

      I smiled. “I’m fine. I’ve had worse. Remember the time I accidentally tasered myself with my own stun gun?”

      He chuckled. “Who could forget, that was epic.”

      “Not really, it hurt like a witch. But I didn’t even feel this.”

      “Amanda’s going to have a field day,” Ben said.

      I rolled my eyes. Of course she is. Every bump, every bruise, every scrape, were all red flags to Amanda. But I know her heart is in the right place. She annoys me so much because she cares.

      “Who is she talking to?” Dwight asked Galloway, who shrugged and replied, “herself. She does it all the time, don’t worry about it.”

      Dwight didn’t look convinced but eventually shrugged. “If you say so. Can you manage these two while I bring the squad car around?”

      “Absolutely.”

      The Sheriff left via the back door, and through the wall, I could hear the concert begin to start up again.

      “Where’s Ken? Is he okay?”

      “Ken’s fine. Henry is with him.” Ben assured me, then attempted to help me to my feet, which was precisely no help at all.

      Dusting myself off, I approached the two women. “Okay, spill. Why on earth did you shoot Henry Peterson?”

      “Not a word, Elspeth,” Blanche warned.

      “We didn’t mean to.” Elspeth blurted.

      I blinked in shock. “You didn’t mean to?” I repeated. “Blanche here is a crack shot. She took him out eight hundred yards away, across the ice, direct to the heart. That’s not an “I didn’t mean to” shot.”

      “No, I mean, yes, obviously.” Elspeth nodded and shook her head simultaneously, and I feared all her pot-dealing activities had scrambled her brain. Until she said, “Blanche has been suffering flashbacks. Of Vietnam. Sometimes—and I must stress it’s only happened a handful of times—she thinks she’s back in the war.”

      I shot a look at Galloway, who was standing behind Blanche. He cocked his head, considering if her story had merit.

      “Are you saying that on the morning Henry was shot, she was having one of those flashbacks?”

      “Yes! Yes, exactly that. We were out at the cabin getting another batch ready when all of a sudden, she was just… back there. In Vietnam. In the jungle. She snatched up the rifle and was out the door before I could blink.”

      “Blanche?” I asked.

      “It’s so real,” she whispered, a single tear rolling down her cheek. “The sights, the sounds, the smells. I thought he was the enemy.”

      “So this had nothing to do with the fact that Ken Porter had been in the woods the day before taking photographs, and he caught you on your snowmobile, Elspeth?”

      “Plenty of people have seen me on my snowmobile. It’s no big secret that I have one.”

      “It is a big secret that you have a drug lab in the national park, though, right?” Galloway cut in.

      Elspeth blanched and clamped her lips shut.

      “What is it you’re cooking out there? Meth?”

      Blanche barked out a laugh. “Hardly.”

      “Hardly? What then? You may as well tell us, the Sheriff is going to have the lab dismantled and the drugs tested, we’ll find out anyway.”

      “It’s Viagra,” Elspeth said, deadpan.

      My mouth dropped open. “Wait! You’re producing and selling black-market Viagra?”

      “Viagra is the brand name,” Elspeth explained. “Sildenafil is the drug itself.”

      “But… why?” I was at a loss. Viagra was readily available from your doctor.

      “Some people don’t like answering invasive questions about their sex life with their GP,” Elspeth sniffed. “And I’m a chemist. A retired one. So when… a friend… reached out and asked if I could help him out, I did. And then discovered there was a market for it.”

      “Willow Lake doesn’t have a massive male population,” I pointed out.

      “It’s not just for men. Women can take it too.”

      “Ladies, do you have any idea how dangerous that is? Viagra can affect the heart too.”

      “I know. I modified the recipe. Barely any risk if you take my version.”

      “But then, why not take your recipe to the pharmaceutical companies? Sell it to them. You’d be rich!”

      “Pharmaceutical companies?” Blanche barked, her shout so loud I involuntarily took a step back. “They don’t want to improve the product. Because then they can’t sell you the heart pills to counteract the Viagra pills. That’s how they make their money, keep on selling you more and more medication to counter the side effects of each and every pill you take.”

      I didn’t know anything about big pharma or chemistry to know if that were true or not, but still, Elspeth’s lab in the national park producing her own version of the little blue pill seemed high risk to me.

      “But you were going to give me an overdose,” I protested. “You were planning on killing me.”

      Elspeth’s mouth dropped open, while Blanche remained stoic as if made of stone. “We didn’t intend to kill you!” Elspeth gasped, seemingly horrified at the thought. “If you take too many, they put you to sleep is all. We just needed you out of commission long enough for us to get out to the cabin and dismantle everything before you told the Sheriff.”

      “Oh!” Well, that was unexpected. “And Ken? Why were you dragging him back here?”

      Blanche frowned. “We weren’t dragging him anywhere. He was coming to pick up his order.”

      Oh. My. God. “Ken was buying Viagra? He has a partner?” Why did you ask that, Audrey? I scolded myself. It’s none of your business that Ken Porter was buying homemade Viagra.

      “He’s been seeing, Jean,” Elspeth’s smile was wide. “Not that they’ve, you know.” She winked. “But he says things are progressing, and he really likes her, and he wanted a little something on hand just in case he couldn’t—”

      “Stop!” I put both hands over my ears, “I don’t want to hear it!”

      Blanche and Elspeth exchanged a look. I lowered my hands and frowned. “What about Henry? Was he a customer?”

      They both shook their heads. “No, not Henry. And if it's any consolation, this was Ken’s first order.”

      Ben, who’d been blessedly silent throughout the whole exchange, slapped his knee and doubled over with laughter. “Oh my God, this is priceless,” he chortled. “Priceless.”

      “Glad you’re amused.” I shifted uncomfortably, not wanting to think about old men and Viagra. Ewww.

      “Who are you talking to?” Blanche asked, eyes alert and intent, watching my every little movement.

      Before I could answer, the back door opened, and the Sheriff reappeared. “Let’s go, ladies. You’ll be spending the night in lock-up before being transported to the next county where you’ll have the pleasure of meeting the judge.”

      “Oh, Judge Newman?” Elspeth piped up.

      “Don’t tell me, he’s a customer?” Galloway rolled his eyes when Elspeth winked at him. I watched as Galloway and the Sheriff bundled the two women into the back of the squad car. Slamming the doors shut, the Sheriff turned and extended his hand.

      “Thanks for your help on this one.”

      Galloway shook his hand. “You’re welcome. Audrey here did most of the work, though.”

      Dwight looked beyond Galloway to where I was standing in the open doorway. I caught a glimpse of wistfulness in his expression before he schooled his features. “Thanks, Audrey. Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas, Dwight,” I replied.
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      “Aunt Aubree,” a chubby set of fingers attempted to pry my good eye open. The other was bruised and swollen from my collision with the floor the previous evening.  “You wake?”

      “I’m awake, Madeline.” I grinned.

      “It’s Cwistmas,” she declared, climbing up onto the bed next to me. “Time for pwesents!”

      “Merry Christmas, munchkin!” I sat up, sweeping her up into my arms and making her squeal with laughter as I tickled her belly.

      “Come on, come on, mummy’s waiting.” She tugged on my hand, urging me to leave the cozy cocoon of my bed and follow her downstairs. I glanced over at Galloway only to discover he wasn’t there. God, had I overslept? Why hadn’t he woken me?

      “Okay, okay.” I let the three-year-old pull me out of bed. She waited impatiently while I pulled on my robe and slippers and then eagerly held my hand to lead me downstairs.

      “She’s here!” Madeline announced. “Pwesents now?”

      The adults were seated at the dining table, and all heads swiveled in my direction.

      “Wow!” Dustin snorted. “That shiner has come up a treat!”

      I did a little bow. “Thank you, I aim to please.”

      After they’d all fussed over me and my bruised face, we got to the serious business of gift opening. Mom placed a box of Christmas Crackers on the table. “Everyone pull a cracker. And you must wear the hat inside.”

      We groaned good-naturedly, but did as instructed, pulling crackers with each other until everyone had a different colored paper crown to wear. Finally, the kids were let loose on their presents, wrapping paper, and ribbon scattered the floor in front of the fireplace, toys, books, and clothes were in abundance this year.

      Thor was in his element, stalking beneath the discarded paper, pouncing on the ribbon and taking it into a death roll to kick it into surrender. I’d never seen him exhibit such kittenish behavior before, and it was beyond entertaining to watch. Thor didn’t miss out in the gift department either. He scored four—four—catnip mouse toys. I suspected my cat was going to be stoned out of his little feline mind for most of the day.

      Then it was the adults’ turn to open their gifts, with Madeline fetching each colorfully wrapped present from beneath the tree and bringing it to Amanda, who dutifully read the label for her so Madeline could deliver the present to its intended recipient.

      Laura loved her fake piercings and immediately attached a hoop to one nostril.

      “Hot!” Brad grinned, kissing her cheek, before ripping open one of his bacon bandages and affixing it to his forehead. The kids thought it was hilarious.

      Amanda slid her feet into her baguette slippers and did a little catwalk, modeling them to raptus applause, while Dustin eyeballed me with an I’ll get you for this look when he had to pull on his socks with my face all over them.

      Somewhat nervously, I turned to Galloway and handed him his present. I’d warned him we exchanged gag gifts, and I really hoped he hadn’t gotten me anything expensive, because my gift to him was about as bargain bin as you could get.

      Tearing open the wrapping paper to reveal a white box, he opened the lid, peeked inside, then looked at me. “It’s perfect! How did you know?” He leaned forward and kissed me with my entire family looking on.

      “What is it? What did you get?” They asked. Galloway reached into the box and pulled out a smooth rock. He turned it around so they could read what was written on it.

      Rock wet – rain

      Rock dry – cloudy

      Makes shadow – sunny

      White – snow

      Jumping – earthquake

      Gone - tornado

      “It’s a weather rock,” he announced, his smile wide, his eyes sparkling.

      Putting the rock back into its box, he handed me my present. “I hope you’ll treasure this as much as I’ll treasure my weather rock.”

      I grinned and ripped open the paper. Inside was a book. I could pee on this – poems by cats. I laughed with delight and threw my arms around his neck, kissing him. “It’s perfect. You’re perfect. Thank you!”

      As more presents were passed around the table, Galloway tugged me to my feet and away from the noise of my family. “I just need you to myself for a minute,” he said, arms pulling me close.

      “That’s totally okay with me.” I sank against him, “but it’s only fair I should warn you.”

      “Oh?” I felt the kiss he dropped on the top of my head and my heart surged with love for this man.

      “I haven't had my coffee yet.”

      “I’m surprised you’re even functioning.”

      “Right?”

      “But seriously,” he pulled away to cup my face in his hands. “Thank you. For being you. For sharing your family with me. For letting me love you.”

      The wave of emotion that hit me was unexpected. Tears filled my eyes, happy tears, and I sniffed and blinked at this adorable man. “Ditto,” I said eloquently, and we both laughed and hugged each other tightly. “Also,” he whispered, “I think Ben may have left you something outside. The others haven’t seen it yet.”

      Oooh, now I was intrigued. What could Ben have left me? Considering he was incorporeal and couldn’t touch or move anything, to say I was curious was an understatement. “I’ll keep them distracted in here. You go check it out.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, wondering how on earth I’d gotten so lucky to have a man like Kade Galloway in my life? I headed into the kitchen, fixed myself a coffee while Galloway joined the others back at the table and regaled them of stories of his childhood. Galloway’s family had moved to Australia a few years ago, so his last few Christmases had been lonely ones spent alone, usually working to fill the void. But no more. Now he had the Fitzgerald’s.

      Pulling on my coat over my dressing gown, I exchanged slippers for boots and, as quietly as possible, slipped outside, taking my coffee with me. Thor slipped out with me, darting between my legs before I knew he was there. I walked along the back porch and looked down, where the words, Merry Christmas, Fitz had been tracked in the snow. I hurried down the stairs, careful not to slip, and stomped through the snow to the message Ben had written to me. But how? I peered closer. Definite boot prints.

      “Merry Christmas, Fitz,” Ben said from behind me. I jumped, spilling some of my coffee.

      “Dude!” I protested but turned with a smile. “Merry Christmas, Ben.”

      “You like it?” He indicated the words he’d made in the snow.

      “I do. But how did you do it?”

      “Well, I just walked and stomped my feet really hard—” he began, and I laughed, cutting him off. “No, I get that, you moron. You’re a ghost. You’ve never left boot prints before.”

      He heaved a sigh and wrapped his arm around my shoulders, squeezing. Rather than the usual icy blast, I felt… him. My coffee cup slipped from my fingers, landing in the snow with a soft thud.

      “Oh, my God! Ben! You’re… solid. I can touch you! Feel you!” I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed, and he laughed, hugging me back.

      “It’s a Christmas miracle,” he said.

      “It is.” I closed my eyes and just held him, unable to believe I had this special moment with him. “But how?”

      “No idea. Just like we don’t know how you can see and hear me. Magic? The spirit of Christmas? I don’t know, but I’ll take it. Hugging you is the best present I could ask for.”

      “You getting soppy on me, Delaney?” but I didn’t release my grip on him. “Has Henry crossed?”

      “Not yet. I think he wants to make sure Ken is okay.”

      “And is he? Okay?”

      “Sad, but yeah, he’s okay. He’s spending Christmas with his friend, Jean.”

      Don’t think about Viagra, don’t think about Viagra, I chanted in my head.

      “Does this mean…” I stuttered to a halt, not wanting to say the words out loud.

      “Does this mean what?” His voice rumbled through his chest beneath my ear, a sensation I would never take for granted. Ben and I may have been best friends, but we didn’t go around hugging each other on a daily basis, either. I eased back and, instead, held his hand. He wasn’t warm, but he wasn’t cold either. He was just solid.

      “Does this mean that when Henry crosses over, you’ll go too?”

      He shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Audrey Fitzgerald, how many times do I have to tell you. I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me.”

      “You promise?”

      “I promise.”

      “There’s one thing that’s been bugging me,” I said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Henry’s cabin. Someone ransacked it. We thought it was whoever Ken had accidentally caught on camera, but it turns out that’s not the case at all.”

      “I can answer that one,” Thor meowed, making his way down the stairs and following the words Ben had stomped into the snow.

      “You can? Did you find something when you visited Henry’s cabin yesterday? Why didn’t you say so?”

      He paused in his explorations and looked at me, blinked once and went back to tracing Ben’s footsteps. “You never asked. There’s a family of squirrels living in the tree overhanging Henry’s cabin. When Henry doesn’t latch his door properly, they like to visit.”

      Ben laughed. “Squirrels! I’d never have guessed.”

      Me either, I’d been sure it had been something nefarious linked to Henry’s death.

      “But that wraps it all up, right?” Ben hooked an arm around my neck and pulled me in for another hug.

      “In a big red shiny bow!” I agreed, squeezing him tight, only releasing him when the back door opened, and Amanda stepped out.

      “You’re corporeal. At least for now. We have no idea if this is permanent or temporary. Does that mean the others can see you?” I whispered.

      “We’re about to find out.”

      “Audrey? What are you doing out here in the cold?” Amanda called from the porch. Then she looked down. “Oh. Who wrote you that?”

      “A friend,” I smiled. She hadn’t seen Ben. He rested a hand on my shoulder and dropped a kiss on the top of my head. “See?” he whispered, “a Christmas miracle.”

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      
        
        New to the Ghost Detective series? CLICK HERE to get more of Audrey & the gang!
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        And make sure you’re on Jane’s list so that you hear about all the new releases, giveaways, and other cool stuff (including cat pics!).

        You can do that here: https://janehinchey.com/join-my-newsletter/
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      Hi there! I'm Jane Hinchey, bestselling author of the Ghost Detective Cozy Mystery Series. I totally admit that I can be a snarky, sarcastic, and on the odd occasion, hilarious storyteller. I love writing anything paranormal, from murder mysteries to steamy romance, but I've discovered everything I write has an element of suspense in it. Just like life, right? You never know how your story is going to end up!

      

      I'm an Aussie - British born, Australian raised, which makes for an interesting vocabulary on occasion, especially as I write using US English. Let's not get started on hood versus bonnet, torch versus flashlight, thong versus flip flop... believe me, that last one can get a girl into a lot of trouble if used incorrectly.

      

      My life is pretty simple. I love reading, cats, and my family. My hero is my dad. I'm short in height but big on imagination. While I can't technically speak feline, I often have animated conversations with my ginger ninja, Maxx, and my derpy cat, Morgan.

      

      I live by three simple rules - (1) smile every day. (2) Be kind to each other. (3) Follow your dreams. And bonus rule, always, always, have coffee on hand!

      

      I ABSOLUTELY love talking to readers (especially when they send me photos of their pets!) Send me a message ANYTIME at www.JaneHinchey.com or come and join my reader’s group on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/groups/JanesLittleDevils/
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        Gingerdead House

      

      

      Amateur baker Poppy Wilkinson agrees to be a celebrity contestant in a charity gingerbread house competition in Bath, England. She can support a good cause while promoting the long running TV reality show in which she’s a contestant—The Great British Baking Contest.

      However, beneath the gingerbread walls and behind the lollipop trees swirl bad feelings, jealousy and murder.

      Good thing Poppy is also a witch and a talented amateur sleuth. This stand alone holiday whodunnit is part of the Great Witches Baking Show series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      One of the things that happens when you take part in the Great British Baking Contest, a reality baking show that’s taken the world by storm, is that you become a celebrity. Maybe that’s not completely true if you get sent home in the first couple of weeks, but as you make it towards the end of the contest and there are only a few bakers left, then people get behind you like you’re a favorite football or basketball team. 

      At least that was my experience as a contestant on the beloved show.

      This meant that as December got closer, we amateur bakers all had plenty of invitations to appear in public, most of them for something charitable. And how do you turn down a charity at Christmas? 

      The show’s producers recommended that each of us chose one, at the most two public charity events to support, so we didn’t get spread thinner than the butter on a dieter’s sandwich. Also, they were absolutely clear that none of these extra-curricular events were sanctioned by the production company or in any way affiliated with it. 

      What was great about that was we weren’t being judged, our creations weren’t scrutinized, and there was no danger of being sent home. What a relief!

      The event I chose to support was a gingerbread house baking and decorating contest in Bath. The event was raising money for the local city farm that encouraged eating local produce and introduced children to urban farming, among other events. 

      A number of local celebrities had been invited to make and decorate a gingerbread house. We would do the building and decorating at Bath’s famous assembly rooms over a November weekend during the Christmas market, which drew some three hundred thousand visitors. People would vote for their favorites. Each vote cost money that would be donated to the city farm. Since I was a baking contestant, I liked the idea of a charity related to food.

      The nice thing about baking a gingerbread house is that it’s relatively easy. Yes, if this was part of the televised baking contest, I’d be expected to add strange ingredients and go to outrageous lengths to impress two very critical judges. But in a fun charity event, where I’d be judged not on the flavor or consistency of the gingerbread, but the overall style and decoration of the house, I could keep my recipe simple and put all my efforts into the house and its decoration. This was an amazing relief to me. 

      I loved the Georgian city of Bath. My little cottage was only a few miles away, and I often came here to shop and wander the streets. It was particularly fun during one of the many Jane Austen festivals, when I would see many an Elizabeth Bennet or perhaps an Anne Elliot parading the streets in period costume. The Mr. Darcys tended to be more scarce—and for the most part, no one would ever confuse them with Colin Firth. 

      Bath was also a great Christmas city. Its holiday market was famous and brought in people from miles to shop at the little wooden huts containing everything from Bath gin to wooden toys to nuts and cheese. 

      Most of the work and judging was being done at the Assembly Rooms, a beautiful, large space where Jane Austen once danced. It was upstairs from the Costume Museum, and one of my favorite places in that lovely old city.

      Having agreed to be a contestant, I decided to base my gingerbread house on something historical in the city itself. Even though we were free to design anything we wanted to, I liked the idea of representing one of Bath’s lovely buildings. But which one? I walked up and down with my sketchpad. The first and most obvious choice was the Roman Baths, which gave the city its name. And they were beautiful. But to render them in gingerbread was going to be a finicky task. How would I recreate the huge outdoor bath surrounded by Roman pillars and statues? I had a few ideas involving gelatin and blue food coloring, but it seemed too complicated. I kept walking.

      Next to the Roman Baths in Abbey Churchyard was The Pump Room, where people once went to drink the waters. The exterior was Georgian and beautiful. I stood back and considered, though it was difficult to get a clear view with so many people in the way. I turned to Bath Abbey, spectacular and intimidating. A crowd had gathered around the enormous, lit Christmas tree in the middle of Abbey Churchyard where carolers sang Good King Wenceslas. I got my sketchbook out, but rendering a cathedral in gingerbread didn’t seem quite right somehow. I kept walking down the old streets and found myself in front of Sally Lunn’s House. 

      I backed up across the narrow road and stared at the old place. It is, allegedly, one of the oldest existing houses in Bath. A helpful historical plaque informed me the house was built in 1482, though Sally Lunn herself lived there in 1680. She was a Huguenot baker who created the Bath bun. It seemed fitting I should re-create the home of another baker in gingerbread. Besides, it was a wonderful old stone building with four floors, six upper windows and a bow fronted street-level window. The best part was that it was so old the house leaned slightly, and the windows didn’t line up perfectly. Any errors in my house construction would look like I meant them.

      As I stood sketching, a line formed of people eager to eat the famous Sally Lunn buns. After I’d drawn the house with its peaked roof, the chimney and the latticed windows, I sketched the pile of Sally Lunn buns in the front window. Yes, this was it. I’d found my house. Feeling very virtuous, I naturally went inside and bought myself one of the famous buns. 
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        * * *

      

      Since I was in Bath, I took the opportunity to browse the Christmas market. There were little wooden chalets, all decorated and lit, set up all over the town center and I enjoyed the people watching as much as the goods on display. I paused to admire hand-painted ceramic tiles, blankets made of wool spun from the coats of local sheep, and hand-crafted jewelry.

      As I wended my aimless way through town, I found myself on Milsom Street, where I bought myself a sausage roll and a cup of hot mulled wine. The scents of cinnamon stick, cloves, and lemon floating in the hot wine were wonderful. Christmas carols played, and people laughed and lined up for the most popular chalets.

      I noticed I had an admirer. A black and white dog who definitely had his eye on my sausage roll. He was very polite about it, sitting at my feet doing his best to look starving, though his sleek coat and bright eyes begged to differ. Even though it was busy on the street, as far as he was concerned, I was alone. Just me and the sausage. When I moved, so did he, then sat again, right in front of me. Finally, I gave in and fed him the last of my sausage roll. 

      It was a good thing my feline familiar, Gateau, wasn’t here to witness me feeding a greedy dog. When he’d licked my hand clean, he remained by my side until a child with a soggy-looking sandwich caught his attention and he drifted away.

      I finished my hot wine and then got serious about my shopping. My fellow baking contestants had become friends, and I bought things I thought would make interesting ingredients in their kitchens. Locally grown quinoa, for instance. I’d had no idea that quinoa would grow in Somerset and, naturally, had to buy some for Hamish, a police officer who farmed in Scotland when he wasn’t competing in The Great British Baking Contest. For my other friends, I bought Bath gin, chutney, Cheddar Gorge cheese, and nuts. 

      Having got a head start on my holiday shopping, I thought I’d better get home and start preliminary work on my gingerbread house.

      No one expected us to do our baking at the Assembly Rooms. I really didn’t think they wanted a load of baking mess in one of the most beautiful Georgian buildings in Bath. We were to design and sketch our planned house, then bake and cut out the pieces at home. We’d then build and decorate our house at the venue where visitors were welcome to watch us, ask questions and offer moral support. Entrance was by donation, the more generous the better, and every vote cost money, that’s how the event raised money for the charity. 

      I knew from my experience on the baking show that it was always a good idea to experiment a few times before making a recipe in public. So, I went home and got busy with cardboard and a newsprint pattern until I had something I thought would work. It helped that I was a graphic designer by trade, as I could make a reasonable pattern on paper that I could then follow in gingerbread. I had fun drawing my whimsical Sally Lunn House. I could imagine how pretty it was going to look in gingerbread. 

      Then I got out my baking tins. My cat and familiar, Gateau, sat curled in a chair by the warm stove to supervise. 

      I was also blessed, or cursed, depending on how you look at it, with a kitchen ghost. Mildred had come with my little stone cottage. Mildred was a very bossy soul. She’d been the cook here once upon a time, like two hundred years ago, and was full of opinions on a better way to do everything. Frankly, I thought she was jealous of all the modern conveniences. Every time I used my food processor, she’d sniff and tell me how she used to chop everything by hand. The electric mixer made her glare at me. And when the sound subsided, she’d say something like, “And how can you tell it’s the perfect consistency, you need to get your hands in there and the wooden spoon stirring it about, that’s how you tell when a dough is perfect.”

      But the dishwasher. The dishwasher was the machine that really did her in. Not even Mildred was foolish enough to try to make me believe that washing up dirty pots and pans by hand was better than placing them in a machine and pushing a button. 

      When she annoyed me, I always stacked the dishwasher. That would make her disappear in a miff before I even turned it on. 

      I made my gingerbread, and the smell of it baking in that wonderful old kitchen immediately made me feel festive. I put Christmas music on and hummed as I took out the perfectly golden-brown gingerbread. After I’d let it cool a little, not too much because I needed to cut into it, I began tracing the pattern I’d made. Honestly, sometimes the stress of being in a televised baking contest where millions of people were watching our every move made me forget how much I loved baking. But get me in my old kitchen with the flagstone floor and the stove set in the alcove where the big, old fireplace had been, and I was as happy as I was anywhere. The smell of ginger with just a touch of cinnamon and cardamom made my cottage smell like Christmas.

      Having cut out the house to my satisfaction, I built it using toothpicks and royal icing, that when it dried was the icing version of cement. I could have used my magic to build it, but what was the fun in that? Besides, witches weren’t to use our powers for personal gain, and even though there wasn’t much to be gained from winning a charity baking contest, I was very careful not to use my special talents for my baking. 

      The roof was tricky, wanting to slide off the house, but I managed to hold it in place long enough for the icing to semi-dry. 

      Building a gingerbread house was low-tech enough that Mildred couldn’t complain about all the machinery. She complained, instead, that making a house was a waste of good gingerbread and they never wasted time on such foolishness in her day. Still, she hung around. 

      Now came the fun part. Decorating it. I used lots of icing, cut out windows that looked inside rooms where I built furniture from candy and people out of marzipan.

      “You want a couple of street urchins peeping in the windows,” Mildred suggested, and I liked the idea so much, I made them. I hoped that was fancy enough. I supposed if my competition was fierce, I could add more complexity, but for now, I was quite pleased with the dry run of my creation.

      “Wish me luck for the kickoff event tomorrow,” I said to Mildred. “Let’s hope the competition isn’t too cutthroat.”
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      We celebrity contestants had been asked to the Assembly Rooms on the Friday morning for a publicity photograph and to kick off the charity event. The organizers had asked each of us to provide a sketch of what we intended to create. I felt I had an advantage with my graphic arts training, so I tried to keep my sketch of the Sally Lunn House simple, and in an attempt not to be a big show off had also streamlined my design a bit. Still, I wanted to create something I could be proud of and that would hopefully raise some good money for a worthy cause. 

      For the initial meeting, where we’d have our photos taken with our sketches, I put my long, brown hair into a sloppy updo, hung Christmas-tree shaped earrings from my ears, put on a festive red top over my good jeans and carefully applied red lipstick and a swipe of mascara.

      “Wish me luck,” I said to Gateau, who followed me out to the car. But when she realized she wasn’t coming with me, she stuck her tail straight in the air and stalked off to the garden to sulk.

      Looked like I was on my own for luck.

      When I arrived at the venue, sketch in hand, I was met at the door by the woman who’d invited me to take part. Cassandra Rewd was a tall, angular woman with white hair cut in a sensible, blunt cut. She wore black wool trousers and a green cashmere pullover. What they call a jumper in the UK. When I walked in she strode toward me, clipboard in hand. She shook my hand vigorously. “Poppy Wilkinson. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Now, since this is your first year, I must go over the rules with you.”

      It surprised me that a charity gig would have rules, but okay. I listened politely as she went through a long list of dos and don’ts. Primary among them was that the judges prized originality above all.

      “While we understand that some of our contestants will resort to something not very different from the kits you can buy from Marks and Spencer’s and Waitrose, the decorating must at least be original. And, frankly, we do rather frown on kits.”

      I agreed. “People aren’t going to spend good money supporting something they could have done at home with their kids.” 

      She nodded, approving. “Exactly. Now, I know we won’t have to worry about that with you.”

      “I hope not. I’m planning to do the Sally Lunn House in gingerbread. Is that okay?”

      If there was some rule against rendering an actual house or a historical figure in gingerbread, I’d rather find out now. But no, she said, she thought it was a wonderful idea. “It’s odd that nobody has ever done that before.”

      I gazed around. We were in the principal room, high ceilinged and hung with sparkling chandeliers under which Jane Austen had danced. The upper level was ringed with windows to let in natural light. The walls were a muted blue-green color and the hardwood floors would be easy to keep clean. The space had been set up for the competition, with tables for each contestant and display boards about the city farm. In the center of the room, about a dozen people were chatting, some holding sketches.

      I lowered my voice. “So, who’s my big competition here?”

      She chuckled as though I’d made a really good joke. “This is all for charity, but, entre nous, Wilfred Sneeps was our winner last year.”

      I followed her gaze and did a double take. That tall, black-clad beanpole of a man baked gingerbread? I didn’t say that aloud, but she must have guessed at the subject of my thoughts.

      “He’s an auctioneer. And while he doesn’t look it, he’s a very talented baker. And a brilliant designer. It was that more than anything that impressed the judges last year. He made an entire Dickens themed Christmas street.”

      “Wow. Suddenly my Sally Lunn House doesn’t seem very impressive.”

      “The important thing is you’re here to help. Many fans of your television show live in Bath. It will be a pleasure for them to meet you and watch you in action.” Her eyes twinkled at me. “Be prepared to sign some autographs.”

      It was still a startling sensation to have people come up to me and ask for my autograph because they’d seen me bake cakes on TV. However, I had gone into this contest with my eyes open. I could hardly complain about the downside of celebrity after volunteering to appear in a reality show that was beamed around the world and beloved by millions. 

      “I’m up for the challenge,” I told her.

      “Good.” She led me forward and showed me my table, which was in a good location at the end of the room. “You’ll construct and decorate your house here,” she informed me. “You’ll be expected to chat to the people who come by and explain what you’re doing.”

      “Piece of cake.” It wasn’t a very good pun, but she didn’t even crack a smile. 

      “Come and meet the others.” She strode back to the center of the room and ruthlessly interrupted the conversation by putting her clipboard under her arm and clapping her hands. “Everyone, this is Poppy Wilkinson.”

      The chatter stopped and everyone turned to stare at me. “Hi,” I said. 

      At twenty-five, I was the youngest contestant by a couple of decades. We started introducing ourselves. A plump, sweet-looking woman wearing a vest embroidered with candy canes introduced herself as Mary Bateman. She ran a local needlework shop and told me she was going to create a gingerbread house that looked as though it had been embroidered.

      An older gentleman named Barnaby Tufts, with white hair and mustache, had taken on the very thing that I had chosen not to do. The Roman Baths. It was Mr. Tufts’ first time here, too. He was a noted historian and in his fervor about attention to detail and making sure he rendered his Roman Baths as historically accurate as possible, I didn’t think he’d thoroughly looked at the practicalities. He showed me the large poster board he’d made of his design. His bath was large, and he’d wrestled, as I had briefly done, with gelatin and food coloring. I wished him luck, but it was a very ambitious project. 

      Before I could meet anyone else, Cassandra Rewd clapped her hands once more for attention. It was time for the media launch.

      Several local media were covering this launch, both TV and print. They asked each of us to pose individually holding our sketch, and then there was a group photograph. Naturally, I scoped out my competition. There were no professional bakers allowed in the contest, obviously, but I could tell right away there were some very talented amateurs. 

      Wilfred Sneeps got the most media attention as he’d won the contest the previous year, so I definitely had my eye on him. I couldn’t believe he’d done an entire Dickens street. No wonder he’d cleaned up. If I’d learned anything in my time on The Great British Baking Contest, it was that bakers came in all shapes and sizes and ages and from all walks of life. Even so, I wouldn’t have pegged Wilfred Sneeps as an enthusiastic baker. For one thing, he didn’t look like he ate much. He was tall and thin and gaunt and wearing all black. He looked much more like an undertaker.

      This year, continuing his Dickens theme, he’d decided to attempt Scrooge’s house. It was an ambitious undertaking, not because Scrooge had lived in a very elaborate house, but because he was attempting to render the scene where the Ghost of Christmas Present appears and shows him the bounty of Christmas. I thought it was an ingenious idea, and his sketch was more like a watercolor painting.

      Maybe I should have made my sketch a little more elaborate after all. There were no slackers here. 

      Once the photos were done, we had time to go to our tables and set up. All I had was my sketch, but as I watched, other contestants were placing bowls of enticing treats presumably to entice voters to their tables. Most had brought easels to display their sketches on. I’d have to run out and get a few things. 

      “Watch out for those two,” a voice said at my elbow. “They hate each other. You don’t want to be in the middle when they go at it hammer and tongs.”

      I looked up in surprise to find a woman at my elbow. She was dressed in period costume. She wore a lace cap on her head and a muslin gown. Her hair was styled so that a couple of curls nestled against her cheeks below the cap. She was a pretty woman of about forty. I didn’t remember her on the list of contestants, and I’d had no idea there was some kind of regency costuming involved. 

      I was about to reply when I stopped myself. I have an odd gift. More like a curse. As well as being a witch, I can see ghosts. Not all of them. And I’m never sure why I’m able to communicate with some and not others, but I’ve learned to be very cautious when a stranger addresses me. I make sure that someone else in the room takes notice before I break into conversation and possibly look to those assembled like a crazy person. Also, if I concentrate hard enough, I can usually see a slight waviness around their form that’s a dead giveaway. So to speak.

      In this case, I didn’t have to do that. A woman wearing a gray woolen dress with a long string of pearls walked right through the poor woman who’d just been speaking to me. Ghost then. I was heartily glad I hadn’t replied, even though I felt kind of rude. Ghosts deserved to be treated with courtesy, too. But hopefully this one understood I would have spoken to her if I could. At least this ghost seemed like a demure and quiet sort. She wouldn’t be doing cartwheels across my table, for instance, when I was being interviewed by the media.  

      The woman my ghostly friend had indicated, said, “I’m Felicity Williams. I’m here representing the Jane Austen Society and I’m so pleased to meet you. I never miss your show. Isn’t it exciting being on a televised baking contest?”

      I laughed. “Exciting is one way to put it. Also terrifying, stressful. But yes, it’s a lot of fun.”

      I was here, after all, in somewhat of a public relations capacity for the show. It was understood that we wouldn’t say anything negative. Not that I would have anyway, being chosen as a contestant had changed my life in so many ways. Mostly for the good. 

      “I love what you’re doing,” I said, motioning to the picture she’d set up on an easel at her station. She’d also done a watercolor of a stone cottage set in the countryside.

      She smiled. “Chawton Cottage. It’s where our Jane lived for the last part of her life, of course. Even though she was here in Bath for nine years, we’re not quite certain for the most part where she lived. Besides, she was famously unhappy here. I like to think it was in Chawton Cottage, where she wrote and revised her famous novels, that she found contentment.”

      “Plus, it’s going to look pretty in gingerbread,” I said, looking at her sketch of the famous author’s cottage. Maybe it was a crass statement, but it was definitely the truth.

      She laughed. “I can’t pretend that didn’t come into my decision.”

      Bearing in mind what my new ghostly friend had said about the enmity between her and the auctioneer, I said, “I understand that Mr. Sneeps is the one to beat.”

      She snorted through her nose. It was a surprising sound coming from someone who looked so ladylike. “I’ve no doubt he paid someone for that design. Don’t trust him, my dear. He’s a bad man.”
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      Her words shocked me. This was a fun competition for charity. I couldn’t believe she was dissing the competition like this. Apart from some bragging rights and the knowledge that you’d raised some good money for charity, there was nothing to be gained by winning that would merit such disdain. 

      Felicity Williams said, “I see you’re shocked at my frankness. Believe me, I don’t make these allegations lightly. The man is not to be trusted and not only around gingerbread. He stole a family heirloom of mine.”

      “Goodness,” I said, my eyebrows rising of their own accord. “Did you call the police?”

      She laughed, low and bitter. “He’s a clever thief. He took something of mine for auction. Paid me upfront for it. It was a small painting that my mother had. I didn’t particularly care for it, and I didn’t have the space on my walls, so I took it along to see if he’d auction it. He gave me a hundred pounds. I thought that was fair. And then he had the nerve to put it in his catalog. It was the star piece in his auction. My little painting fetched eighty-five thousand pounds.”

      I absolutely felt for the poor woman. No wonder she felt cheated. But, if there was a saying for buyer beware, there ought to be one for seller beware. 

      Another contestant walked over to join us. She had short gray hair, big round red-framed glasses, and a broach of a red cardinal on her black sweater. “I didn’t get to meet you earlier. I’m Bertha O’Neil. I feel very foolish being here as I’m not a celebrity.”

      Felicity Williams shook her head. “Bertha’s taught English for forty years here in Bath. She won a national teaching award, so she’s definitely a celebrity.”

      “I’m not much of a baker, though.” She held out her hand. “Bertha O’Neil.”

      Felicity lowered her voice. “I was telling Poppy to watch out for Mr. Sneeps.”

      The teacher glanced over to where the auctioneer was filling a Victorian biscuit tin with packaged candies. “We believe he didn’t win fairly last year.”

      “What happened?” I was curious to know what lengths someone would go to win a charity gingerbread competition.

      Felicity’s voice was so low she was all but whispering. “Mary Bateman happened to be in London shopping last December. She passed a bakery in Soho and, in the window, saw a gingerbread house identical to the one that Wilfred Sneeps had supposedly built and decorated himself.”

      “No. Could it be an unfortunate coincidence?”

      She shook her head. “Mary went in and asked to speak to the head baker, who’s also the owner. The baker showed Mary the order book.”

      “Wilfred Sneeps had ordered a house and then copied it?”

      “No. His name wasn’t in the order book. But Mary then looked over the orders and recognized the name of Mr. Sneeps’s assistant.”

      I was stunned at the level of deception. “He must have wanted to win very badly. But why is he back this year if he cheated?”

      Felicity glanced over to Mr. Tufts’s table, where Cassandra Rewd was discussing his design with the historian. “Mary told me in the strictest confidence and, after talking it through, we both agreed that if Cassandra found out she’d be in a very awkward position. The contest was over by that time, Sneeps had won and the charity had their donation. She’s such a stickler for the rules we worried she’d strip Wilfred Sneeps of his win, which would cast a shadow on this popular event.”

      I wanted to laugh, they were taking this charity gingerbread competition so seriously, but I knew from the TV show how serious a simple baking competition could become. So, I kept my smirk to myself. “That’s awful.”

      “The last thing we want is the tiniest whiff of scandal. Instead, we lobbied the committee to invite some superior bakers so there’s no chance for Sneeps to win again.”

      Both of them were staring at me in a significant way.

      “That’s why we thought of you,” Felicity said. “You’ve got to outbake and out-decorate Wilfred Sneeps.” She put her hand on my arm. “Poppy, you’re our big hope. You would never cheat or use unfair measures to win. You must stop him.”

      And suddenly this lovely, civilized competition that was all for charity became imbued with drama and tension. Exactly what I’d been trying to avoid. 

      Still, I had to agree with her. No one should win by cheating. I said, “All I can do is my best.”

      “Well, if your best was good enough to get you through the intense competition to become one of the contestants in The Great British Baking Contest, then your best is good enough for us.”

      Felicity continued, “I wanted Bertha to know because she’s going to get so many votes from her students and former students. She’s got a good chance to win. And you’re the most proficient baker here, so you could win. Cassandra must never know, but we have to stop Wilfred Sneeps.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My competition, though I shouldn’t really call it competition as we were all here for a good cause, were an interesting mix of people. Setting up on Friday didn’t take long, and we’d be back tomorrow for the big day of assembling and decorating. Normally it wouldn’t take all day, but with crowds of people stopping to ask questions and watch us work, we would probably need the extra hours. I doubted Barnaby Tufts could finish his gingerbread version of the Roman Baths within a week.

      We had a local weather person who we all knew from the television as another celebrity baker. She said she was a proficient amateur baker, and it made a pleasant change from a job where she didn’t make anything. 

      There was also a children’s author, Allison Mays, who wrote a series about cats who lived in an abandoned castle. She was rendering the castle in gingerbread and the cats in marzipan and licorice. I suspected she’d be another fan favorite.

      Beside her was Nigel Trenton. He was an actor who’d had bit parts in some movies, most famously in one of the James Bond films, and still acted on stage. He proudly showed off his design to make Bath’s railway station in gingerbread. I had never thought the Bath train station was one of the most interesting buildings in that amazing city, but it had been designed and built by Isambard Kingdom Brunel, the famous Victorian civil engineer. It was solidly Victorian, but what set this gingerbread house apart was that while, in reality, the trains traveled behind the station, in this fantasy rendition, the train track went right in front of the building’s facade. On it would be an old steam engine with the words North Pole on the front. The designer had planned strings of licorice for the railroad tracks and an open car containing wrapped presents. I thought it was charming. 

      He’d also filled two wooden cabooses with sweets. “Encourages the children to come closer and ask questions,” he said when I raised my eyebrows.

      While they frowned on cheating, bribery seemed to be okay. 

      The Royal Circus Residents’ Association was making the curved Georgian crescent of Georgian villas rendered in gingerbread. I couldn’t wait to see how it turned out.

      Before I’d heard about the cheating, I would have said I was only here to have fun and help a good cause. Now? I was as determined as Mary, Bertha, and Felicity that Wilfred Sneeps would not win. Even though he had the table right next to me, we barely exchanged a word. I decided he was rude as well as a cheater. 

      If someone had asked me to guess his profession, I’d have gone with an undertaker or something to do with death. His face was long and deeply lined and his chin seemed to droop as though it didn’t want to be too close to the rest of his face in case something bad happened. He had an enormous nose with a lot of broken blood vessels. He might have had some kind of physical condition, but I suspected he was a drinker. 

      It was clear that he and Felicity Williams were mortal enemies. If she so much as glanced his way, her face grew tight-lipped and angry. When he saw her, that bulbous nose grew redder and probably sprouted a couple more broken blood vessels. The chin drooped and the eyelids of his rather sunken eyes lowered for a moment before opening again. 

      With everyone, in fact, he was as dour and unpleasant as Scrooge at his worst. But with Cassandra Rewd? His face lit up and he because loquacious and jokey. So, he was a brown-noser as well as a cheat.

      I drove home and got to work on making my gingerbread house pieces, for real this time. I pulled together all my supplies for the decorating I’d do tomorrow.

      My Friday evening pre-competition plan had been a hot bath and a corny Christmas movie, but instead I got out my recipe for baked gingerbread boys and girls. It was a treat that took me back to time spent at the Philpott’s Bakery. Mr. Philpott had the distinction of being the man who had found me in a Somerset apple box, wrapped in a hand-knitted blanket, only a few hours old when he arrived at his bakery very early one morning. 

      Even though the Philpotts couldn’t adopt me, they’d still been an important part of my life. The adoptive parents I did end up with, rather than separating me from these lifesaving people, embraced them like family. And they became a kind of family to us. Gina Philpott was still my best friend. She hadn’t been interested in her family bakery business, however. She’d become a hair and makeup artist and plied her trade on The Great British Baking Contest. It was through her that I’d applied to be a contestant on the show.

      So, it was natural for me to call her when I had the gingerbread figures rolled out and the first batch baking and beg her to come over and help me decorate them. 

      “I was giving myself a pedicure,” she informed me. “What can you offer me that’s better than sparkly, Christmas-red toes?”

      I knew Gina through and through. “Hot chocolate with real whipped cream, and as many gingerbread boys and girls as you can eat.”

      “I’ll be right over,” she said.

      “That was almost too easy,” I said to Mildred, who was harrumphing about the waste of good dough since I didn’t cut out my little gingerbread figures as close together as I could have. 

      I told her I’d just re-roll the extra dough, but she was convinced I was a wasteful, modern lass. I think what really choked her was that she couldn’t smell the gingerbread. I hoped she could remember the smell because it was one of the great pleasures of Christmas.

      My little cottage was as festive as I knew how to make it. I had an actual tree in my living room, and before Gina got there, I stacked wood in the fireplace ready to light. I tidied away the cookbooks and the baking magazines, turned on Christmas music, and flipped the switch that illuminated the twinkle lights that twined through the yew boughs I’d put all around the fireplace and across the mantel. The ornaments on my tree were a mix of old and new. My parents had retired to the South of France and hadn’t bothered to take any of the Christmas ornaments with them, so I had inherited ornaments that went back to my childhood and beyond. I’d also added some newer ones, including several beautiful blue and green baubles in the famous Bath Aqua Glass. When I put the star on the top of my tree, I imagined I was crowning myself a star baker.

      Gina arrived in a flurry of cold air and packages. 

      I looked at her in surprise. She said, “You know what Dad’s like. He’s convinced you’re shelling out too much money for this charity gig. He sent you flour and things.”

      That was just one reason I loved my second adoptive family, the Philpotts. Mr. Philpott would never embarrass me by offering me money to help, but by sending me ingredients he was already buying for the bakery, he could help me and knew I wouldn’t refuse. I dug into the big bag of treasures with delight. No kid on Christmas morning was ever as excited as I was to take out several pounds of flour, a canister of cinnamon, another of cocoa, ginger, a large bag of ground almonds, plenty of icing sugar and cloves and cardamom. 

      And as I took each of the things out and crowed with delight, she said, “Oh, almost forgot the eggs.” And then she ran outside to her car and returned with two dozen organic, free-range eggs.

      I had to laugh. “I’d better make a perfect gingerbread man, especially for your dad.” 

      Even though he was a baker, I knew how much he’d appreciate the gesture. The thing was, no one ever baked for him. Since I was a graphic artist by trade, and only an amateur baker, I could have fun decorating the portly gingerbread man so he looked exactly like Mr. Philpott. Then, feeling both generous and creative, I decided I’d make him his own gingerbread house, in the form of his bakery. He could put it in the shop window and hopefully that would encourage walk-in traffic. Even better, if I knew him, he’d put a sign that said it was designed and baked by one of the cast members of The Great British Baking Contest. That would bring the shoppers in. 

      Gina may have complained about having to abandon her pedicure, but we were like kids ourselves, chatting and gossiping while we decorated gingerbread children. 

      “Are these part of your design, then? I don’t remember any gingerbread men at Sally Lunn’s House.”

      “No,” I said. “These are a bribe.”

      “Whatever’s happened to this world?” she said, mock-serious, shaking her head as though appalled. “You begin with bribing people with gingerbread men. Where will it end?”

      I laughed but assured her that everyone in the Bath competition did it. “However, since you brought up crime, there is a sinister element in the gingerbread house contest.”

      She was so shocked she bobbled the icing bag she was holding so the little button she was piping on her gingerbread boy’s cardigan turned into a great blob. 

      “Oh, now look what you’ve made me do. This one’s spoiled.”

      I laughed. We’d been doing this for years. A spoiled gingerbread man only meant more snacks for us. She put it aside on the plate that we’d be tucking into later and then said, “Okay, I’ve got nothing dangerous in my hands. What on earth are you talking about? Skullduggery in a gingerbread competition?”

      “I know. I couldn’t believe it either. Allegedly, the competitor who won last year, one Wilfred Sneeps, cheated.”

      “Well, after his parents gave him a name like that, it’s no wonder. He sounds like a Dickens villain.”

      I nodded. “He looks like one too. All long and skinny and wears nothing but black. Even his hair is black and greased back. He’s an auctioneer.”

      “So, tell me all the bad stuff.”

      I nudged another undecorated cookie in front of her so we worked while I told her the story. “He won last year, as I said. It was supposed to be an original design. I’ve seen pictures of his Dickens street, it was gorgeous. But apparently, he copied the design.”

      “Are you sure? Sounds a bit far-fetched.” 

      “I agree. But one of the other contestants happened to be in London, and, in a bakery window, saw a gingerbread street identical to the one that Wilfred Sneeps had used to win the competition.”

      Gina, acting as though she were his defense attorney, said, “That doesn’t prove anything. Maybe they copied him.”

      I nodded, impressed with Gina’s reasoning ability. “She went in and asked to speak to the head baker, who’s also the owner. Perhaps to prove that her creation was the original one, she showed the woman the order book.”

      “And it showed Wilfred Sneeps had ordered a gingerbread house?”

      I shook my head. “He was too smart for that. It was his assistant whose name was on the order.”

      “Sneaky devil. Why wasn’t he disqualified?”

      “Because the contest was already over. Felicity Williams, the woman who was telling me about it, didn’t want to bring bad press to the contest. It’s for charity, after all. But, she told me this in confidence, hoping I’ll make a house good enough to beat the cheating auctioneer.”

      “Well, you really have to beat out a professional London baker.”

      “Way to fill me with confidence.”

      “I hope he doesn’t win. Obviously, Pops, I hope you do, but anyone would be better than him.”

      I nodded. “I know it’s only a fun charity thing, but it puts you off when someone cheats like that.”

      “Then, a bit of gingerbread bribery isn’t much of a crime at all, is it?”

      “I’m glad you see it my way. Anyway, everyone’s giving away little things. Candies, cookies, stickers, anything to entice potential voters to their table.”

      She looked at me and grinned. “Let me guess, nobody else is doing homemade and hand-decorated Christmas treats.”

      I grinned back at her. “I like to take things to the next level.”

      We looked at each other and said, in unison, “And it’s all for a good cause.”

      After we finished decorating all those gingerbread cookies and carefully packed them up, I put on hot chocolate and then the pair of us sat in my cozy little living room with the fire going and munched cookies and drank hot chocolate. It was like the happiest Christmases of my childhood, being with Gina and her family and my adoptive parents. Even Mildred took a seat by the fire. Not that she could feel the heat, but I think she liked the cheerful atmosphere too. Gateau, my black cat and familiar, was curled up on the chair on the other side of the fireplace, her back to us. 

      “What’s wrong with Gateau?” Gina asked. “I thought she was out. She comes and makes a fuss of me usually.”

      “She’s punishing me,” I told her. “I can’t take her with me to Bath. She’s used to coming with me when I go to Broomewode Hall to film the baking contest episodes, so she doesn’t appreciate that I’ve been out for long days without her. I come home, smelling of gingerbread, and she turns herself around like that so her butt’s facing me.”

      “You spoil that cat. You know you do.”

      “I know. And the truth is I don’t like to be apart from her, either. But I can’t take her into the Assembly Rooms, she’s not allowed, and I can’t leave her in the car all day. She’d freeze. So she’s much better here. I leave her lots of food and water.” I glanced up feeling intensely foolish. “And I leave the Christmas music on for her. Sometimes I even put on the television in case she wants something to look at.”

      “It’s time you had some children and stopped putting all your mothering instincts on your cat.”

      I groaned. “Don’t get me started. Me and dating, it’s not going well.”

      “Dry spell?”

      “Dry decade. I don’t think being a witch and having a relationship really works.”

      “What about in your magic circle? Any interesting blokes there?” She didn’t sound very sure of herself, and for good reason. Even though there were male witches, I didn’t really think I wanted three magical creatures in the house. Two of us and a ghost were plenty. 

      “Definitely not.”

      She turned to me and grinned. “Never mind. Maybe Mr. Wilfred Sneeps will turn out to be single.”

      In answer, I took a gingerbread man and bit its head off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday morning, I had to walk through the Christmas market to get to the venue. Even carrying two heavy bags, it was no hardship. I paused at a chalet, wondering if my fellow witch and mentor Elsbeth Peach might like a vase in the beautiful aqua glass that Bath is so famous for when I heard a commotion. I turned my head just in time to see something black and white streak past me, followed by a furious man brandishing a broom. I recognized that black and white streak. It was my friend who’d eaten most of my sausage roll yesterday. I was certain of it. 

      “I’ll teach you to steal my meat pies, ya mangy cur,” the man shouted, pushing people aside as he went after that poor dog with a broom. It wasn’t my dog, but we’d sort of bonded yesterday. I had to do something. 

      “What’s the matter?” I asked, positioning myself in front of the broom-wielding bully before he could do any damage with that broom. I’m a witch, and nobody knows better than me how much damage you can do with a broom. 

      The man stared at me. He was red in the face, and even his mustache bristled with annoyance. “That dog stole a meat pie, that’s what. I’ll show him.”

      Besides thinking that dog had quite the appetite, I felt a strange kinship with him. “Please, he’s just a hungry dog. Where’s the pie? I’ll buy it.”

      Instead of looking grateful, the pie maker looked at me like I was a terrible dog owner. “That’ll be £8.95,” he said. I had a strong suspicion he was overcharging me on the pie, but I wasn’t about to argue with him. 

      After I paid him, he picked up a pie off the ground. There was a bite mark on it. Glaring at me, he asked, “Did you want a bag?”

      “No, thank you,” I said. He put the pie into my hand. It was still slightly warm and, if it didn’t have bits of dirt and gravel clinging onto it, I might have been tempted to take a bite. The pastry looked light and flaky and I could smell tarragon and rosemary and I thought a sniff of red wine and succulent meat. In any other circumstance, I’d have complimented him on his excellent pie, one baker to another. But I was in no mood to humor a dog hater. I thanked him primly and turned away. 

      No doubt I’d be stuck with a dirt-covered, half-eaten pie since I doubted my new friend had stuck around for the end of this drama. However, I’d underestimated the dog. I’d barely gone ten steps when a wholly unrepentant black and white mutt ran in front of me and sat, his tail thumping the ground, his big, brown eyes laughing at me. It was all I could do not to laugh back. “You are a bad dog,” I told him. He wagged his tail harder, as though completely agreeing with me. 

      “And your stolen pie cost me £8.95.”

      The tail wagged even harder now. He was so adorable I couldn’t help laughing as I fed him another piece of the pie.

      “Where’s your home? Where are your people?” He didn’t look like a stray. He looked sleek and happy and well-fed. No doubt by fools like me. 

      Instead of answering me, as I’d half-thought he might, he jutted his furry chin towards the pie and made a tiny whine in the back of his throat. 

      “You can’t still be hungry?”

      But his starving look assured me he was. I fed him another piece of the pie. Then, feeling that we might be drawing attention, I continued on. But the dog stayed right by my side. It was so crowded and there were so many people I was surprised he managed it. 

      A woman in a uniform walked past and then stopped. “That dog needs to be on a leash, ma’am,” she said to me. 

      I was about to tell her it wasn’t my dog, but what was the point? I doubted she’d believe me, not the way blackie here was clinging to me. “Of course,” I answered. “I’m very sorry.”

      We ducked down a side alley. There were no wooden chalets down here, so for the moment it was just us. 

      Bending over so it looked as though I was speaking to the dog, I said:

      Goddesses of the north, south, east and west,

      Attach me to this dog; a leash would be best.

      May we find this dog a master, someone kind

      To whom his life he may bind 

      So I will, so mote it be.

      I hadn’t been at this witch gig very long, so it was totally cool when I made things happen by magic. Without realizing I was doing it, I’d held my hand out towards the dog, and now I found a comfortable strap in my hand, and from it extended a nice red leash. I supposed even the goddesses liked to decorate at Christmas. The other end of the leash was attached to a bright red leather collar. 

      My new dog companion didn’t seem to mind being suddenly attached to me and, looking into his mischievous, laughing face, I realized I didn’t mind being attached to him either. I warned him not to pull on the leash as that would be a disaster for my gingerbread house. “And don’t think this is a permanent arrangement. I have a cat. And before you tell me you think cats are the cutest things ever, my cat does not like dogs.”

      That wasn’t entirely true, Gateau had a standoffish relationship with a dog at Broomewode Hall, but my instinct was this dog wasn’t mine and wasn’t meant to be. And if I’d learned anything in my months of witch training, it was to follow my instincts. 

      We made our way back into the thick of things, and now it was time to head to the Assembly Rooms.

      I had no idea what to do with the dog. However, I reasoned, in the UK dogs seemed to go everywhere. I’d see them in pubs, going shopping, and this was a well-behaved dog, as I could tell from the way it trotted happily beside me, neither pulling frantically ahead nor trying to drag me away for an interesting sniff. I bet if I attached the leash to my table, he’d settle down at my feet and no one would even know there was a dog there. It was worth a try, anyway. I didn’t have any other options. There wasn’t time to go home, and Gateau would have a fit anyway if I brought a dog home. I couldn’t leave the poor dog in the car, not when it barely knew me. And I couldn’t leave him to be chased by angry pie makers with brooms. 

      Really, the dog had left me no alternatives.

      So, deciding to follow the adage that it’s much easier to ask forgiveness than permission, I headed towards the gingerbread contest venue, dog by my side. 

      When I got there, Cassandra Rewd stood in the doorway. She glanced up with a pleasant expression on her face and then, seeing the dog, it hardened into stone. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Oh dear, I guess this wasn’t like the friendly pub around the corner that let you bring your dog in when you had your Sunday lunch. 

      “I’m so sorry, I don’t have anywhere to leave him. He’s extremely well-behaved. You won’t even know he’s there.”

      My pleading tone and the dog’s equally pleading eyes had no effect on Cassandra Rewd.

      She looked horrified and somehow disappointed in me. “Is that a seeing-eye dog? Are you blind?” Obviously, she knew I wasn’t. 

      “No.”

      She looked me up and down. “You need a service dog for some other reason?”

      I was tempted to say yes; I needed a service dog to protect me from people like her. But, again, I replied in the negative. 

      “Poppy Wilkinson, there are rules for a reason. Now, get that dog away from this doorway—”

      “Oh, what a sweet, sweet pup,” a voice said behind me. 

      The sweet, sweet pup in question for the first time since he’d been leashed pulled on my arm in an effort to get closer to the woman who was cooing at him. It was Bertha O’Neil, the teacher. She laughed as he sat down in front of her and raised a paw. 

      “Aren’t you the most well-mannered gentleman,” she said, taking the paw and shaking it. 

      She looked up at me, “Poppy, what a lovely boy. Wherever did you get him?”

      “He’s a stray,” I told her. I could feel Cassandra Rewd’s eyes boring into my back, obviously realizing that I had no idea whether or not this dog was well-behaved. “You don’t know of anyone who’s missing a dog, do you?”

      “I don’t. But anyone who had this lovely boy would go looking.”

      I only hoped that was true.

      “I’m not allowed to bring him in. Is there anywhere I can take him? An animal shelter or something?”

      Even as I said the words animal shelter, I knew I’d never take him there. He was an engaging little scamp, and I didn’t want to put him in doggy jail. The teacher obviously felt the same way. “I could happily take him to mine, but it’s a bit far out of town.”

      Cassandra Rewd suddenly said, coldly, from behind me, “I can’t have you people clogging up the entrance. Move along, please. You can come back when you’ve sorted out what to do with that animal.”

      “He’s not an animal,” the teacher said, but she said it in a low voice so Cassandra wouldn’t hear her. The three of us headed back outside and nearly bumped into Nigel Trenton. Once again, the dog made a performance of sitting in front of the man and raising his paw for a shake. 

      Nigel Trenton was just as charmed as the teacher had been and said, “Aren’t you a smart fellow. And you know what I’ve got in my pocket, don’t you?”

      The dog thumped his tail, and his tongue hung out. 

      “That’s right. I’ve got a nice treat.” And while we watched, he reached into his pocket and took out a small dog biscuit. He held his hand out flat and the dog licked it up, showing his best manners. 

      Nigel Trenton looked up at me, his blue eyes twinkling with delight. “Is he yours, Poppy?”

      Once more I went through my spiel, how he wasn’t my dog and I didn’t know what to do with him.  

      “Well, couldn’t be easier. Bring him around to my place. I just live around the corner.”

      I was so thrilled I thanked him, even though he wasn’t doing me a favor. Bertha turned to go in, and he said, “Bertha, why don’t you come too. He seems just as fond of you.”

      And so the three of us, plus the dog, walked up to Rivers Street, which was only a five-minute walk away.

      Nigel Trenton had a ground-floor flat in a Georgian townhouse. “It’s not much,” he said cheerfully, unlocking his front door. “But the thing I like best about my flat is the garden.”

      He ushered us in and said, “You can let him off the leash.” I did, and the dog immediately raced around the apartment, his nose to the ground, sniffing. Nigel Trenton smiled sadly. “He can smell Theo.”

      “Theo?” the teacher and I said at the same moment.

      He pointed to an empty dog bed. “I lost Theo two months ago. I haven’t been able to get rid of his things yet.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Bertha said. “They’re like our family, aren’t they?”

      “That they are.” He went into his tidy kitchen and opened a cupboard where he kept dog dishes and food. “After I lost my wife, Theo was my constant companion. I miss him terribly.”

      I wondered if I might be about to remedy that loneliness by bringing the dog and Nigel together.

      Having made a thorough investigation of the flat, the black and white dog was back as though to say, “What’s up next?”

      Nigel bent over and gave him a pat. “I’m not sure how well-trained you really are, but I’ll take a chance and leave you inside, and I’ll fetch you some fresh water and food.”

      He seemed to approve of the program and soon the black and white dog was wolfing down his dinner as though he hadn’t seen food in months. No one knew better than I that that wasn’t the case. I gave Nigel the rest of the pie but he said he’d put it in the fridge for later. “Too much human food isn’t good for them.”

      Somebody should tell the dog that. He drank some water, then curled up in Theo’s bed as though he’d always lived there. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours to let you out,” Nigel said. The dog wagged its tail and seemed perfectly happy to be left.

      We headed back to the venue, and when we got there, Cassandra Rewd acted as though the incident with the dog had never occurred. I think we were all happy to pretend it hadn’t either. 

      As we walked towards our various tables, the teacher leaned into me and whispered, “You can see why no one’s ever told her about Wilfred Sneeps.”

      There was excitement in the air as I hurried over to my table. The air smelled of ginger and cinnamon, and contestants were already laying out their slabs of pre-cooked gingerbread on trays or wooden boards to make it easier to move the structures around. 

      Even though I’d only met them all yesterday, lots of people looked up to greet me and wish me luck. I returned the good wishes.

      There was some good-natured ribbing about how they hoped Elsbeth Peach and Jonathan Pine, the two celebrity judges on the televised baking contest, wouldn’t be around to taste all their efforts and send them all home. 

      Secretly they probably were desperately hoping the two celebrities would show up, but I could have told them that wouldn’t happen. If I was in demand over this busy season, I couldn’t imagine the requests the stars of the show received. 

      “Good morning,” I said to Wilfred Sneeps as I walked past his table.

      He was wearing a black apron over his black clothes and mumbled, “Morning.”

      I’d have wished him good luck as I had everyone else, but I would not be a hypocrite. I didn’t wish him good luck. I wanted him to lose.

      I unpacked my bags carefully, particularly the tiny Sally Lunn buns that I’d baked. I thought they were darling if I did say so myself. I put on my apron, a cheerful red one that said Happy Holidays in green lettering. Cassandra Rewd came around making sure we were all ready before the doors opened. When she saw me tucking my empty bags under my table, she tutted. “The break room’s through there and down the stairs. You’ll store everything but your valuables down there, please. You’ll also find toilets down there.”

      I resisted the urge to salute. I ran downstairs and found the room with no trouble. There was coffee set up for us and a water station. Excellent. I tucked my coat and bags into a cupboard and headed back up.

      I settled myself behind my table and discovered the doors were open and the first visitors and voters were inside. Naturally, my first act was to put out a plate of gingerbread men.

      Soon the atmosphere was buzzing with conversation and laughter, while we contestants busied ourselves with icing tubes and candy canes and icing sugar snow. 

      I enjoyed a steady stream of visitors who stopped to ask me about the Great British Baking Contest or to take a photo with me or just to scoff a gingerbread cookie. Wilfred Sneeps had quite a few visitors, but, if popularity translated to votes, Bertha O’Neil was definitely in the lead during the morning.

      I was busy putting my house together, and then I began the much more fun task of decorating it. I did a walk around about once an hour to stretch out my back and to see how everyone else was doing. The curve of the Royal Crescent had caused a bit of distress and some cracking, but the team working on it were certain they could cover up any flaws with icing. Chawton Cottage was coming along nicely, and Nigel Trenton was well on the way with the train station. “Looks great,” I told him. 

      “It’s like being a boy again, playing with trains.” He looked up at me. “And it’s really thrilled me knowing there’s a dog at home again.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll go check on him in an hour, let him out in the garden.” I had a feeling my black and white friend had found himself a home.

      Poor Barnaby Tufts, though, he was really struggling. His gelatin wasn’t behaving and he’d barely made a start. Part of his problem was that he couldn’t talk and work, and anyone rash enough to come near immediately got a lecture on the history of the Roman Baths.

      I finished my walk around, refilled the plate of gingerbread men and went back to work.

      “That’s looking very nice,” my dear, a voice said at my elbow. It was my ghostly friend returned. “I never gave you my name. I’m Catherine Palmer, lady’s maid.”

      I glanced around to be certain I wasn’t overheard and said, “Poppy Wilkinson. Nice to meet you.”

      Miss Palmer watched me for a while, then floated off, threading between and through people as she toured the room.

      Bertha O’Neil welcomed yet another group to her table. She was attempting Prior Park College, a Palladian mansion built in 1742, I overheard her telling her visitors. “I never taught there, but it’s such a lovely college. Rather ambitious, though. I’m worried about the portico and the columns. And getting the roof right.”

      “What are those lumps, then?” someone asked.

      “They’ll be students, when I’m finished, in uniforms and carrying books.”

      “You sure?”

      She sighed. “No.”

      Her gingerbread didn’t have the best texture or even color, but the teacher was definitely one of the most popular contestants. I suspected she had a good chance of winning simply from the support and love she was receiving from students young and old. This latest family circling her table were a typical example. From the laughing comments I gathered that the mother and father had been her students, and then their children had recently studied under her. 

      “And I swear you’re still giving that same test on Milton,” the man of the family said, laughing. He had a loud, carrying voice. 

      His son, a chubby boy with rosy, red cheeks, would obviously soon be taking after his father in the booming voice department. “I think it was, too. Really hard questions, they were. Paradise Lost and all.”

      The teacher twinkled at father and son and said, “Well, if you’d studied harder, Tom, perhaps you could have helped young Tom here study. He didn’t get a very good result.”

      They all laughed heartily at this. And then promised that, despite her giving tests that were too hard for mortals, they’d be donating generously and voting for her. 

      I noticed that the dark shadow at the periphery of my vision, otherwise known as Wilfred Sneeps, had disappeared. I glanced around and saw him headed for the break room. To get there, he had to walk right by the cheerful group crowded around Bertha O’Neil’s table. As he passed, the mother jumped and said, “Ouch”. He apologized for treading on her foot and kept going.

      I went back to what I was doing, the finicky piping of icing in straight lines on the cross-pieces of the lattice windows. I’d had a steady stream of visitors asking questions, getting my autograph and posing for photos with me. But my popularity was dwarfed by Bertha’s. The cheerful group around the teacher said they’d better be going, and Bertha O’Neil stood up. “I’ll walk you to the door. I must move about a bit. It’s very physical work, making a gingerbread house. You’d be surprised. You’d think all those years standing on my feet teaching would have toughened me up more than this.”

      The group chattered and laughed, and she followed them right out the door. 

      Wilfred Sneeps returned and went back to work. I didn’t know how I was ever going to do a better job than he was. His creation was stunning. Although, it seemed to me that his decorating was going almost magically quickly. How was that possible?

      I looked at him sideways. Was it possible he was a witch? Since I’d been learning about my powers, I’d discovered that witches came in all shapes and sizes. You couldn’t tell just by meeting someone or passing them in the street. If he was using magic to win this competition, he was definitely misusing his powers. I’d have to keep a better eye on him. 

      Mrs. O’Neil came back and as she approached her table, she cried out in distress. I glanced over and the walls of her schoolhouse had fallen over and the Palladian columns looked like downed breadsticks. One was broken. “Oh, dear.” She glanced around, shocked. “I don’t understand it. I only went for five minutes. How could my school have fallen down? Did someone bump into my table?”

      There was silence from all of us. 

      She looked truly upset. “But it’s ruined.”

      More than once during an episode of the baking contest, I’d experienced that same despair. Felt it myself a time or two. I went over to see what I could do. “The walls have fallen, but we can put them back up,” I said, trying to console her.

      Nigel Trenton joined us. “And we can glue the broken column back together with icing. No one will ever know.”

      Felicity Williams came to see what was going on and also gave encouragement. “You’ll have it as good as new in no time,” she said.

      “But all the icing was still wet. I must do it all again. I don’t understand it. How could it have fallen over by itself? You’d think someone had knocked it over. Out of spite.”

      “Surely not,” I said. “Who would do such a thing?”

      “You know who’d do such an evil thing,” Felicity said, glancing meaningfully to where the auctioneer was back at work.

      And then I remembered Wilfred Sneeps walking by Bertha’s table to go into the break room and coming back. Could he have sabotaged a competitor’s gingerbread house?
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      I looked around to see if Elizabeth Palmer was in the room. If anyone would have seen what had happened, it might have been her. But I’d discovered that when ghosts were wanted, they were never to be found. 

      I tried to be as encouraging as I could. Even though there wasn’t a great deal of time, I thought we could still salvage her house. Nigel Trenton was really encouraging. “I reckon if we glue the walls back together and put some extra support on the walls, we can fix it. It won’t be as good as new, but it will be good enough.” And then he twinkled at her. “They aren’t voting for you because your house is the most beautiful. They’re voting with their hearts when it comes to you, and that’s worth a great deal more.”

      It was such a nice thing to say and immediately perked the poor woman up.

      I wondered if he was right. Based on the crowds of her students who’d been promising they were donating to vote for her, it was very possible she would win this thing. Could Wilfred Sneeps have been that small-minded that he’d knock down a fellow contestant’s house to prevent her from winning?

      I was definitely going to keep my eye on the ruthless auctioneer.

      The day progressed, and while we all had our work cut out for us, there was a genuine feeling of excitement and camaraderie. Mostly. I couldn’t get over the waft of bad feeling that kept crossing my table between Felicity Williams on one side and Wilfred Sneeps on the other. Bertha had pulled herself, and her tumbled walls, back together, but she was keeping Mr. Sneeps under her eye. I wondered if she’d send him to the naughty corner.

      It surprised me how much pressure I felt, being a contestant on a television reality show. I felt that they were expecting me to wow them. That was certainly true of Wilfred Sneeps. He may have won last year, but the way he kept side-eyeing my progress made me distinctly nervous. If I muffed up on the show, I could always turn to Florence, a gorgeous Italian contestant who’d become a friend of mine, and moan about my bad luck. She would immediately tell me everything was going to be okay. Sometimes, if things were really bad, we contestants helped each other. If one of us was five minutes ahead and somebody else was so far behind they’d never make it without help, the early bird would lend a hand. 

      I did not get that feeling from Wilfred Sneeps. I sensed that if my whole gingerbread house collapsed in a sad heap of fragrant crumbs, he’d relish my defeat, especially if it helped him win.

      It didn’t help that I had this invisible to all but me ghost friend. Catherine Palmer had been a lady’s maid, and during one of the balls given at the Assembly Rooms in Georgian times, she’d suffered a heart attack. At least, she couldn’t tell me she’d suffered a heart attack, but she described the terrible pain in her jaw and how it had felt like an enormous man was standing on her chest, “And then I couldn’t breathe. And then everything went black.”

      Too bad for her, no one even realized she was ill. They’d found her among the cloaks and the coats of the gentry. Dead. 

      “And here I am still. It’s not too bad, really. There are enough concerts and conferences and even school graduations to keep me busy. And I spend a lot of time downstairs in the Costume Museum. It’s always entertaining hearing what people think went on in,” and here she made air quotes, “the olden days.”

      I tried to ignore her and continue piping icing around the windows.

      “I wish you’d say something. I know you can see me and hear me,” she said, slightly miffed. 

      Checking first to make sure no one could overhear me, especially the odious Wilfred Sneeps, I said in a very low voice, “I can’t. If people see me talking to no one, they’ll think I’m a madwoman.”

      “Well, if you ask me, you must be mad. Whoever heard of turning Sally Lunn’s House into a bit of confectionary?” 

      It was almost as bad as baking in front of Mildred. 

      I’d have liked to explain to her in great detail that this was an event for charity, but I’d have to wait until we were alone for anything like that. I felt sorry for her, though, as I felt sorry for all ghosts. I was never sure why most passed on and some didn’t. I wanted to ask her if there was some task left undone or something she needed to accomplish before she could go to the light but, again, not in front of a dozen other busy bakers. 

      Lunch was sandwiches and fruit in the break room downstairs. We took it in turns to pop down for a quick sandwich so there were always plenty of contestants for the visitors to chat to. I was just tucking into an egg salad sandwich when Mary Batemen came in. She was wearing a green apron with a large Santa on the bib, all done in cross-stitch. “How’s your house coming,” I asked her.

      “Not bad. It’s more tricky than I’d thought, trying to replicate needlepoint with icing.”

      She helped herself to a ham sandwich and tea, then joined me at my table. She glanced at the door before saying, “Felicity told me she let you in on our secret. About Wilfred Sneeps cheating,” she added, as though she and Felicity had a hundred other secrets.

      “Yes. What a shocking story.”

      She glanced at the door again. “I went back to that bakery last week to see if he’s copied their gingerbread house again this year, but they’ve done Hansel and Gretel this year.” She sounded disappointed. “He must have pinched a design from another baker.”

      He might be an unpleasant weasel, but his house was impressive. “What will you do if he wins again?”

      Her lips thinned. “He won’t.”

      She sounded so certain I wondered if she was planning to force Fate’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      By Saturday afternoon, I was stretching the decorating out. Cassandra had asked us to stay until four and then we were free to go. 

      Wilfred Sneeps, as last year’s winner, had been busy most of the day, but about three o’clock there was a lull, and he stood and picked up his gingerbread house which, like mine, was nearly finished. He’d assembled it on a wooden board, but still, I stared as he made to walk past me toward the door that led downstairs to the break room. Seeing me stare, he said, “I’m going to spray edible gold. Don’t want it going everywhere so I’ll do it downstairs.” He shook a can of shimmering food color spray to demonstrate. As it rattled, I wondered if he’d pull off another win. He was pulling out all the stops with his edible gold spray.

      Determined to make my house the best it could be, I was posing my marzipan children in front of the window of Sally Lunn’s, so they looked longingly into the window, when a local news crew came to interview me. They seemed thrilled that I was on The Great British Baking Contest, and the reporter asked, with a twinkle, “Any secrets you can tell us about the rest of the season, Poppy?”

      I gave the well-practiced answer, “There are some genuine surprises ahead. You should definitely tune in to this season of The Great British Baking Contest where you’ll see me and eleven other fabulous amateur bakers doing our best to win the coveted designation as Britain’s best baker.”

      Then they asked me a few questions about my Sally Lunn House and moved on. I was pleased with how the house had turned out, and I’d had lots of attention and people promising to vote for me. Obviously, the homemade cookies that I was giving away didn’t hurt at all. I was confident that, even if I didn’t win, my little contribution was helping raise money for a good cause. If I’d helped take votes away from the horrible Wilfred Sneeps, even better.

      I refilled my cookie tray with the last of the gingerbread people, and to my shock and surprise, I looked up to see Benedict Champney walk into the Assembly Rooms. Benedict Champney, also known as Viscount Winford, was the only son of the current Earl of Frome, owner of Broomewode Hall, where The Great British Baking Contest was filmed. Benedict was about five years older than me and, according to Hello Magazine and the Tattler, was a pretty hot commodity among titled, eligible bachelors in England. Of course, there wasn’t that much competition. 

      Still, I was surprised and somewhat flattered to see him here. Especially when he came straight towards me. “Poppy, hello.”

      “Hello,” I said. We were off to a roaring conversational start here. I was always tongue-tied around him, and he seemed either aloof and rude or just plain shy around me. I was never sure which it was. 

      He leaned down to get a better look at my house and said, “That’s very good. Look at those tiny little buns in the front window.”

      “Thank you. Though the competition is a lot tougher than I’d expected.”

      He glanced around and nodded. “That train station is rather good. It’s brilliant the way the train actually moves along the track.”

      “I know. And look at the Royal Circus. All in gingerbread.”

      I offered him a gingerbread man, and he raised his eyebrows at me. “Is that a bribe?”

      “Of course, it is.” Then I shook my head at him. “Don’t tell me you drove all the way out here not to vote for me?”

      He looked down his snooty, aristocratic nose at me. “First, I imagine it’s meant to be a secret ballot. And second…” Before he told me what second was, he took a bite of his gingerbread cookie and then just stopped and chewed. “Oh, that takes me back to my childhood. Our cook, Katie Donegal, used to make those for me. Funny how some flavors take you right back to short pants.”

      Being an American and female, I’d never worn short pants, but I knew what he meant. And I suddenly pictured him as a little British schoolboy in his short pants and his jacket with a crest on it. 

      “I’m actually here to do my Christmas shopping. When you’re done here, would you care to join me? I could use a woman’s eye.”

      “Looking for something for your girlfriend?” I asked him. 

      He looked shocked that I’d asked. “No. My mother.”

      I felt unreasonably cheered up. “I’m sure I could help you find something for the Countess.” In fact, Lady Frome was not someone I’d ever warmed to, and the feeling was definitely mutual. If left to me, I’d get her a book on manners, since she was so appallingly rude to anyone who wasn’t as high as her in society, or better still, higher.

      However, a walk around Bath at Christmastime was no hardship. I’d done the best I could on my gingerbread house, and soon I’d be free to go. We were to come back tomorrow for the final event and the announcement of the winner.

      “Any ideas of what your mother might want?” As I spoke, I noticed my friend in the mob cap doing everything she could to get my attention. This included gesticulating wildly and saying, “Miss, miss, something terrible’s happened. I need your help.” 

      It was an act of will not to look behind Benedict while she was talking. But when she pushed herself right through his body and put her folded hands in front of me on the table in a pleading gesture, I couldn’t help a jerk of response.

      Benedict looked at me, “Are you all right, Poppy?”

      “Yes. Just a twinge in my back from standing so long.”

      “I thought Mother might like something local.” Well, that was really going to narrow it down. Then, since Catherine Palmer was clearly not going to stop bothering me until she got whatever she wanted, I asked him to wait for me while I went and picked up my sweater and bag and things. “Walk around and look at all the other gingerbread houses,” I told him. “But make sure you vote for mine.”

      His eyes twinkled as he looked at me. “That will cost you another biscuit.”

      I handed him the plate. 

      Leaving him happily munching, I left my station and followed Catherine downstairs. When I was certain we were alone, I said, “What was that all about? You embarrassed me in front of one of the most eligible bachelors in England.”

      She made a funny noise. “Well, if he’s one of the most eligible bachelors in England, I don’t think you need to worry too much about making a fool of yourself. Do you?”

      It was bad enough knowing in my own mind that Lord Winford would never look at the likes of me, without having a two-hundred-year-old ghost tell me. “What did you want?” I asked tartly. 

      “There’s something funny down there, mistress.” She pointed past the break room to where another corridor stretched into relative darkness.

      “What do you mean?”

      I had shopping to do, and a Christmas market to walk around. I didn’t have time for ghostly drama. Especially as I suspected that Catherine Palmer, having finally found someone who could communicate with her, was in no hurry to see me go. 

      She said, “Come with me.”

      More to humor her than anything else, I followed along behind her. We passed the room where the coats and bags were and went down a long, narrow corridor. “What’s down here? It must be like storage rooms and things.”

      She turned and nearly whispered, “It is. Back here is where they keep all the clothes they don’t have room to display. Some lovely things there are.”

      “But you did not bring me here to play dress up.” At least, I hoped she hadn’t. Not to say it wouldn’t be fun, because I couldn’t imagine anything more fun, but we’d totally get in trouble, and I didn’t have time. I had a shopping date to get to. 

      “No. It’s not that.” Her pace slowed. “I don’t even like to go any closer. It’s giving me such a funny feeling.”

      Now she was giving me a funny feeling. And it wasn’t just her. Being a witch, I sensed things. And there was something dark and cold and nasty ahead of us. I didn’t want to go any further. But then we were there, in front of an ordinary looking door. I didn’t need her to tell me this was the one, I could feel the darkness coming out of it the way an unpleasant smell might leak out. 

      I swallowed. “Have you been in there?”

      She shook her head violently. “I’m not going in there. Not for anything.” 

      I didn’t want to be rude, but I said, “Miss Palmer, you’re already dead. Nothing can happen to you.”

      “I may be dead, but I’m sensitive.” And she adjusted her cap more securely over her curls. 

      I didn’t blame her. I could understand how she felt. “But I’m sensitive too. Maybe we should call a security guard?”

      I realized I was being ridiculous. Also, if something bad had happened in there, I didn’t want whoever was on the other side of that door to suffer the same fate as poor Catherine Palmer. Maybe a worker had had a heart attack or something and needed help. I took a deep breath and then reached for the handle. The door was locked. 

      I looked at the ghost. She looked at me. Finally, wishing I was a hundred miles away, I recited an unlocking spell. And the handle turned under my hand. 

      “Woo. That’s a lovely trick, that is. Of course, I can float in and out of doors and through walls, but I couldn’t unlock something.”

      “We all have our talents.”

      And then I opened the door. The feeling was even worse now. I reached around for a light switch and illuminated what turned out to be a fairly sizeable storage room. In it were various pieces of antique furniture, a load of chairs, some tables, and a carriage with a broken wheel. 

      Against the back wall, I saw Wilfred Sneeps’s gingerbread house. It looked as though it had fallen from a shelf and landed on a heap of black cloth. 

      The can of edible gold paint had rolled onto the floor.

      I said, “Does this storage room belong to Wilfred Sneeps?”

      “I believe so. He supplies a lot of the furnishings, and I think he has the contract to keep them in good nick.”

      “Looks like he dropped his house while he was spraying gold on it.” I’d scoff gleefully about his bad luck except for the darkness in here.

      I moved closer and glanced around. “And if the house is here, where is he?”

      My ghost friend backed towards the brightly lit hallway. “I don’t like it. I wish we’d never come.”

      Whose fault was it that we were here?

      I went closer, but there was something odd about the gingerbread house. Carefully I opened the little gingerbread door and then was confronted by a great, bulbous nose. I shook my head and blinked. I must be tired, and I was seeing things. 

      I peered closer and then realized that two eyes were staring at me through the upper windows of the gingerbread house and that was indeed a nose that I could see through the door. 

      I backed up until I banged into the broken carriage. 

      This could not be happening. 

      But I felt the darkness seeping around me. It was happening. The auctioneer was dead. 

      I didn’t scream. I was too horrified to scream. I stood there, while the dead eyes stared up at me. I didn’t touch the black cloth because I was pretty sure that the rest of Wilfred Sneeps was behind it.

      On a heap of discarded chairs, I noticed a sword. Long and thin with an ornate handle, it looked to my non-expert eye like a dueling sword. The end of the sword was discolored. Was I looking at the blood of a man who’d been dead as long as Catherine Palmer? Or had there been a more recent victim?

      I wasn’t planning to go closer and investigate.

      I moved toward the door and backed away carefully. I felt an icy shiver as I accidentally walked right through Catherine Palmer. 

      She said, clutching her breast, “Oh, I think I’m having a spasm.”

      “You can’t have a spasm now,” I said when we were back in the deserted corridor. “We have to figure out what to do.”

      “Well, you must call for a policeman.”
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      “Yes. I know we have to call the police. But what reason did I have for going in there? And now my fingerprints are on the light switch. For all I know, I trampled all my DNA in there. I’m never sure how good those guys really are. Besides, that door was locked. I can hardly tell them that a ghost had a bad feeling about this room, so I followed her and magicked the door open.”

      “The truth is so often inconvenient.” She looked at me. “We couldn’t pretend we never found him?”

      I hadn’t liked Wilfred Sneeps, but I didn’t want to think of him left down here to rot. I shook my head. “No. You’re right, we must call the police.”

      I shut the door again. “I don’t like to tell a lie, but the only thing I can do is say I found the door unlocked.”

      “And why will you say you’d come all the way down here where the storage rooms are?”

      I tried to think. “I was looking for the bathroom.”

      “What? Down here?”

      “It’s really hard to find the bathrooms in this place. I had a terrible time the first time I came down.”

      She looked miffed. “Be glad it’s not outside down the end of the garden.”

      I so did not want to get into the joys of modern plumbing with a two-hundred-year-old ghost. “Have you got a better idea?”

      She admitted she hadn’t. 

      I went back upstairs. Benedict was chatting away to Nigel Trenton. He was showing Benedict how all the lights worked and he’d managed through some combination of engineering and mechanical know-how to get the little train to move about a foot either way. I left them happily chatting and found Cassandra Rewd, telling Barnaby Tufts that she couldn’t keep the place open late so he could finish the Roman Baths. “You should have timed yourself making your design, so you’d know you could do it.” Even as she spoke to him, she was keeping an eagle eye on the entire room, no doubt making sure none of the children present scoffed any of the candies off the all too delicious-looking gingerbread houses. I went up to her, feeling shaky and ill. 

      “Cassandra? I’m afraid I have some terrible news.”

      She glanced up at me. “You haven’t dropped your gingerbread house, have you?”

      I laughed shakily. “No. Nothing like that. It’s about Wilfred Sneeps.”

      I thought her lips pursed ever so slightly at his name. “He appears to have disappeared. And his gingerbread house with him.”

      “Yeah. About that.” As quickly as I could, I explained the situation to her. 

      “Oh, my goodness,” she said. 

      She glanced around as though I might be lying and Wilfred Sneeps might have returned, but of course he hadn’t. 

      “I’ll call the police. And you’d better sit down before you faint. Go to the break room. I’ll have someone bring you a fresh pot of tea.”

      I nodded, grateful. I felt shaky now that I’d passed the burden onto someone else. She seemed exactly the right person to assume it, too. She was both officious and efficient. And bustled away to make her momentous phone call. Catherine Palmer hovered at my elbow, wringing her hands, saying unhelpful things like, “Oh, the poor man.” And “What a dreadful thing to happen. It brings my own tragedy back to me. No one knows what it’s like to die alone.”

      “Unlike you, Miss Palmer, Wilfred Sneeps wasn’t abandoned when he had a heart attack. He was murdered.”

      Benedict Champney appeared at my side then. I only hoped he hadn’t witnessed me talking to what would look like thin air. “Poppy? Are you ready to go?”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t leave.”

      “Needed for more publicity, are you?” He sounded resigned.

      “No.” I hated to tell the story again. Wilfred Sneeps became more dead in my mind every time I did, but I forced myself to go through my feeble explanation about getting lost trying to find the bathroom and stumbling into a storage room containing a dead man. At least it was good practice before I had to tell the same tale to the police.

      “Oh, you poor thing,” he said when I’d finished, which was nice of him. “You look pale. Let’s sit you down.”

      We didn’t get any Christmas shopping done that afternoon.

      Soon we had police, forensics people, the police photographer, and then two detectives showed up. 

      I told Benedict to go shopping without me, but he said he’d stay with me in case I needed him. I appreciated having at least a somewhat friendly face with me. I wished desperately for Gateau. I’d love to have her curled in my lap and sending me her extra strength and magic. But Benedict wasn’t a terrible substitute. 

      Cassandra must have forbidden anyone else to come into the break room, so we had it to ourselves apart from a nervous woman who brought in fresh tea and shortbread biscuits. Benedict and I sat sipping tea while I told him everything. Well, not everything, obviously, because I left out the part where I used my magic powers to open a locked door. Also, Catherine Palmer stuck to me like an unshakable bad mood and kept moaning and bewailing her fate and that of the poor dead man until I could have turned and yelled at her to shut up. I must have acted super odd and fidgety, but Benedict was kind enough to pretend he didn’t notice. At least I had the excuse of the shock of finding a dead man in a storage room.

      Inevitably, he got to the question that was going to plague me. “But, Poppy, I still don’t understand what you were doing down there.” He pointed in the direction of the storage room.

      “I told you. I was looking for the bathroom,” I repeated.

      “Down in the back by the storage rooms?”

      I took refuge in annoyance. “How do I know where the bathrooms are? It’s one of my pet peeves about England. They’re always hidden in weird places. And there are never enough of them.”

      “All right,” he said, putting his hands up in surrender. I only hoped the police would be as easy to fob off.
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      Two police detectives soon arrived in the break room. I was nibbling at a shortbread biscuit for something to do. A woman with sharp, gray eyes introduced herself as Detective Inspector Rufus and the man with her as Detective Sergeant Fitzgerald They showed me their badges and then joined me and Benedict at the table. 

      “You found the body?”

      I shuddered, even though it wasn’t like I’d forgotten. “Yes. I did.”

      I walked them through the discovery, being as honest as I could while leaving out the fact that I’d used magic to open the door and that a ghost had shown me the way. It made for a peculiar story, and once again I pulled out the ‘I got lost looking for the bathroom’ story.

      If they doubted my story, they didn’t make it obvious.

      DI Rufus asked, “Did you know the deceased?”

      “Yes. His name was Wilfred Sneeps. He was another contestant in the gingerbread house competition. He had the table next to mine.”

      “Did you see him leave?”

      “Yes.” And I told her about him taking his house away, telling me he was going to use gold spray on it and didn’t want to make a mess.”

      “Did you believe him?”

      “Oh, yes. Cassandra Rewd was very clear about the rules and we weren’t to make a mess.”

      “What time was this?”

      “About one-thirty or two. I didn’t check the time.”

      “Did anyone follow him?”

      “There were people coming and going, and most of us contestants came down here for lunch or to get some water. But I didn’t see anyone who appeared to follow him.” But I hadn’t been looking, either.

      The young detective, Fitzgerald, who’d been making notes asked, “Did Mr. Sneeps have any enemies that you knew of?”

      I felt helpless. I shrugged my shoulders and put my hands up. “Everything I can tell you is gossip and hearsay. I never met Mr. Sneeps before this competition began. But he won last year and there is some gossip that he may have cheated.”

      He looked like he was about to drop his notebook. “Cheated in a gingerbread competition?” He was having trouble holding onto his impassive cop face. I could see he wanted to laugh.

      “What can I say. Some people take these things seriously.”

      It took them a moment to get back on track. “Who should have won last year and didn’t?”

      I stared at him. “I really don’t know. This is my first year. But that’s a very good question.”

      His eyes flickered with humor. “And one we’ll no doubt be asking.”

      DI Rufus took over again. “Did you notice any discord during the competition?”

      I didn’t like putting a woman I liked on the police’s radar, but murder was murder. “Felicia Williams and he definitely had a history. I guess this isn’t really gossip since she told me herself, but she said he cheated her out of a large sum of money.” And then I told them the story of the painting that she’d given to Wilfred Sneeps for auction, that he’d bought outright for a small sum and sold for a vastly greater sum. 

      “Anything else?”

      I tapped the remains of my nibbled shortbread cookie against the table. This was so outrageous I felt foolish even telling them, but they needed to know all the facts. I told them about Bertha O’Neil and the house that had mysteriously fallen down shortly after Wilfred Sneeps had walked past her table.

      “You think he knocked it down?”

      “I have no idea. I just thought I should tell you. The only person I saw near it around that time was him.”

      “It could have just fallen down by itself.”

      “Yes. It could have.”

      The detective inspector had been watching me out of those sharp eyes. She said, “You’re painting Wilfred Sneeps as someone who would do anything to win.”

      I nodded. “That seemed to be his reputation.”

      But the only thing he’d ended up winning in this competition was a spot in the local graveyard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The female detective looked at me and asked, “Could you run through your movements again, after Wilfred Sneeps left with his gingerbread house, Miss Wilkinson?”

      “Please, call me Poppy,” I said. Probably everybody knew I was trying to buy time. Not that I had anything to hide, I was just so nervous that I’d made up that ridiculous story about looking for the bathroom. Couldn’t I have come up with something better? But that was the story I’d come up with, and now I had to stick with it. Even if it made me look guilty. Which, looking at the two cop faces both staring at me, it clearly did.

      Catherine Palmer wasn’t helping, fluttering around like a trapped moth. “Oh, dearie, you should never lie to a police officer. Whatever have you done?”

      I had to force my attention to stay on the cops and not remind Catherine that I wouldn’t be in this predicament if she hadn’t come looking for me. Once more I went through the story. I’d come down the stairs needing the bathroom and got confused, then opened a random storage room door that was amazingly unlocked and discovered a dead body.

      Yeah. I wouldn’t have believed me either!

      “And what about last night, Poppy?” DI Rufus asked. “What did you do last night?”

      What did that have to do with anything? I glanced at Benedict, but he looked as surprised as I felt.

      Well, I’d lied once, now I’d go with the truth. “I went home, and I started making the gingerbread for today. I got all my supplies gathered and packed, then I invited my friend Gina over and she helped me decorate the gingerbread men.” 

      I looked up at the female cop and added, “And women.”

      Being a feminist with the gingerbread didn’t seem to impress her all that much. 

      “And why were you making gingerbread men? Were they part of your design?” 

      “No. I was giving out gingerbread cookies to people who came by to look at my house.”

      The detectives both stared at me like I’d admitted to stealing the Crown Jewels. “You mean you were bribing people to vote for you?”

      “No. Not exactly.” Then realizing that was exactly what I’d done, I sank to the level of saying, “Everybody else is doing it.”

      Great. I’d admitted to bribery. It must be a brief stop from there to murder, at least in these detectives’ eyes. 

      “And please go through your movements from the moment you arrived this morning, one more time.”

      I gulped and did. I wasn’t deviating that far from the truth, except that I left out Catherine Palmer, and the bit about knowing perfectly well I was standing in front of a storage room and, oh yeah, the bit about magicking open the door. 

      Naturally, being cops, they went back to that. “You say that door was unlocked?”

      I could derail a murder investigation lying about the door, but what could I do? I wanted to help solve Wilfred Sneeps’s murder, not help a killer get away. “I think maybe the door had been locked, but it hadn’t caught properly in the frame.” I tried to look like an innocent person who’s stumbled on a murder victim, which I was. “It’s all kind of a blur now. It was such a shock.”

      Neither of the detectives looked sympathetic. 

      I glanced over at Benedict, who had a concerned look on his face. He said, “I didn’t arrive myself until this afternoon, but I can tell you that I’ve known Poppy Wilkinson for some months now. I can attest to her character. I would say she’s an honest person of great integrity.”

      I was really quite touched. I sent him a warm smile. 

      Not so much the two cops. “And you are?”

      He drew himself up to his full, snooty height, which was impressive even when seated. “My name is Benedict Champney. Viscount Winford.”

      No one said it but I could almost hear an echo in the air of, ‘Oh, lah-de-dah.’

      “Well, thank you, Lord Winford,” the female detective said. “Your character assessment is duly noted.”

      The way she said it made me feel like I was about a foot away from the electric chair. 

      It didn’t help that Catherine Palmer was still wandering around wringing her hands and I couldn’t snap at her to either sit down or, preferably, go haunt someone else. She wasn’t as freaked out about finding the corpse as worried that I was in serious trouble. And she wasn’t the only one. 

      Finally, I couldn’t stand it anymore. “Am I a suspect?”

      If I’d hoped for reassurance, I didn’t get it. “Why? Should you be?”

      “No. I didn’t even know Wilfred Sneeps. We were making gingerbread houses.”

      “And yet, he’s dead. And you found him with his head inside a gingerbread house, which makes me think they’re somehow related.”

      Once more Benedict surprised me by speaking up. “I think that’s enough for now. Poppy’s had a long and stressful day. Let’s give her time to rest.”

      The two cops looked at each other, and the senior one nodded slightly.

      They made me give them my address and details. Then, finally, we could leave. I’d been aware of activity going on down by the storage room, but to my shock, just as we walked out of the break room, three people emerged rolling a gurney. On it, under a sheet, were the remains of Wilfred Sneeps. As he rolled by, I noticed he was still wearing his black socks and black shoes. And there was a splotch of royal icing on his left shoe. 

      They were talking as they went past, probably with no idea that non-police types could overhear them. “Rather appropriate that an auctioneer should be killed with an antique sword, I s’pose.”

      “What? You think he fought a duel?”

      “Doubt he had a chance to defend himself. May not have seen it coming. But, yes, someone ran him through with that blade.”

      They passed on, oblivious to us. The detective turned to me and Benedict. “You’re not to repeat anything you heard.”

      “No. Of course not,” I said. The less I said about Wilfred Sneeps or even thought about him, the better.

      “Certainly not,” Benedict said beside me.
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        * * *

      

      Benedict and I, having been dismissed by the detectives, stayed behind long enough for the gurney carrying the remains of Wilfred Sneeps to make its way upstairs. We followed slowly behind, like a delayed funeral procession. When we got upstairs to the main room where we’d all been so lighthearted earlier, it was a very different place. I could see that Bertha O’Neil had been crying. Nigel Trenton stood beside her, trying to comfort her in her grief. 

      Cassandra Rewd strode up and down, tidying things. Even though I could see she was irritating the people whose spaces she was tidying, I also had some sympathy for her. I understood that she was trying to impose order on this chaotic event in the only way she knew how.

      No one had left. When we entered the room, it was as though the whole place had been suddenly shrouded in black. And then I understood why. 

      The gurney sat by the front door. I wondered why it was still there and said so to Benedict. Not that I expected him to know. It was the kind of conversation a person makes when they’re both nervous and in shock.

      To my surprise, he knew the answer. “The street’s wider out that way. It will be easier for the ambulance to come around.”

      In the silence, Bertha O’Neil broke into sobs. Nigel Trenton patted her hand. I felt the urge to comfort, too, even though I didn’t have much to offer. Even so, I walked tentatively towards her. I heard her say, “I was so awful to him. I was convinced he deliberately knocked my table, causing my gingerbread house to fall in. How petty that all seems now.”

      “There, there,” Nigel said, patting her hand softly. “You weren’t to know.”

      Cassandra Rewd, far less tentative than I, cut me off on her direct path to the weeping teacher. “You must stay strong, my dear. You couldn’t have known his time was nearly over.”

      Bertha accepted the box of tissues the ever so organized Cassandra offered her. She mopped her face and said, “I know. I would have liked to believe I had a more generous and forgiving spirit.”

      “I’m sure you would. But, as terrible as the punishment is, cheaters shouldn’t prosper.”

      “No. I keep telling myself that. I still wish I hadn’t been so unforgiving and hateful.”

      The detective spoke up now. “If all of you have given your statements and contact information to a constable, you may go now.”

      “And when can they all come back?” Cassandra Rewd wanted to know. 

      The detective looked surprised at the question. “When we’ve finished our investigation, madam.”

      Cassandra waved a hand around the remaining gingerbread houses. “But what about the final event of the competition? The winner has yet to be announced.”

      All of us contestants stared mutely at Cassandra. Even the detective seemed at a loss for words. Beside me, Benedict said, “This is now a crime scene. You can’t seriously expect to run a gingerbread competition while the police are trying to solve a man’s murder?”

      Cassandra Rewd was not a woman who flustered easily. Her lips thinned, not so much in annoyance I thought, but determination. “I take your point. We must find another venue. I refuse to allow an event which causes pleasure to so many, and raises much needed money for charity, to be canceled so close to the end.” She glanced around at us. She didn’t clap her hands, but the feeling was there. “Right, everybody. Leave your gingerbread houses where they are. Please stand by your phones. We’ll see what we can do about finding a final venue for tomorrow.”

      We were so used to doing what she told us, we all nodded and began putting on coats and sweaters and things.

      As we left, Benedict naturally walked out with me, and just as naturally, Bertha O’Neil and Nigel Trenton walked out together. I overheard him say, “I’m going to take the dog out for a walk. Why don’t you come along? He’s such a fun-loving little soul, he’ll take your mind off this terrible tragedy.”

      My heart warmed. Especially when she looked up at him. That wily little dog. I wasn’t certain whether he was magical or just particularly engaging, but I thought he might have helped bring two lonely souls together. Over gingerbread.

      Benedict stayed beside me as we walked through the town. It was peculiar seeing the lights and hearing the joyous laughter, seeing all the shops open and the Christmas market chalets doing a roaring business. It seemed like everything should have stopped because a man had violently died. But no one knew that yet. And, I suspected, even when they did no one was going to shut down the Christmas market. 

      The gingerbread house competition, on the other hand, I wasn’t so certain about. No doubt Cassandra Rewd reported to some kind of committee. Would they really go ahead and announce a winner? When the most likely victor had had his house destroyed, by having it jammed on top of his dead head?

      “I’ve been thinking,” Benedict said beside me. 

      I waited, but he seemed to be in his own world. “You’ve been thinking what?”

      “Is it significant that they killed the man with a dueling sword?”

      I hadn’t even thought about that. “Don’t you think it was probably the closest weapon at hand?” I described all the antiques that had crammed that storage room, from old clocks and chairs to a carriage.

      He turned to look at me. “You believe the sword was inside the storage locker when the murderer got there?”

      “I haven’t really thought it through, but yes, I assumed that in amongst all that old stuff in storage, the sword had just been sitting there.”

      Now I saw what he was getting at and turned to him. “You think the murderer came in with the dueling sword?”

      “It depends on their intent, doesn’t it? If the murder was premeditated, then the killer wouldn’t leave the weapon to chance. They’d have followed Wilfred Sneeps into that storage locker with murder on their mind.”

      And that, of course, would have explained why the door had been locked. Wilfred Sneeps could have unlocked and opened it, so busy worrying about his gingerbread house that he didn’t even notice someone was following behind. Then the killer locked it on their way out.

      “So, where did they get the sword?”

      “An excellent question, Poppy. But the question that interests me is, why the dueling sword?”

      He was really very attractive when he looked at me with those dark, intense eyes. A lock of black hair had tumbled across his forehead. I had the strangest urge to smooth it back. Naturally, I curbed the impulse by shoving my hand in my pocket. I said, “You’re the one with a background of aristocrats. I bet dueling’s in your blood. Why do you think the killer chose a dueling sword?”

      “I believe one of my former ancestors was quite addicted to the practice. What I know about dueling is that it was a gentleman’s way of punishing someone who’d acted in an ungentlemanlike manner.”

      “You mean it was a punishment for unceremonious behavior?”

      He nodded. “Oh, yes. So, who wanted to punish Wilfred Sneeps?” 

      I thought of Bertha O’Neil sobbing and saying she wished she hadn’t been so hateful. Had she taken her anger at the way Wilfred Sneeps had sabotaged her gingerbread house too far? Quickly, I reminded him of the gingerbread sabotage.

      He nodded and walked on a step. “Or, you might look to Nigel Trenton.”

      “Why, what did Wilfred Sneeps do to him?” How had he even known the old actor?

      “You’re forgetting chivalry. In an affair of honor, a woman would never fight her own battles. A protector would do it for her.”

      I felt like Catherine Palmer should be in on this conversation. You pretty much needed a two-hundred-year-old sensibility to keep up with this conversation. “Are you suggesting Nigel killed Wilfred Sneeps to get a date with Bertha?”

      His lips quirked and I could see him trying to suppress a grin. “When you put it like that, it doesn’t sound very romantic. But I suspect a very old-fashioned heart beats in Nigel Trenton’s breast.”

      I was warming to this theory. “And he’s an actor. No doubt he’s had practice on stage with dueling swords.”

      “It takes practice, I can tell you.”

      I turned to stare. “You’ve been in a duel?”

      “No. My father put me in fencing lessons. I hated them.”

      I ignored his poor little rich boy sensibilities. “Nigel’s such a nice man, though. And the dog likes him.” In my mind that immediately cleared the man of murder.

      “What dog?”

      So then I had to explain about the black and white dog that seemed to have adopted Nigel Trenton. “You see, he can’t be the killer. The dog needs him.”

      “And it’s clear he has feelings for Bertha O’Neill.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I think so. Women so rarely notice when a man is interested in them.”

      I laughed out loud at that. “That is the most ridiculous thing I ever heard.”

      He sent me an enigmatic look. I realized we were nearing the Charlotte Street Car Park. “What a coincidence. Is your car in here too?”

      “No. Nigel Trenton isn’t the only chivalrous man in Bath. I was walking you to your car.”

      “There was no need—”

      “Poppy. There is a murderer about. There was every need.”

      I didn’t want him to think I was helpless and needed fussing over. But, it had been nice to have someone to talk to while I walked to my car. The more I could try and puzzle out who had killed Wilfred Sneeps, the less I had to be plagued with visions of the man as I had last seen him.

      We drew near my car, but before getting in, I said, “If you’re right, and it was a revenge killing, what about Felicity Williams?” I really didn’t want Nigel to be the bad guy.

      “Who?” And I remembered that he hadn’t been there the entire time. He didn’t know everyone in the room. 

      “Felicity Williams is making Jane Austen’s home at Chawton for her gingerbread house.”

      “I spoke to her. Elegant woman with nervous hands.”

      He noticed a lot for someone who hadn’t been there that long. “That’s her. Anyway, after her mother died, she took some things to Wilfred Sneeps for auction. He bought a painting for a hundred pounds and then sold it at auction for eighty-five thousand.”

      He let out a low whistle. “People have murdered for less.”

      “I doubt she’d have been able to get the money back. But maybe her anger and bitterness had risen to the point where she decided to punish the greedy auctioneer once and for all.”

      “One never thinks of Jane Austen fans as killers.”

      “What about Mary Batemen then? She owns a needlework shop. Is making the gingerbread house to look as though it’s been stitched.”

      “Right. I vaguely remember her. Her apron looked like an embroidered cushion.”

      “That’s her. She was the one who discovered he was cheating, but Bertha talked her out of telling Cassandra and damaging the contest’s reputation. She’s a needleworker. Could she have decided to ‘stick it to him?’” I mimed sticking a blade into Benedict’s belly.

      He jumped clear, jostling a man eating a hot dog. “It’s possible, I suppose. Though I find it difficult to picture a woman running a man through with a dueling sword.”

      “Because they’re not strong enough?”

      “No. Any reasonably robust woman could have done it. I picture men in breeches and frilly shirts meeting at the cold light of dawn over an affair of honor.”

      I didn’t say what I was thinking, which was that Benedict Champney was as old-fashioned and as out of time as this city. 

      But Bath managed just fine as part of the modern world, and I suspected that Benedict did too. Both were rather charming in their old-fashioned ways.

      “Well, thanks for walking me to my car,” I said.

      “Wait. You’ve had a terrible shock. I don’t want you going home alone to your cottage tonight. Why don’t you come back to Broomewode Hall with me?”

      “Stay in the Hall?” Broomewode Hall was a magnificent Tudor mansion.

      “Certainly. The housekeeper can find you a bedroom. There are twenty of them. It shouldn’t be difficult.”

      I appreciated the offer, but unfortunately his horrible parents, Lord and Lady Frome, were also living at Broomewode Hall. We weren’t on the best of terms. Besides, tonight I needed to be in my own space with my own things. With my own familiar. So I thanked him politely and told him I’d be fine. 

      He nodded and then said, “If you change your mind, you’ve only to call me. I’ll even come and pick you up.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Because you’re so chivalrous?”

      “Because I’ve seen you drive. You have a terrible habit when your mind is elsewhere of driving on the wrong side of the road. It’s my way of keeping the drivers of Somerset safe.”

      I laughed and got into my car. I backed out and drove off, giving him a friendly wave. He raised a hand and watched me. And when I turned out of the parking lot, I was careful to make sure I turned onto the left-hand side of the road.
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      I hadn’t been completely truthful with Benedict. As I drove out of Bath and headed toward Norton St. Philip, the village where I lived, I realized I didn’t want to be alone tonight. 

      I pulled up on the gravel parking area in front of my cottage and found Gateau sitting by the kitchen door, her tail flicking. A gauzy whiteness within my kitchen, like a curtain fluttering, told me that Mildred was also waiting for me. Gina or no Gina, I wouldn’t be alone. Even the soldier who occasionally peered in the front garden was walking up and down, holding his ghostly musket. Doing his best to guard me. He never responded if I spoke to him, so I merely nodded and let him know I appreciated his service. Gateau meowed, insisting I pick her up. She clung to me and I buried my face into her soft fur. “It was awful, Gateau.”

      I unlocked the door and walked straight into the kitchen. “Oh, thank goodness you’re back. I’ve been so worried,” Mildred said. 

      “Oh, Mildred, it was terrible. A man was killed today.”

      “I knew you was in trouble. I could tell from the way the cat was behaving. Beside herself, she was.”

      “She sensed my fear.”

      “Or your danger,” she said, and for the first time I understood that if I’d walked in only a little sooner, that sword might have run me through, too. “Well, sit down, dearie, I’ll get the fire on for you and a nice, hot cup of tea.”

      It was so sweet of her to want to look after me. She was so distressed she seemed to have forgotten she was a ghost and therefore unable to light fires or make tea. Still, she was company of a sort, and someone to talk to.

      “First, I have to change my clothes.” Not only had I been working in them all day, but the thought that they’d been in that storage locker with the departed Wilfred Sneeps had me yanking every stitch off, showering and then dressing in comfy sweats.

      When I came back downstairs, I followed Mildred’s advice, though. I lit a fire in the cozy living room, turned on every light in the place and brewed myself a cup of tea. I should really have some dinner, but I couldn’t face it. While I was in the middle of telling Mildred and, I suppose, Gateau everything that had happened, I heard a car pull up outside. 

      I was positive I wasn’t in any danger from whoever had killed Wilfred Sneeps, but still, at the sound of a car drawing up outside the cottage, my heart began to pound.

      I had nothing in the way of weapons, unless I bashed a sword-carrying murderer over the head with a saucepan, but I had magic. I went towards the back door, ready to stun my intruder into immobility when I recognized the car behind mine. 

      I threw open the door and cried out, “Gina! What are you doing here?”

      Not only had my best friend come as though she’d telepathically known I needed her, but she reached into the back of her car and pulled out her reusable Waitrose shopping bag. 

      She came in and put the bag on the counter and then turned to me, looking worried. “Are you all right? I can’t believe a man was murdered with a gingerbread house.”

      “How did you hear?”

      “Benedict called me. Benedict Champney! And please tell me why the Lord of the Manor had to tell me you were in distress and you didn’t call me yourself?”

      “Honestly, I was going to. I needed to get home and…well, get home.”

      Her frustration evaporated. “Of course, you did.” She pulled me in for a hug and I smelled lavender and Gina and I immediately felt better.

      “I brought a few things for dinner. I wasn’t sure what you’d fancy. But most important.” And she drew out a bottle of wine. Suddenly my tea didn’t look so interesting. I poured us both a big glass of wine while she put soup on to heat and some foil ready meals into the oven. I couldn’t see what they were, but Gina and I had similar taste in food. And right now, really, all I wanted was the company. I couldn’t imagine eating anything. 

      “You go and sit by the fire,” she said. “I’ll be right in.” 

      “Oh, isn’t that nice,” Mildred said. “Now we won’t be alone.”

      I did as I was told, sitting in front of the fire brooding. When Gina came in, she was carrying a tray of cheese and bread and olives and ham. 

      She sat down with her wine and looked at me. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Oddly, I did. So, once more, I went through what had happened. Gina’s eyes bugged open a few times. Mildred, sitting on the couch, was more vocal, crying out a few times. When I got to the part about finding Wilfred Sneeps, Gina said, “That’s horrible. Bad enough to kill him, but why put his gingerbread house on his head?”

      “I don’t know. But it was incredibly creepy. I may never eat gingerbread again.”

      “What a terrible shock for you.” She refilled our wineglasses.

      “And he’d been killed with a dueling sword.”

      “Well, you know England isn’t like America. Everybody doesn’t have a garage full of guns. If you’re going to kill somebody, finding a weapon can be difficult. That’s why we have so few murders in this country.”

      “So, you just think it was expediency?”

      “Why? You think the weapon is significant?”

      “I didn’t, but Benedict did.” 

      She flapped her hands in front of her face a few times. “Go back. Why was Benedict there in the first place? I was so shocked when he phoned me, I forgot to ask him. Don’t tell me he was making a gingerbread house?”

      I laughed at the very idea. “No.” And then suddenly I found myself blushing. “I think he was already in Bath shopping. He popped in.”

      Her eyebrows rose, and she stared at me. “Benedict Champney? Viscount Winford? The future Earl of Frome? Dropped in to see how your baking was coming along?”

      When she put it like that it seemed like he’d gone out of his way. “Like I said, he was in the neighborhood. And he wanted my help to buy his mother a present.”

      She picked up an olive and popped it in her mouth. Around it, she said, “Poppy. You know he’s one of the most eligible bachelors in England.”

      “Yes, Gina, I do. Which is why I am positively certain that he only dropped in for a favor.”

      “Did he vote for you?”

      “He’d better have. He certainly ate enough of my gingerbread men.”

      She reached for another olive. “Definitely sweet on you.”

      “Or my cooking.”

      “You could be right. Maybe he’s not planning to ask you to marry him. Perhaps he wants to replace their cook. Katie Donegal is getting on, you know.”

      Not that I wanted to marry Benedict Champney, but way to burst my bubble when I’d had such a bad day. “Anyway, about the dead guy.”

      “Yeah. About the dead guy.” And then she wagged her finger at me as though she were about to scold me. “You are to stay out of any investigation. There is a perfectly competent police force in Bath. They will apprehend the murderer without your help.”

      “I know. I have no intention of getting involved.”

      But something had been bothering me. I had seen or heard something today that I knew was significant, but try as I might, I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      Then she said, “You know, I think we should take your mind off murder for one night.”

      “I completely agree. What did you have in mind?”

      She looked very pleased with herself. “What is our favorite Christmas movie of all time?”

      I started to laugh. “It wouldn’t be Christmas if we didn’t watch Love, Actually.”

      “Some things never change.”

      And so we settled back, ate our dinner in front of the television, and finished the bottle of wine. Even as I’d watched a movie I’d seen every single Christmas since it came out, part of my brain was still working away at the puzzle of what had happened to Wilfred Sneeps. 

      When the movie ended, Gina insisted on tidying up the dishes, and then I said, “Thank you for coming tonight. I’ve never been so happy to see my best friend.”

      She raised her eyebrows at me. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. I’m staying overnight.”

      Even as I almost clung to her in gratitude, I hung onto my independent streak. “You don’t have to do that. I’ll be fine.”

      “And I’ll be even finer if I don’t have to worry about you. You’ve had a shock. You shouldn’t be alone. Anyway, it’ll be fun. Just like old times.”

      And so she went and got her overnight bag from her car. Soon we were both in our pajamas and our fuzzy slippers, sharing hot chocolate before we went to bed. 

      “This has been nice,” she said.

      And I realized she was right. Even after my terrible day, she’d managed to make my evening if not a happy one, at least not so traumatic as it might have been.

      “We’re both so busy all the time. Maybe we have to make more time for each other. You’re my best friend and you’re like a sister to me,” she said.

      I blinked rapidly. “I feel the same.”

      I made sure she had everything in the guest room, and then I went to bed myself. Gateau immediately jumped up and snuggled up beside me. I’d have thought I wouldn’t sleep, but amazingly I soon drifted off. 
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        * * *

      

      I may have woken up a couple of times with visions of dueling swords and dead bodies inside gingerbread houses, but each time I would hear Gateau purring softly beside me and know that Gina was in the next room and drift back to sleep. 

      The next morning, I woke feeling much better. 

      I was the first one up, so I padded downstairs to put the kettle on. I checked my phone and there was a message from Cassandra saying that we were all to meet at the Guildhall. She’d managed to change the venue and reminded us that the media would be there to cover the gingerbread contest. Other reporters were covering the murder, but we were to keep our focus on the positive.

      I had mixed feelings about an event announcing the contest winner, but Cassandra had reminded us it was all for a good cause and I supposed it would be nice for us to get together one more time. 

      I made omelets from the remaining eggs that Gina’s dad had sent over. I used some of the cheese from last night and fresh herbs I kept growing on my windowsill. Simple, but delicious. 

      Gina came down the stairs yawning, and I told her they’d moved the final event to the Guildhall. “So, it’s going ahead.”

      “I wish I could be there to offer moral support, but I have to be on set today.”

      As a makeup artist for a television network, Gina was often on set. 

      “That’s okay. I won’t win, anyway.”

      “Well, the competition’s a little lighter today.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Too soon?”

      “Way too soon.”

      We ate our omelets and finished our coffee, and then we both ran upstairs to get dressed. 

      I didn’t have a clue what to wear. On the one hand, I felt it should be something festive and Christmassy in honor of the season and the gingerbread competition, but a man had been killed yesterday. How did I strike a balance between funereal black and festive red and green and gold?

      I couldn’t. Instead, I wore a blue woolen sweater dress over black tights and boots. It wasn’t over the top Christmassy, and it wasn’t funeral black. 

      Cassandra Rewd had said that all the gingerbread houses had been transported already so all we had to do was show up at the new venue. 

      I was just getting ready to leave when yet another car pulled up in my drive. 

      I glanced out the kitchen window and to my shock saw Benedict arriving. He climbed out of the Land Rover and looked curiously at my cottage. He’d never been there before. It must look tiny compared to Broomewode Hall. 

      I hadn’t given him my address. I turned to glare at Gina. 

      “What? He wanted to drive you in today. I thought you’d be happy not to have to drive.”

      “I feel like a Christmas package being delivered.”
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      “Have a lovely day, and I hope you win,” she said, giving me a quick kiss as she headed out the door.

      “We aren’t even blood relatives,” I complained to Gateau, who was flicking her tail. She narrowed her eyes at me and I knew she wanted to come with me as well. I was surrounded by caretakers. 

      Before I could even get out the door, Mildred floated out of the wall and said, “You be careful, lass. My heart misgives me.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll see you later.”

      Finally, I got out of the cottage and shut the door behind me.

      “Are you stalking me?” I asked Benedict, letting my displeasure show in my tone.

      “I’m heading into Bath, anyway. And I need your help, Poppy. I must find a gift for my mother today.”

      I knew he was making this up, but I decided to be a good sport. Besides, it would be nice to get a ride into Bath. I was still shaken and not having to find parking in a city where finding parking during the Christmas market was like a blood sport was a good thing.

      I got in with as good a grace as I could muster and told him our destination was now the Guildhall. 

      “How are you feeling this morning?”

      “Much better.” I could tell him off about calling in the baby-sitter, but it had been so nice having Gina last night that I decided to be gracious. 

      Instead of discussing murder, we talked about possible gifts for his mother until we pulled up right in front of the Guildhall. Benedict let me out, telling me he’d go find a parking spot and come and join me. 

      The best thing about the Guildhall was it was a fresh venue and didn’t carry memories of what had happened yesterday. However, seeing the same faces with the one loudly absent competitor made it impossible to forget. 

      There were more media present than would probably have been there at a regular announcement of the winner of the gingerbread competition. Even though they weren’t supposed to be covering the murder, I suspected the gruesome end of last year’s winner had made this year’s competition suddenly a lot more newsworthy.

      I made my way through the throng of reporters and interested spectators to the front area of the room where our gingerbread houses had been displayed. They were in the same order they had been in the Assembly Rooms, which meant that no longer was I beside Wilfred Sneeps. Now the gingerbread house on my right-hand side belonged to Nigel Trenton.

      If I could blink and make yesterday disappear, it would feel almost as though Mr. Sneeps had never been part of this competition.

      And yet, there was an undercurrent of nervousness and fear that was not normal. I closed my eyes briefly, trying to absorb all the jangling emotions around me. One emotion I didn’t feel was grief. I was picking up plenty of nervousness of the ‘look behind your shoulder in case you’re next’ variety, some anger and, like a scent you catch and then it’s gone on the breeze, I felt satisfaction.

      I opened my eyes again and glanced around the room. Satisfaction? Was that because some person or persons were glad that their strongest competition was out of the way? Or was it the satisfaction of the killer congratulating themselves on a job well done?

      I felt my arms break out in goosebumps at the very idea that the killer might not only be here, but be experiencing not remorse but satisfaction. 

      I turned to Mary Batemen and oddly found her staring right at me. She’d told me when I first met her that Wilfred Sneeps was a bad man. Had she made certain that he never cheated anyone else again? She smiled at me and then dropped her gaze back to her house. 

      I wondered if Mary Bateman had ever taken fencing lessons or had access to dueling swords. 

      Barnaby Tufts, now, there was a man who looked as though dueling swords would be familiar. The historian hadn’t nearly finished his Roman Baths, but he was happily chatting away to the Royal Crescent group.

      Cassandra Rewd came bustling up before I could walk over and somehow start a casual conversation that included dueling. Probably just as well. She looked at me quite searchingly. “All right, Poppy?”

      “Yes. I’m fine.”

      She nodded briskly. Like me, she’d settled somewhere in the middle of funereal black and festive color with a somber green, cashmere twin set worn over black slacks. A string of pearls hung around her neck. I was no expert, but from the glow of them, I suspected they were real and probably very expensive. 

      Bertha was on my left and, while she had recovered from the disaster of her house falling in, the decoration left something to be desired. Unfortunately, Cassandra Rewd’s voice was carrying. “Oh, dear. It’s still a bit of a muddle, isn’t it?” 

      Bertha looked startled and then took in her own gingerbread house as though she’d never seen it before. “The walls fell down, you see. And the icing wasn’t yet dry. I had to rebuild it.”

      “Well, Jericho eventually recovered after its walls fell down. Let’s hope you can do the same.”

      To Nigel Trenton, Cassandra said, “All lit up and ready to go, are we?”

      “I am indeed.” But his words were cool, clipped. He hadn’t liked the way she’d spoken to Bertha. 

      She went around to each of us making sure we were all ready and then, consulting her watch, and at a nod from a cameraman who’d set up to film us, she walked into the center, a woman surrounded by gingerbread houses. 

      “Good morning, everyone,” she began. “My name is Cassandra Rewd and I am honored to be the Chair for the seventh year in a row of Bath’s Gingerbread for Charity Christmas event.”

      How was she going to publicly acknowledge yesterday’s death? If she ignored it completely, she’d come across as heartless. If she dwelled on murder, who would care about some silly gingerbread? I didn’t envy her the task. Especially as whatever she said was going to be broadcast over the local cable station and recorded for posterity.

      I had a terrible thought. What if Wilfred Sneeps had won? Then what was she going to do?

      She talked about the different charities we’d all chosen to support, and I was pleased when the city farm got a nice mention. 

      “And now,” she said, “it is my very great pleasure to present to you the winners of this year’s competition.” She slit open an envelope and drew out a sheet of paper. She read it over and then a small smile curved her lips. Did she think anyone believed that she wasn’t the one who had put the paper in the envelope in the first place? 

      “We thank everyone who donated their time, their baking, and their decorating efforts this year. However, the public has spoken, and these are the winners. In third place is Nigel Trenton. The people who voted for you were particularly impressed with the train that actually ran and the elaborate lighting and electrics.” There was polite clapping from all of us. 

      “And in second place, Poppy Wilkinson.” I started hearing my name because it was so unexpected. “People who voted for Poppy mentioned what an excellent replica she had made of the Sally Lunn House, and the delicious flavor of her gingerbread.” 

      And now there was a terrible silence. If Wilfred Sneeps had won, what on earth were we going to do? There was a strained silence as we all stared at Cassandra. “And this year’s winner I am proud to say is a woman beloved by students young and old. Bertha McNeil. People who voted for her gingerbread house were enthusiastic about the way she brought in actual figures of school children and books.” Cassandra sent a somewhat cynical glance the winner’s way. “Her gingerbread house may not have been the most proficient, but she definitely won the popular vote.”

      Ouch, way to take a victory and shove it in the jaws of defeat. However, Bertha O’Neil was far too kind to take offense. I wasn’t even certain that she’d heard Cassandra’s faint praise. She glowed with pleasure. And delight. 

      The cameraman was making motions to Cassandra, who reluctantly took the microphone over to the winner. Bertha was so happy. I was thrilled for her. She said, “I’m so honored. It’s been my privilege to teach English to students in Bath for forty years. I hope one-tenth of my love of teaching came through in my very amateur effort.”

      Cassandra took back the microphone and then announced that even though the judging was complete, people were welcome and definitely encouraged to continue to donate money to help support these worthy causes. 

      She came over to Bertha and said, “Congratulations. And let’s hope that next time nothing untoward happens to your gingerbread house.”

      This was too much for Nigel Trenton. He strode forward and said, “It was that Wilfred Sneeps. He bumped her table and knocked her house over. That’s how the decorating was damaged.”

      Cassandra Rewd sent him a very cool look. “There’s no excuse for sloppiness, whatever the provocation. And we need not concern ourselves with Mr. Sneeps anymore. Cheaters never prosper.”
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      I felt as though a lightbulb had gone off in my head.

      Cassandra moved to the next table, and I said, probably more sharply than I’d intended, “What did you say?”

      She turned and stared at me as though I’d sworn at her. “I said, ‘Cheaters never prosper.’ Surely they have that saying in America?”

      I stared at her. “So, you knew?”

      A voice behind me said, “Knew what?” It was DI Rufus from yesterday. I hadn’t even noticed that she was here. 

      I didn’t shift my gaze from Cassandra Rewd’s face. It was as though she’d turned to Bath stone. However, I spoke to the detective. “I was told Friday that Wilfred Sneeps had cheated in order to win the prize last year. But I was sworn to secrecy because Cassandra Rewd is such a stickler for the rules and everyone agreed she shouldn’t be told.”

      “Rules exist for a reason,” Cassandra said, sounding defensive. 

      I glanced over at Mary Bateman, who looked sheepish. I should have remembered that gossips famously warn you not to mention to another soul whatever secret they’re about to impart. And then repeat the secret they find so irresistible. “I thought you didn’t know about Wilfred Sneeps’s cheating, but you did, and you were determined he wouldn’t win this year by unfair means.”

      The cameraman came closer. If I was right, he was about to get a scoop that would probably play nationally. “I don’t know what you’re getting at, young lady, but I’ve had about enough of your insinuations. Your prima donna attitude may do very well for your television baking show, but I can assure you, here in Bath we have better manners.”

      “And yet it was all about manners, wasn’t it?” I was so certain I was right, I pushed ahead. Interestingly, the detective didn’t say a word. She just let me have my head. “It was Mary Bateman who told you about Wilfred cheating, wasn’t it Bertha?” I said. 

      She nodded, looking puzzled.

      “And she told you, Felicity.” 

      Felicity Williams nodded. “And we agreed we should tell you as we wanted you to win and keep Wilfred from unfairly winning again.” 

      “But a person who shares a secret with one person usually shares it with others.”

      I called Mary Bateman over. “You told Cassandra Rewd about Wilfred Sneeps cheating, didn’t you?”

      She hung her head. “Only in the strictest of confidence. I thought she should know.”

      And by doing what she thought was her duty, she had no doubt sent Wilfred Sneeps toward his death. 

      Cassandra had two spots of color burning on her cheekbones. “This is ridiculous. Are you suggesting I had something to do with that poor man’s death? You have no proof.”

      She was right. I didn’t. 

      All I had was circumstantial evidence, but I was going to shove it at her the way I suspected she had shoved a dueling sword at Wilfred Sneeps. 

      She obviously saw that I had nothing because she looked down at me scornfully. “Any one of you bakers could have followed Wilfred Sneeps to that storage room and killed him.”

      “Yes, we could have, but we were all talking to visitors, pretty much attached to our tables, and it was easy to see what our neighbors were up to. It’s how I saw Wilfred leave with his house. But you weren’t tied to a table. You were coming and going all day. No one would have noticed if you followed the auctioneer.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “You were angry, because he was doing it again. I noticed that his house was coming along really quickly after he returned from a break.” I turned to Bertha. “It was after he likely knocked your house over.” I turned to Cassandra. “You noticed too, didn’t you? He had completed pieces of his house down in his storage room and he was swapping them. Somebody else did his work for him. And you couldn’t stand it. You prize rules above everything. And so you followed him down there to his storage room. He told me he was going to spray gold on his house, but he had a whole other house down there, didn’t he? A perfect, winning house that he hadn’t even decorated himself.”

      “That’s preposterous.”

      I turned to the detective. “I bet if you search, you’ll find the other house.” 

      Gina had been right. Having the house shoved over his head had been a vital clue that I’d missed until now. “What happened? Did you argue? Did he laugh in your face? Refuse to back out of the competition?”

      She was getting red in the face and her lips pressed hard together as though she was controlling herself with an effort. 

      Everyone had gathered around now. From the corner of my eye I could see the cameraman all but salivating. If I could get her to confess it would be a very public confession. Of course, if I couldn’t, I’d make a very public fool of myself. However, it wasn’t for the first time, and it wouldn’t be for the last. I pressed on.

      I hadn’t liked Wilfred Sneeps any more than anyone else had, but he’d been murdered and even a man like that deserved justice. 

      And Cassandra Rewd might be a woman who prized rules above everything, but it wasn’t her job to mete out capital punishment.

      When I’d petered out she stared at me, suddenly looking triumphant. “This is an absurd accusation, Poppy. I can only suspect you of sour grapes. You didn’t win.”

      Did she really think I cared? 

      She turned and took two steps away but Benedict Champney stepped forward. “Not so fast. I knew I recognized you from somewhere. Now I have it. The Somerset Fencing Academy.”

      She grew so stiff she was quivering. “I’m sorry, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I think you do.” He turned to me. “It’s closed now. She ran it with her late husband. But the Academy taught fencing and swordplay. My father hired them.” He suddenly became aware that he was the center of attention and what he was saying was also being recorded on television.

      There was an awkward silence, and the detective asked, “What did your father hire them for?”

      “He thought I should be proficient in the art of fencing.”

      If it hadn’t been so serious, I would have burst out laughing. The Earl of Frome was as antique as his title and I knew Benedict would be mortified to have TV audiences around England hear that he’d been forced to take fencing lessons. 

      “The husband ran the business side of things. But it was Mrs. Rewd who taught the fencing.”

      DI Rufus wasn’t laughing, either. “And did you ever see her in possession of a dueling sword?”

      Benedict took a step closer. “Frequently. My father commissioned a portrait of me in the same manner as the fourth Earl. In the picture, he’s seen holding a rapier, poised and ready to defend his lady’s honor. The fencing academy supplied the dueling swords as they’re long gone from Broomewode Hall.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t believe it took me so long to put two and two together. I knew she looked familiar. But it was fifteen years ago. I was only a lad, and Mrs. Rewd looked very different then.”

      “Are you sure it’s her?”

      “Oh, yes. Her hair was long and much darker, but it’s the same woman. She was very strict on the rules.”

      Yep, that sounded like the same woman.

      Suddenly Cassandra Rewd pointed a finger at Benedict. “In the fourth Earl’s day, I’d have been rewarded for punishing such treachery.

      “That man deserved to die. I gave him every opportunity to operate within the rules this year and he flouted them. He made a mockery of this contest, and all of us.”

      “So, you killed him?” I wanted to make sure her confession was complete. 

      “Of course, I killed him. Exactly as he deserved to die. It wasn’t murder, you know. I gave him a sword and every opportunity to fight like a man.”

      “And did he?”

      She shook her head, disgusted. “The man was a sniveling coward. He tried to run away.” She moved her arms, almost as though she were about to say en guarde. “A man who lets himself be stabbed in the back by a rapier is a coward for eternity.”

      At a nod from the detective inspector, the young detective stepped forward and read Cassandra Rewd her rights. 

      The room quickly emptied as reporters rushed off to file stories and the rubberneckers ran out to watch a murderer be taken away by the police.

      Soon there was no one left but the original contestants and Benedict. 

      “Poppy, that was amazing,” Bertha said. “And you, too, Mr. Champney.”

      I agreed and turned to Benedict. “I can’t believe you got her to confess,” I told him.

      “I can’t believe it took me so long to recognize her. I suppose when I fixated on that dueling sword, in some recess of my mind I had recognized that woman and put it together. It just took you accusing her to make me realize who she was. How did you know Cassandra Rewd was the murderer?”

      “Like you, I’d had something rattling around my brain. Something I knew I’d heard that was significant. But I couldn’t think what it was. Not until I heard her say, ‘Cheaters never prosper.’ And then I remembered I’d heard her say that yesterday. But supposedly she had known nothing about Wilfred Sneeps and his cheating.”

      “I wish I’d never told her,” Mary Bateman moaned.

      “Cassandra was such a stickler for the rules that I couldn’t believe she wouldn’t have thrown Wilfred Sneeps out of the competition if she’d known,” I said.

      “Perhaps she was giving him the benefit of the doubt,” Bertha suggested.

      “Or she found a more permanent way to stop his cheating,” Barnaby Tufts suggested.

      Mary Bateman said, “Well, after all that excitement, I think I need a nice cup of tea, a sit down, and to eat something that isn’t gingerbread.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” I said, and so we all walked out and found ourselves in the middle of the hustle and bustle of High Street. The cathedral rose, massive and reassuring, to the left, while shoppers were pushing past us to get into the Guildhall Market to the right. “Where shall we go?”

      “I know where we’ll go,” Nigel Trenton said with a sly smile. “What I fancy is a nice Sally Lunn bun.”

      Felicity laughed. “We’ll never get in there. There’s a constant line up.”

      He tapped the side of his nose. “I have friends in high places.”

      And then Bertha put her hand on his arm. “Wait. We can’t leave that poor dog shut up, not when there’s so much to celebrate.”

      “You’re right, my dear. Come with me and we’ll walk the dog.” He turned to us. “We’ll meet you down at Sally Lunn’s in twenty minutes.”

      I looked at him. “But you said you had pull. How are we going to get in without you?”

      He turned and his expression was as charming and rascally as the dog who seemed to have adopted him. “Just tell them you’re with Lord Winford’s party.”
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      If you enjoyed Gingerdead House be sure to check out the rest of The Great Witches Baking Show novels and Nancy’s other novels at www.nancywarren.net
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        Prime suspect in a murder investigation? Just Phoebe’s luck…

      

      

      

      Phoebe Monday’s unusual birth into a triunity of wonderworkers always left her feeling a bit like an outsider. At least the unusual power she (sort of!) controls makes working as a sketch artist for the police department the perfect fit.

      Still, diving into memories of victims while altering the luck of those around her (and making her own take a nosedive in the process) seems trivial in comparison to what her Maiden, Mother and Crone family are capable of.

      But when homeless victims come under attack and a normal human’s murder puts the Monday magic at risk, Phoebe’s the prime suspect! It’s up to her odd talents to save the day…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you have any idea how hard it is to focus on spell casting with Jingle Bells running in your head?

      Hard. Trust me.

      Still, this was my favorite part, despite the subject and content, endless chatter pulling my focus, scent of pumpkin spice and pine dominating the air in the bullpen. Maybe that meant something about me, how enjoying the process of uncovering things people thought hidden brought me joy and peace, far more than carols or the holiday season or eggnog lattes.

      And maybe it just meant I was good at what I did.

      I focused on the way the pencil felt in my hand, the weight of my sketchbook perched on my knee, the rhythm and tone of the old man’s voice as he spoke past the endlessly irritating Christmas songs playing at someone’s desk. Allowed the power within me to block out the sounds of the police department, how my stomach growled for a gingerbread cookie I spotted on the way in, into the words the elderly homeless Unk Jay-Jay used to describe his attacker.

      I always compare the beginning to blowing a bubble, the skin of the surface of the spell shining, catching light as though created from the sparkling edge of a rainbow, moving in a slow dance across the surface as it grew and enveloped first the speaker, then drew me inside, washing across me in the gentlest sigh of welcome.

      The. Best. Part.

      Being inside someone else’s experience had its downfalls, especially in cases like this. Witnessing the attack he’d undergone the night before, seeing the source of the bruise on his left cheek, certainly had nothing pleasant about it. And yet, there was this delicious connection, a deeply abiding contentment to sharing in the moment I would never, ever take for granted.

      And, of course, once I was in, I had control of the memory, so I didn’t have to live through the pain of the blow that carried poor Unk to the ground. Instead, I stepped into that instant in time, and took a look around.

      The dark alley’s only illumination came from a streetlight at the far end, just enough whitewash cast to throw shadows and highlight bits and pieces of the scene. I stepped around Unk and the rusting shopping car piled high with the possessions he deemed worthy, skimming across a puddle of something oozing from the bottom of a dented dumpster. There were faint, warbled sounds in the frozen moment, distorted by the stillness of time, a scent that translated from his experience to mine, though not a breath of air. I could even vaguely taste from his perspective, though I tried not to focus on such details. I wasn’t here to be him. I was here to know what he knew, even if he couldn’t remember.

      The mind endlessly fascinated me, knowing how much we absorbed while only consciously registering a fraction of the massive amount of information available at any given moment. Sucked when someone tried to recall, but worked well with my particular little talent.

      Normal people had no idea how powerful words could be. But I knew.

      The attacker wasn’t big, though he had at least four inches or so on me. Mind you, I wasn’t what you’d call tall myself, barely the five-foot-one I claimed on my driver’s license. I had the immediate impression of youth from the image, of a slender body inside that dark hoody and jeans, sneakers new enough but unremarkable in their branding. Of course he wore a ski mask, disguising his features. Sometimes I could see past the thick weave of cloth, but only if the victim had personal contact with their attacker, subliminal cues missed in the moment but easily uncovered when I stepped into their memory. This time, it was clear to me either Unk had no previous contact with the young man who’d struck him down and stolen from his cart or any such possible interaction was, instead, casual and momentary enough it didn’t stick in Unk’s head.

      I sighed over the lack of detail, the light not sufficient to identify eye color, though they did appear dark to me, the lashes long and thick enough most girls would envy them. The lips had a unique shape at least, a small scar marring the right side of the cupid’s bow, tugging it slightly askew. A detail that could help in the long run.

      Circling the memory didn’t help much, Unk’s lack of information meant there was only darkness when I tried to look behind the young man, the solid line between what he’d seen and what he hadn’t an endless source of frustration.

      “How’s it going over here?”

      I jerked in surprise, crying out a little, dropping my pencil. The return to the bullpen hit me in a blow of disorienting reality, sights and sounds washing away the crystal clear moment I’d been lost in. Part of me hated coming back to the real world. The quiet and stillness of memory had such an anchoring sensation, being forced to return meant a solid ten seconds of blinking and being the weirdo I knew I was in plain view of everyone.

      Officer Cooper Hudson was already bending to retrieve my pencil, his tall, muscular self brushing against my left knee, the scent of the delicious but subtle cologne he wore another layer of reality that helped bring me back despite myself. His apologetic grin with those perfect white teeth and the utter focus in his pale green eyes always made me blush for some reason.

      Maybe because I wasn’t used to being the center of anyone’s attention. Not with the family I came from.

      “Sorry, Phoebe,” Coop said in that lovely bass voice of his, handing me my pencil, the tip broken from its contact with the tile floor. He hesitated, noticing at the same moment I did, regret surfacing on his expressive face. One thing about Coop, I never had to wonder what he was feeling. A heart that big had trouble disguising itself.

      “It’s fine.” I took the pencil, tucking it under the flap of my satchel. “I think we’re done anyway.” It was the first time since exploring his memory I looked up and met Unk’s eyes and found him grinning past his heavy silver beard, his sharp, blue gaze flickering back and forth between me and Coop fast enough I knew what he was thinking.

      Which made me blush all over again.

      “You two make a cute couple,” Unk said before hiccupping. The faint scent of alcohol reached me, his red nose lined with broken capillaries and the shaking of his hands clear indication he’d be seeking another drink or many the moment I was done with him.

      I looked down at the sketchbook in my lap, the image I’d drawn with my body while my spirit had been lost in the bubble of his memory. Turned the book around to show Unk who nodded with enthusiasm before sighing another aromatic breath.

      “That’s him,” Unk said. “That’s the creep.” His pale eyes brimmed with tears, snuffle following, one dirty gloved hand rising to swipe over the tip of that bulbous red nose. As though the fabled Santa Claus had somehow fallen on hard times. “Didn’t see his face, like I told the detectives.”

      I smiled my encouragement. “You did great, Unk,” I said, while Coop whistled at the image.

      “No wonder you’re our favorite sketch artist,” he said. Blushed himself. Leaned back and cleared his throat, arms crossing over his uniform shirt. “Nice work, Miss Monday.”

      “Officer Hudson.” He perked instantly at the sound of his name, left in a rush but making sure to take a moment to smile at me with that glowingly optimistic mindset of his making him practically shimmer to someone like me. I couldn’t help but watch him stride off to the other side of the bullpen, though I swear it was his aura that held my attention.

      Not looking at his well-formed and rather ridiculously attractive backside.

      Unk chuckled and I blushed again, darn it. I really had to get that under control. While the old man winked at me.

      “Ah, young love,” he said. Before his face fell, sorrow swallowing joy, memory surfacing in a rush, the bubble of it almost taking me.

      I had to shake off the connection to keep from diving into the entirety of his life, the lure of living another’s memories—especially once I’d done so—a bit like an addiction. Instead, I shifted my focus which meant, instead of his past, I got to see glimpses of his future.

      A sad and tragic day unfolded for him in my mind’s eye, flashing forward in an instant while the world stood still around me. Being chased off by a store owner while he scrounged for a bit of food, having his belongings scattered when a car struck his cart, a binge on alcohol that led him to a deep stupor inside a cardboard box as night fell.

      Step back, Phoebe. See the bigger picture.

      There, branching from this moment, another option. And a second, a third. Infinite possibilities chasing lines of choice and luck spreading in a fan of futures that flickered in hope of creation, waiting for his next decision. Except, it was clear from the solidity of the one I’d just seen he was on a path to choose the worst of his fates, not the best. Not even the next most hopeful.

      One thing I knew for sure. His beliefs, his patterns of being, held him in thrall. But I could also see that all it would take to shift him into something more positive was a little nudge.

      And so, despite knowing what it would cost me, I tapped into my most powerful—and most frustratingly tempting—power and used the benevolence of synchromysticism to shift his luck.

      Just a little, knowing the slightest change in the moment made the biggest difference down the road. Watched as the path before him collapsed into that same flickering possibility as the others, heard the sigh of choice, and exhaled with a whisper of my own.

      Instead of dumpster diving behind the restaurant, his path took him to a different place now, a café a block over, a simple decision, the smallest of choices. That owner gave him a sandwich and drink, paused for a kind word which timed his interaction with the person who almost hit his cart instead handing him a ten-dollar bill. And while he still fell into sleep with a bottle in his hand, it was to happy memories and peace.

      I’d take it.

      And the punishment to follow.

      Time started again. Unk blinked at me, his aura now warm and a little pink at the top, the heavy gray softened. He’d never know what I’d done, and I was okay with that.

      “Thank you, Miss Monday,” he said.

      I smiled as he shuffled off, sighing to myself before standing, sketch in hand.

      Time to share what I’d learned with the detectives before something terrible happened.
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      I made it two steps before I tripped over my shoelace and almost faceplanted into the side of a desk. My sketchbook wasn’t so lucky, flying forward and skidding to a stop at the feet of the startled detective who looked up as I caught my balance and shrugged with a weak smile at my clumsiness.

      Not my fault, but whatever.

      I hurried forward, not seeing the passing officer who, naturally, ran right into me, the fresh cup of coffee he held spilling over the two of us in a shocking hit of heat. We quickly batted at each other with offered napkins from laughing police personnel, my penchant for being a klutz well documented in the department.

      I hoped Unk Jay-Jay appreciated his good luck. Because I was in for a very uncomfortable twenty-four hours at his expense. Not that I regretted the choice, not in the least. If the price I paid to ensure the dear old fellow had a chance at some hope was making an idiot of myself, well. I’d pay it and that was that.

      The last ten feet I had to cross felt like a minefield, but I made it without further incident, though I was sure the wincing expression on my face was the reason they grinned at me.

      Detective Anna Morales handed me my sketchbook, the image I’d drawn already removed for her file. The gorgeous Latino detective who really could have had a successful career as a model sat on the edge of her partner’s desk, statuesque height, flawless skin and amber eyes making her a standout. And yet, she usually wore her thick, black hair in a tight ponytail or bun in a no-nonsense way that mirrored her choice of jeans and dress jacket with a fitted button up beneath. Anna broadcasted all business, while the softness of her aura made me adore her for the kind heart within.

      “Great job, as usual,” Anna said, mild alto cultured and without accent despite the fact I knew she spoke perfect Spanish.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.” I retrieved the book, instantly dropped it. Sighed just a little, bent to retrieve it again.

      At the exact moment she did.

      Not quite the sound of cartoon coconuts meeting when we bonked heads, but close enough.

      Her partner, Detective Nathan Sallow, guffawed. I’d never heard anyone laugh the way he did, always wondered what an actual guffaw sounded like. Sallow had the market on that term cornered.

      “Smooth,” he said with a huge grin, leaning back in his creaking office chair, sausage hands folded over the bump of his potbelly, ugly Christmas tree tie so garish it was almost cute loosened at the neck of his unbuttoned collar. Where Anna was a stunning beauty, Sallow had that TVesque slovenly stereotype about him that made me think of old police dramas. “Once more from the top, with feeling this time.”

      Anna kicked his chair with the toe of her boot, sour expression at his attempt at comedy turning to another smile for me while I carefully stepped back a half pace to distance myself.

      I’d managed to pick up the book, at least, so go me. Tucked it into my satchel without incident, yay to that. Was zipping up my puffy coat over my clothes without catching anything important in the closing metal teeth, so hey, wins all around, when Anna spoke.

      “Thanks for your hard work,” Anna said. “Have a great Christmas.”

      I perked, remembering what I’d brought, fished in my bag and retrieved the packages my mother prepared. Handed the red one to Anna (without dropping it, Mom’s magic at work) and the green one to Sallow. “Merry Christmas.”

      Sallow tore his open instantly, the first chunk of cinnamon chocolate toffee gone before Anna could say thank you. He groaned his pleasure, savoring it a moment while I relaxed despite my lingering bad luck. Mom’s suggestion had been a great one and I was happy she’d tucked the two small boxes into my bag before I’d left the house.

      Nice to know she not only approved of my work but liked the normal people I worked with.

      I left them then without further mishap, taking my time weaving through the busy space, reaching the foyer of the station in one piece and only slipping once on the steps, toe catching a single tiny patch of ice. Caught myself in time with a mouse squeak and giggle of resignation, only to feel someone’s hands catch me when I slid yet again.

      Looked up into those amazing green eyes and felt myself heat up inside my winter coat despite the chill in the air.

      “You okay?” Coop released me, looking even bigger in his own puffy uniform jacket, blond hair covered in an adorable dark blue toque with the department logo on the front.

      I shrugged, tried to laugh it off while my hormones—traitors all—did a shiver dance. Now that I was outside the spell, back in the real world for solid, awkward and well-worn me smothered the genuine version in a layer of embedded familiarity I wished I could shake. “Wouldn’t be Phoebe Monday if I didn’t make a fool of myself.”

      Coop’s quick frown of denial warmed me further, the sweetie. He could have been pushy about his attraction to me, never was. And that aura. If he glowed with more blues and pinks and lovely yellows, he’d be a saint, I was sure of it.

      And he liked me.

      Poor boy had no idea.

      I really needed to get home and hide in my room for the next day and suffer my punishment where no one would see me collapse in a heap of why me.

      “It’s pretty cold,” he said then. “Do you need a ride?”

      I didn’t, had walked on my own two feet the ten blocks just an hour ago when it hadn’t been this cold and I wasn’t cursed with bad luck. Which would now likely mean a very uncomfortable return trip. That I’d earned, don’t forget.

      “I’m happy to give you a drive.” So much hope in those lovely green eyes I didn’t hesitate. Who was I kidding? There were a lot of reasons—like his broad shoulders and handsome face and big hands and how he smelled so good—I made the choice I did.

      “Sure,” I said. “Thank you.” Touched his arm on impulse, knew I was smiling like an idiot.

      Which was okay. Because so was Coop.
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      Coop grinned next to me, the warmth of the police cruiser’s interior almost immediate, the squawk of his radio transmitting the occasional call out he ignored—hopefully not to his detriment, though he didn’t once seem like he’d chosen me over his job. By the time we reached the brownstone, I had put from my mind the lingering dread that hung over me when I used synchromysticism and triggered my luck’s turns for the worse.

      Nice not to have to say a word the whole five minute drive, to let Coop chatter on, vague flashes of his plans for Christmas with his parents in the suburbs to his favorite team winning the hockey game, mention of how fun the precinct holiday party had been and he missed seeing me there a welcome layer of normal.

      Not that Coop cared I was quiet. I think he liked having someone to talk to. His aura always warmed when I just listened, so I was happy to continue, partly because a lot of my life I wasn’t able to divulge anyway. And besides, I loved the sound of his voice.

      Liked! Liked the sound of his voice. Ahem.

      He parked, engine running, grinning at me. “If I don’t see you, Phoebe, have a great Christmas.”

      “Thanks, Coop.” Darn it, why hadn’t I asked for three boxes from Mom? He would have loved her candy. Well, maybe it would be an excuse to see him once my bad luck wore off.

      “You guys celebrate, right?” He seemed hesitant then, smile failing a little. Sweet of him to think of such things. Not like I could hide the fact we leaned toward an alternative (to us traditional) belief system. “Sorry, I shouldn’t assume or anything.”

      I laughed at that. “As my grandmother says, we’re pagans, dear, not savages. Of course we celebrate Christmas.”

      Coop’s chuckle made my heart skip. This was a terrible idea and I really should have just gotten out of the car then and there and asked Mom or Isolde or my sister to whip up some kind of spell to help me dodge the bullet—no pun intended—that was Cooper Hudson. After all, my family wasn’t known for their prolonged relationship status and the men in the lives of the Monday women tended to either tragic ends, devious betrayals or hideous punishments to last a lifetime.

      Mind you, I wasn’t a typical Monday, but still. I’d have hated for something to happen to someone as lovely as him.

      Instead of the good and kind thing, I stayed put, enjoying him a few moments longer, while he cleared his throat, sudden nerves showing in the sparkling glow of him. A blush crawled through his aura, so apparent my breath caught and I had to smother my a blush myself.

      Yes, it was very clear to me he was interested. And yes, it was very clear to me I was conflicted. And yes, not doing something about the situation made me a very bad person. But I’d never had anyone treat me the way Coop did, and he was honestly the nicest guy I’d ever met. So I guess I couldn’t blame myself for wanting just a bit more of him in my life despite knowing that was all I’d have.

      Coop inhaled abruptly, green eyes wider than normal. “I was wondering…”

      Meep.

      “My parents have this Boxing Day party,” he rushed into the rest like he knew what to expect but couldn’t help himself. “I told them about you and they really want to meet you. So, I was wondering if you’d like to come.” I’d never heard anyone swallow before. Even without his aura visible, it was clear he’d put himself out there in a way that meant I could either make his day or break his heart.

      Thing was, the guy might have been delicious to look at and could have been an arrogant jerk who treated women like objects. I’d certainly met enough men his age—and younger, and older—with that attitude, who let their genetic lottery win carry them instead of working hard, being respectful, open and caring, trusting their own compassion. Part of me knew I needed to say no, though in truth I was the only one who thought so. My family encouraged me, not the other way around. Still, how could I invite the disaster that was a relationship with a normal person when I was so far from ordinary it hurt sometimes?

      I caught myself nodding, smiling despite myself. “Thanks,” I said. “I’d like that.”

      I might as well have told him I’d marry him.

      “Awesome.” He beamed like a small sun, almost puppy wriggling in his seat. “They’ll be super excited. I told them what an amazing artist you are.”

      My turn to squirm. “Thanks for the ride,” I said. “Just message me the address and time.”

      He shook his head with the most adorable of nose wrinkles. “I’ll come get you,” he said. “It’s the least I can do.”

      This boy. Honestly.

      And then he had to go and lean across my lap to the glove compartment of the car and open it, freeing a small box wrapped in beautiful silver foil with a dark blue ribbon and bow hugging the shining paper. When he offered it to me, shy smile already endearing, I took it without thinking, blinking unexpected tears.

      “But I didn’t get you anything,” I said.

      Coops face turned serious, and with complete authenticity, he said, “But you give me something every time I see you.”

      We both laughed at the same moment, in the same breath, our cheeks matching pink while I kicked my twenty-four-year-old self so she’d stop behaving like a teenager and tucked the box between my mittened hands, against my chest. Honestly, you’d think I lived in a tower and never dated or something. He just… gave me that giddy feeling inside that melted me into a puddle.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Merry Christmas, Phoebe,” he said.

      With nothing left to say, I climbed out, stumbling, naturally, laughing over it though rather than feeling that resigned acceptance I usually did. Coop waved, beeped the horn as I bypassed the front entry to the brownstone’s family storefront, The Heathenry and the requisite Christmas décor—a little extravagant thanks to the efforts of my mother.

      I turned down the side alley to the sound of Coop driving off.

      Maybe I was wrong and the Monday tendency to male inclusion didn’t apply to me. Was there a chance I might find a sort of happily ever after with someone like Coop? A nice thing to ponder, and though I’d pretty much exclusively dated guys from my walk of life, the idea of spending the rest of my days with the handsome officer?

      More appealing that maybe it should have been.

      I almost missed the figure at the end of the alley who leaned into the brick wall, one knee cocked with the sole of his foot pressed behind him, smoking a cigarette past the hoody over his face. The only reason I noticed? Bad luck almost tumbled me to the ground near the door. The near fall meant I half-turned toward the alley and looked up at the right moment.

      Had a flash of a memory, and without any control, was suddenly remembering standing in front of him, Unk beside me, in a darker space than this one, reliving what I’d only just left behind with a whoosh of understanding.

      Before I could break free, the mysterious young man caught me staring and, tossing his smoke to the ground, strode off in a sudden and hurried stride, out of sight and my reach before I could inhale and reclaim myself.

      I had zero proof it was the same young man. And with my luck, I could easily misread what just happened. Probably had. It was simply the proximity of the memory, the state of my power, the familiar look of his dress that drove me back into the recollection I’d shared.

      And yet

      I unlocked the side door with my mind whirling, wondering if I should call the detectives. Sighed as I realized I really wanted to call Coop. And made the choice to let it go.

      After all, I wasn’t a police officer. What business did I have chasing a possible suspect? None, that’s what. Especially in my condition. I’d only make things worse and maybe damage my relationship with the department. That I couldn’t live with. Time to retreat and endure my personal bad luck spell without hurting anyone else.
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      The instant I was in the door, a red, furry beast leapt from the bundle of boots and coats tucked into the nook and snatched the small, shining box I still gripped in my free hand.

      I didn’t even have time for a squeak and he was gone, poof of a tail flashing as he bounded to the corner and disappeared.

      “Jinks!” Like it would do me any good to yell at him. Since when had my house fox ever listened to me? “Get back here with that!” Some days I needed to be reminded why I’d rescued his furry behind when I’d found him abandoned, starving and weak and in need of immediate help. Except as soon as I did remember how I’d come upon the now fit, healthy and utterly playful—and bratty, stubborn and curious—cub, I answered my own question.

      Besides, I only had my bad luck to blame. On a good day, I’d have thought to tuck the shiny thing out of sight, knowing Jinks had a fascination with anything sparkly. And anything to do with making me chase him.

      If I ever wanted to know what was in the box, I was going to have to recruit help. Which meant telling one or more of the Monday women in my life what happened, where it came from and what I’d agreed to.

      Groaned as I realized what I’d agreed to. Was I really going to go to Cooper Hudson’s very normal parent’s house in the suburbs of Crescent, Washington? Stand around and drink eggnog and eat canapés like I was just folks, be my normal freakish, awkward self and ensure they never, ever invited me back again ever?

      That might take care of his attraction to me.

      Pondering my terrible error in judgment, I kicked off my boots, hung up my coat—it only took three tries, so there was that—and headed down the hallway in my sock feet, following the path my pet had taken on the off chance he’d grown tired of the game and dropped the box. I wasn’t holding my breath, my luck running exactly as expected.

      I turned the corner and slipped through the door to the back room of the shop. No sign of Jinks in the storeroom, and neither in the front when I peeked out. Mom had closed early, the front door shuttered, no one behind the counter. While normal people only saw the herbalist and spiritualist dispensary we cultivated for their benefit, my grandmother, Isolde (don’t you dare call me Granny), and Mom had made The Heathenry the one stop for all things spell craft on the entire West coast.

      I retreated, no Jinks to be found, and was almost to the main hall that led to the house when I stumbled over the trim at the threshold and flew headlong toward the far wall. I know I would have struck it if there hadn’t been a tall, black-cloaked personage in the way to stop my forward momentum, though I wasn’t sure the stately druid liked being my savior.

      On the other hand, Silas Gael’s soft smile and gentle hands that caught me and held me upright showed nothing of irritation. He’d been around since I could remember, was familiar with my particular idiosyncrasies and had, in fact, attempted to help in the past. I guess I was more judgmental of my failings than anyone else. Go figure that one out and let me know where it gets you.

      “Dear Phoebe,” Silas said, black eyes sparkling, deeply lined face smiling, tall, lean body looming. Like whatever made him had stretched him out just a bit too thin, though his expression was kindly enough, and he always did his best to make me feel comfortable.

      “Sorry, Silas,” I said, righting myself. He let me go after a slightly uncomfortable hand-holding moment, bowing from his great height with one of those long-fingered hands pressed to his chest. He’d pushed back his cowl, short, iron gray hair thick and shining in the light in the hall, bushy eyebrows wiggling like active caterpillars over his deep-set black eyes.

      “You’ve been practicing your power,” he said, approval in his deep voice, nodding ponderously though I didn’t respond past a little wince of guilt.

      “My bad,” I said.

      “To the contrary, dear Phoebe,” Silas objected with one slender and overly long index finger raised, the silver ring there flashing with a ruby so dark it was almost black. “One must use the abilities they possess in order to master the consequences as well as the benefits.”

      “Have you seen Jinks?” Yes, I changed the subject, but I really didn’t feel like a deep and heartfelt discussion about my power right now. I wanted to catch the little thief who took my present and find out what was in that box.

      “I have not,” the old druid said. “I do, however, have something for you.” His other hand dipped beneath his cloak and emerged with a small, round runestone, one side etched with a crescent moon, the other, when he flipped it over in his palm, marked with something I didn’t recognize. The flat, black stone looked hand carved and polished. “If you would indulge an old spell caster, my dear, perhaps this might be of some assistance in the more personally troubling aspects of your delightful ability?”

      I took the stone, felt a tingle in my palm on contact and then nothing. The roof didn’t fall in and a hole didn’t open in the floor and the world continued spinning, so there was that.

      “Thank you,” I said, tucking it into my front pocket, pretty sure it wouldn’t help, just like every other attempt he’d made to assist, but unwilling to hurt his feelings.

      Again with the bow, the faint scent of earth and pine and old forests rising from the folds of his leather and velvet cloak. “A pleasure, as always.” One of those eyebrows lifted. “You will keep me apprised?”

      I nodded instantly. “Are you here to see Isolde?”

      “I have had a word with your mother,” he said, “about tonight’s Yule celebration.” Oh no. I groaned faintly, had forgotten all about the party. Instantly rejected the idea of attending even as Silas tilted his head as he spoke again. “I will, of course, see you there?”

      I wasn’t going to lie to his face, instead changed the subject again. “I should go find Jinks,” I said. “He stole something and if I let him get away with it—”

      “Of course,” Silas waved me off. “Best of luck to you my dear. And do tell me how things work out.”

      Rather than answer, knowing it was a bit rude, I spun and hurried off, heading down the long hall separating the main house from the shop, taking the last door and entering the kitchen with some trepidation.

      I had to tell Mom I wasn’t going to Yule.

      Not going to end well.

      Big breath drawn against the inevitable disappointment she’d use against me, I pushed through the door to the sound of my mother singing.
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      And stopped, exhaled, inhaled all the amazing, divine, deliriously decadent smells that surrounded me while my happy mother stood in the middle of the kitchen and sang her power into the food she created.

      I stood for a long moment, grinning and hugging myself, enjoying the view. Mom was beautiful, had always been beautiful, with her full, black curls, her deep blue eyes, flawless skin and sultry voice. Time and two babies had filled out her hips and chest giving her the most voluptuous silhouette, all witch under her midnight blue velvet skirt and flowing white blouse, those curls caught back from her damp face with a bright blue band, cheeks glowing, her entire being glowing, while pots and jars and decanters and spices bobbed around her in a dance of ingredients that responded to the compelling music of her voice.

      Three pans filled with some kind of batter were already prepped for the oven, it looked like, four trays of candies set aside on the butcher block, tins piled up on the side board out of the way, ready for tonight. Mom might have been a fantastic cook, but her baking? Utterly legendary.

      I hadn’t meant to interfere, I swear. I had no intention of getting in her way. I’d spent cherished hours of my life sitting on a stool in this very kitchen, white and stainless steel ultra modern, watching Mom work. Joining in on her song, with her encouragement, though my creations were only okay, not the addictive and mouth-watering treats she came up with.

      And never, ever did I do so when on a streak of bad luck. I knew better. Yet, walking into the unexpected, after memory had played a big part of my day, I found myself sinking into the past, and, without thinking, opened my mouth and sang.

      I will not describe the chaos I created. I’m too ashamed of the disaster that erupted from my clumsy interference. Know only that, less than a minute later, I sat on the floor of the hall outside the kitchen door, panting and sweating, Mom collapsing next to me, smoke billowing from under the threshold, pots and pans thudding against the portal shaking the house while something truly unhappy roared its lack of enthusiasm at being summoned in the middle of Mom’s souffle.

      Tears threatened, throat tight, regret and guilt overwhelming. I mumbled an apology while shaking, not from fear, but utter disillusionment. Why had I not just done as I’d said and gone to my room?

      Mom, for her part, blew the stray curl that escaped her headband out of her astonished and gleaming eyes and laughed, hugging me in her warm embrace, strong and soft and smelling of all things yummy while rocking me a little, seeming unconcerned by the raging demon demanding freedom in a booming voice. I think. It wasn’t English, so for all I knew it wanted dinner.

      She paused a moment, flickered her fingers with a faint frown and a whispered, “Oh, hush,” and the voice reduced in volume and pitch until it was just an uninspiring series of demands in a mouse’s hilarious squeak. “There,” she said, beaming at me. “Oh, sweet girl, you used your power today!” She hugged me again, rocking me. “I’m so proud of you for helping people even though you know what it will cost you.” Morgade Monday might have been an all-powerful and formidable witch to the rest of our world, the Mother to my sister’s Maiden and my grandmother’s Crone, but she would always just be my mom to me.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, choking on the familiar apology.

      “Hush, my dearest darling,” Mom said, cheek resting on the top of my head, her power sifting over me, gentle and kind, my need to cry fading even if my guilt did not.

      To be honest, there were times when Mom treating me like I was still ten made me want to move out. This wasn’t one. I could have sat and let her comfort me for a lot longer than I did. Except, of course, I wasn’t a little girl, I was a woman and she had work to do.

      Work I’d more than interrupted.

      I pulled away, kissed her cheek. “I’d offer to help,” I said.

      Mom laughed, falling back into the wall, looking almost drunk with the power she’d been using. “It’s nothing I can’t handle,” she said. “Besides, that was fun.”

      Of course she’d think so. “Have you seen Jinks?” Yes, I was still thinking about the box.

      The only way she could really help was if I gave her all the information. Holding back on a detail—like who the box was from—would interfere with the magic. Which made keeping secrets from my family? Pretty much impossible.

      “What a sweet boy,” Mom said, a bit too suggestively which had me blushing while she laughed, deep and sultry. She did sit up, though, and focused, staring into space while she summoned that singular power of hers, the source of the abiding dominion of the Monday women.

      Some called it being psychic, but to us, it was wonderworking, clear visions of the past, present and future unwinding out before the three women I adored so much. My version might have offered possibilities but theirs saw truths. The fact I could tap into all three with my talent—bits and pieces of the Monday power showing up in my visions—always excited my mother, though I could never find a reason for it, nor a real purpose. Sure, I might be able to help others in small nudges, but when I had to weigh it against the price? Sometimes didn’t seem worth it. And certainly nothing compared to the awesomeness the three women in my life had control over. After all, when Mom saw the present—just one of her particular abilities while she was the Mother—there was no vacillating on what could be. Just the world as it was.

      Mom finally returned to me, the minor magic tied to the massiveness of the Mother lingering in her, shaking her head with a tiny sigh more accepting than judging. “I’m sorry, sweet girl,” she said. “Perhaps it’s the lingering effects of your casting, but I can’t find the item you seek. And you do know Jinks has his own odd ways about him.” All animals did, though Jinks seemed even less susceptible to magical control than typical creatures. Contrary brat. She patted my hand and I stood, knowing the moment was over, helping her to her feet where she brushed at the mess of her skirt before snapping her fingers with a, “Get thee gone, stain,” and was suddenly clean again.

      I hugged her, kissed her cheek. Hesitated then chose to stay quiet. I’d tell her about Yule later. I’d already done enough, right?

      Mom let me go, reaching for the doorknob. I turned, the room blocked by the open door, to see her, determined and commanding, gesture into the kitchen with one hand. “Down, foul batter!” With that, she stormed the castle, the door slamming behind her.

      I left her to her battle, knowing she’d come out triumphant, keeping my head down and my hands to myself as I hurried to the entry again and up the stairs to the main house, winding one story further to the sleeping level, my bedroom door calling me to come and be safe behind it’s shielding presence.

      I almost made it. Was this close. Only to be tackled from behind as I opened the way to my room, thrown headlong forward in an aggressive attack I should have seen coming.
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      I had enough momentum I made it to the bed, falling onto it with the full weight of my assailant on my back. Her giggling kind of ruined the moment, truth be told, and though I was the younger, Selene rarely showed it. Twenty-six or not, she had the heart of a teenager and while on a good day I would be ready for whatever she had to dish out in her devilish and prankster heart, today was not that day.

      No complaining on my part, either. I really needed my sister right now. When she finally rolled off me and tucked her hand under her cheek, laying next to me and smiling that gorgeous smile of hers, I impulsively hugged her before letting her go again, the tears Mom successfully drove away surfacing one more time.

      “Tell me,” Selene whispered, brilliant blue eyes huge, thick, blonde hair pooling around her in a cascade of spun gold, porcelain cheeks pink with excitement, “about your day.”

      I did. I told her everything, from my visit in the morning to the studio where I kept most of my artwork these days, hanging out with my best friend, Pickle, how he’d been experimenting with a new shade of green for his hair to match the Christmas onesie he now favored over everything else in life, my journey to the police station and the encounter with Unk Jay-Jay. I tried skimming over Coop, but Selene knew my ways and poked me when I mentioned him in passing, all fake casual.

      “Spill,” she said. “Everything about the pretty boy.”

      She was such a girl. Which made me giggle and gush over how handsome he was and the way he smelled and oh my mother moon how his rear end couldn’t possibly look that good in his uniform pants and be real. Selene’s wicked grin came as my reward while she wriggled on the bed and urged me on. She really was the worst influence. Not that I was complaining or anything.

      I received the requisite oohs and ahhs from my description of the sketch experience, the memory Unk shared with me, the drawing’s unsatisfying completion. She lingered over my drive home with Coop, however, and when I told her about his response to my not getting him a present?

      Well. I might as well have sent her to the moon for real.

      Selene squealed and rolled over onto her back, hands clasped over her heart, turning her head to look at me with that ridiculous longing look of hers that would have every male in the room—if there were any—begging her to let them do something for her just to see her smile. “How romantic,” she said. “He’s so good for you.” Again with the wickedness. “Why haven’t you kissed him yet.”

      I snorted and smacked her hip while she laughed at me.

      “Stop that,” I said. “You know why.” Sighed despite myself, though I never meant to. “We just don’t do that sort of thing.”

      “We don’t.” Selene nodded, serious suddenly, a rarity for my sister. “Me, Mom, Isolde. But you can, sugarplum. I’m sure of it.”

      I exhaled a little, hating to ask. “You’ve seen it?” The future was, after all, her wonderwork.

      Selene winked but didn’t answer. She never did. Instead, looked me up and down with curiosity and eagerness. “So, where is it?”

      I groaned when I realized what she was looking for and finished my story with such hangdog determination—just to make her laugh—she was gasping and grinning and giggling all over again.

      When I finished with the mess I made in the kitchen, Selene hooted. “You summoned a demon in Mom’s souffle?” She smacked the quilt with both open palms, kicking her feet while I covered my mouth with both hands to keep from snorting again. Something about my eternally sunny sister always made me feel like a kid, too, but less in the way Mom’s attention did. That I fought a bit, protested internally. Selene’s silliness? Freed me to just have fun for a bit.

      She finally sobered, rolling over again, meeting my eyes with her shining ones, button nose wrinkling. “I love you, BeeBee,” she whispered.

      Now I was going to cry. Not that she didn’t tell me all the time how much she loved me, because she did. I guess I was just on the verge and tears seemed logical. So I let them fall but smiled anyway.

      “Love you too, Selene.”

      She reached over, took my hand. “Let’s see if we can find the box.” Looked away, stared at the ceiling with her stunning face in repose. While I fought off a moment of weakness that surprised me but probably shouldn’t have. Not like I hadn’t had these feelings before. Because naturally there were times I compared myself—short, slim, dark hair, gray eyes, rather unremarkable despite being pretty enough—to my tall, slender, graceful and utterly glorious sister. She would have hated knowing it, protested instantly I was the most beautiful woman in the whole world and the best sissy and don’t be a ridiculous ninny, BeeBee. That was part of the problem. Selene was the Maiden, at least for now, the perfect woman who not only held her own perfection in utter authenticity but radiated it and passed it on to every woman in her sphere.

      Hard not to want to be her sometimes. Especially when I was the extra child in the family, the singular female offspring beside me almost two years old when my very surprised mother conceived me. Unheard of in our lineage, a second daughter. And though they never, ever made me feel like I was unwanted, unloved, it remained that I was outside who they were—Crone, Mother, Maiden, wonderworkers of the Moon—and always would.

      Selene sighed, released the power, turned to me again. Took note, I think, of how my mood had shifted, but didn’t make a big deal of it. Instead, she blinked slowly, as though still in the Maiden, before speaking. “You will find the gift,” she said, voice a little echoey and modulated, the voice of her power, “but only at the chosen time.” She shook her head, shrugged. “Whatever that means.”

      I had to laugh at her casual discarding of the massive power she wielded. “Thanks.”

      Now it was her turn for her own excitement as she sprang from the bed, twirling so her full, cream skirt belled around her, tiny pink twinset hugging her slim curves, those glossy golden waves of hers reminding me of a fairy-tale princess, always. She didn’t need a tiara to look the part. “You have to help me pick,” she gushed. “I have it down to three dresses, but I can’t decide.” Selene eye rolled at herself, cocking one hip, hand on it, waggling her index finger at me. “No judging your poor, elderly sister. I know I’m being a girl. I’m allowed.”

      Right. Yule. “I’m happy to help,” I said, sitting up crossed legged on my bed while she squealed and ran from the room, appearing a moment later with an armload of what looked like way more than three dresses.

      The next hour was a parade of one after another of truly lovely outfits she donned behind my changing screen, while I ix-nayed or approved of her choices. Mostly it was random because she looked fantastic in everything, though it seemed I read her body language right because she finally had it down to two—the third from her original trio long gone—the fitted blue dress with the slit up the side at war with the pale cream wrap of the softest angora, trimmed in pearls.

      “You know you’re going to pick the fluff,” I said.

      Selene winked, stroking the soft fur-like fabric. “Fine,” she said. “If you say so.” Collapsed next to me one more time. “Now, what are you wearing?”

      Ah, yes. The talk. “I’m not going tonight,” I said as softly and yet clearly and with sincere determination as I could manage.

      She didn’t waver in her stare, still smiling. “So, maybe the new red dress?” Selene stood, went to my closet, opened it, starting pulling out things I didn’t even know were in there. Caught the deception.

      “Looks like I’ve been the target of the shopping fairy,” I said, impossible to keep the sarcasm from my voice.

      “This one is divine,” Selene said, throwing a little black dress at me. I batted it out of my way and scowled at her while she shook out a long-sleeved navy jumpsuit. “What was I thinking?” She tossed it into the closet and retrieved a slinky red number. Which I instantly nixed.

      “Selene.” She ignored me. “Selene.” More ignoring, more digging, more perusing. “I’m not going.”

      When she turned back to me, her smile was gone, shoulders a little slumped. Anyone else? I would have accused them of manipulation. My sister, on the other hand, just didn’t have it in her. She fought her disappointment like she did everything else. With her whole person. “I heard you,” she said.

      “My luck is off,” I said, having worked out the excuse I needed before talking to Mom and now trying it out on my sister. “You know I’m not the best flyer under normal circumstances.” That was an understatement. I’d been known to crash, fall, take others with me in horrific broom collisions. The only solution we’d come up with was to realize any flying I would do could only happen on the creations of others, since every besom I made turned into a deathtrap. Trouble was? “You know your old broom hates me.” Hated. Me. With a passion. Obeyed, but to the letter. So if I wasn’t super, uber specific? I could—and often did—end up in extremely compromising positions.

      Try negotiating with a witch’s besom and get back to me. I’ll wait.

      “And now,” I went on, going for hang dog and succeeding at last, “with my bad luck added on? I won’t survive the flight.”

      Selene perked. “You could ride with me.” Problem solved in her world.

      “I’d hate to see you crash because of me,” I said. Really meant it.

      My sister looked like she had further arguments and suggestions, but didn’t get to deliver them. A floating ball of light passed through my door and came to hover over the end of my bed, bursting like a bubble full of smoke, releasing the words trapped inside.

      “Phoebe,” my grandmother’s spell said in her voice. “Come.”

      Which meant the silliness with my sister was now over.

      Selene kissed me as I rose to follow the summons, hugged me. “You’re coming,” she whispered, pinched my cheek.

      Hard not to sigh as I left, heading for the stairs and the top floor, and the old woman who waited.

      I paused at the bottom of the steps when my phone buzzed in my pocket, checked the message from Detective Morales.

      Three more homeless attacks, she sent. Sketches tomorrow?

      I returned an affirmative response, tucking my phone away again, frowning into the quiet of the dark stairwell as I remembered the young man at the end of the alley. Not that I worried about our house or my family. The wards alone around this place would keep any normal out. And the formidable trio I lived with would leave any intruder a smear on the ground before thinking twice. But the fact someone was targeting the homeless? That made me angry. No one had the right to harm the helpless.

      My power might not be the awesome magic my family could summon, but sharing what I had was, as I was taught, the least I could do.

      Still thinking about my unusual and yet satisfying job with the police, I headed up the polished wooden stairs to the top floor where my grandmother waited for me.
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      The wide, black door at the top was closed, as usual, the entire fourth floor Isolde Monday’s sole domain. I knocked politely, ignoring the rather rude brass depiction of the male form’s more private parts offered up as a knocker. It used to make me giggle as a girl and still managed to make me smile even now, especially when the power she’d infused into the small figure with his oversized nether regions wriggled his hips suggestively when I failed to utilize the obvious, opting for my own knuckles, thanks.

      He gave up with a head toss as the door opened of its own accord, the dim entry on the other side making me blink to adjust my vision.

      Which, naturally, meant the moment I stepped across the threshold, the toe of my sneaker caught the edge of the thick carpeting and sent me to my hands and knees. At least the heavy pile saved me from permanent damage, but I hit hard enough the heels of both palms ached and I managed somehow to tear a hole in the knee of my jeans.

      Well, such rips were trendy, weren’t they? Made me wonder, as I shook off the little adrenaline hit that came from the fall, if Unk Jay-Jay was having a good day. I certainly hoped it was worth it.

      Eyes now accustomed to the low light, every window shrouded in blackout curtains and only the dim bulbs in the elaborate light fixtures hanging low throughout the open space offering the faintly purple-tinted illumination my grandmother preferred. I slipped out of my sneakers and left them at the door, sock feet sinking into the lush carpeting, walking past the sitting area with its antique velvet upholstered furniture in the deepest plum, not bothering to check the library where shelves climbed to the ceiling, the heavy wooden ladder on its metal wheels an old plaything from my childhood. How many times had I ridden that ladder back and forth across the wall, fetching books at Isolde’s teasingly stern command when she could easily have magicked them to her?

      I loved this part of the house, but didn’t get to visit nearly often enough. Far from a recluse, my grandmother simply preferred her own company—and that of our family, these days. At least, if she was to be believed.

      Not surprisingly, I found her at last in the large front space she used for her boudoir, lounging on a daybed, draped in her favorite black silk and fur trimmed gown, silver hair piled on her head in casual elegance, jewelry flashing on every finger as she sampled delicacies from a black box sitting next to her. The memory of jumping on her gigantic bed, the heavy black drapes pulled back, silk-covered pillows flying everywhere, made me smile as I approached, pausing at the edge of her favorite domain.

      The small hamster cage, gilded in silver and leaf filigree, rattled where it perched on a stand next to her. “Phoebe!” My grandfather jumped up and down, squeaking my name, the homunculus Isolde had made of the man who fathered my mother rattling the cage in his excitement. “Hello, Phoebe!”

      “Hi, Humphrey.” There had been a time I’d been fascinated by the tiny, now elderly, gentleman in the cage, his three-piece suit and spectacles and perfectly shaped beard maintained through my grandmother’s magic. As I grew older, his circumstance made me sad. Now? He was simply a part of our family in the only way my grandmother would allow. Not to mention the fact I’d discovered he’d tried to kill her and my mother and betray us all. Perhaps the punishment didn’t fit the crime, a lifetime spent in a cage, though how was it any different than a normal prison?

      My grandmother didn’t look up as I waited for her to notice me, regal face elaborately made up, eyes perfectly lined and smoked out, lips her favorite shade of oxblood. When she turned the page on the book she held with a languid gesture, I cleared my throat to catch her attention.

      I’d played this game with her since I could remember, and fought a grin when she looked up as though surprised to find me standing there.

      “Ah,” she said, waving me toward her. “Phoebe. Come here, child.” I joined her on the daybed, sinking down beside her, placing the box of chocolates in my lap and sampling one. She watched me with her vivid blue eyes hooded, before taking one of her own. “Why are you bothering me again?”

      “You wanted to see me,” I said around a mouthful of Mom’s best dark chocolate, batting my eyelashes at her.

      She swatted me before tilting her chin upward and resuming her down-the-nose stare at the book in her other hand. “I can’t imagine,” she said. “I’m far too busy for the likes of you.”

      I leaned in, scanning the first line of the page she was on and giggled. “Reading erotica again?”

      Her head snapped around, lips twitching. “It’s educational.” She tossed the book at me then, smile widening. “I think you need it more than I do if you’re going to continue to moon over that young police officer you can’t seem to get enough of.”

      Today was a day for pink cheeks and splutters. “He’s just a friend,” I said.

      She stared at me a long, silent moment. Then winked.

      I leaned in, kissed her cheek. “Love you, Isolde,” I said.

      She snuggled me closer, warm lips on my temple. “You’re having a bad day, darling.”

      “That’s the price,” I said into her furry collar. “We all pay it, one way or another.”

      Isolde sighed deeply, nodding. “And some of us more than others.” Was she talking about herself? Or me? “Ruining your mother’s baking won’t save you from coming to the Yule celebration, you brat.”

      I sat up, about to protest, but my grandmother just laughed, a low and lovely sound. Sniffed at me a moment, nose twitching, expression flat.

      “Silas,” she said. “What did he give you?” Not a question, but a command.

      I instantly pulled out the rune stone and handed it to her. My grandmother examined it a moment then huffed, returning it to me with a tsk of disapproval, bangles layered on her wrist tinkling together.

      “Druids need to mind their own business,” she said, “when it comes to matters of witches.” Never mind they’d been friends since childhood and she often conferred with him. “Clearly it’s helping.” She let one finger glide over the knee of my jeans, knitting the fibers back together as though they had never torn. “Men.” She dismissed him with that single word. Then pointed at the large dressing room doors just past her feet. “Go and be useful,” she said. “Fetch that which I’ve made you, oh most unruly of children.” Her eyes sparkled when I stood, curious, and did as she asked. Opened the heavy door by the elaborate silver handle and peeked inside.

      Selene came by her clothing fetish honestly. The inside of my grandmother’s closet was magical, and not just because of the contents. The wonders she’d accumulated over the years all resided within the bigger on the inside warehouse-like space she required to maintain her collection of dresses, shoes, brooms, hats, and who knew what—I’d found a coat of armor once as a child, along with a carriage and three statues of some guy I’d never seen before and later figured were probably not statues—Isolde Monday treasured.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have far to look for the item in question because a full search would have taken a Sherpa guide, provisions for a week and a compass. Instead, I found myself gasping in surprise at the purple bow-wrapped box that stood at the entry with my name sparkling in lights across the front.

      “Bring it here,” she said.

      I carried the long, slim present, taller than me, though practically weightless, out of the closet and to my grandmother. She swung her legs to the floor, patting the daybed’s velvet upholstery for me to sit next to her and guided the box across both our laps.

      “I was going to save this for your Christmas present,” she said, “but when I felt how your day turned out, it made sense to give it to you a bit early.”

      The wonderwork of the Crone, seeing the past, had either given her the heads up, or my disaster with Mom downstairs did the trick. I squeezed her hand with a murmured thank you.

      “My very dear,” she said, voice a little thick, all of the love I knew she had for me showing in her still stunning face, radiating out from her to embrace me though she barely touched me physically, “please know how special you are to us, no matter what others believe of our lineage.” Was she reading my mind? She promised she’d stop that. I didn’t protest, though, as she went on. “Our hearth wouldn’t be the same without you and I have no doubt whatever fate the Great Mother has in store for you and the power you wield, you will do so with grace and in the best interest of your family and those you seek to help.”

      I was crying again. No complaints.

      “I love you, Isolde,” I said.

      “Yes, sweet brattiness,” she said. “Now open your present, there’s a good monster.”

      I laughed, knew I would miss our game when it was through, refused to think that way right now, and pulled free the shining bow, tipping up the lid and peeking inside.

      My grandmother was known for many things, including her no-cares-to-give attitude, her incredible power, her commanding presence. And, in high demand that she rarely and selectively agreed to, as the finest broom maker in existence.

      She’d tried to teach me and I’d failed. Knew she was disappointed I wouldn’t follow her footsteps, and that Selene’s lack of interest meant neither of her granddaughters would take over when she was gone. I’d never, ever, dreamed of asking her to make me a broom when she’d attempted to impart her wisdom, her ability, on me. Had lived with the horrible creations I’d made over the years, finally settling on using the one Selene made as a teenager.

      Knowing I’d never be a good flyer, and really only needed it four times a year anyway.

      What lay within the box? Took my breath away. Most witch besoms were practical things, ash or oak and twine or willow and the occasional embellishment with etchings or feathers in the birch bristles. It was the power inside that held the key, the connection between vehicle and witch that mattered. My grandmother, however, refused convention, in case you missed it. Her brooms were works of supernatural art.

      She’d magicked it black, shining and polished from the wood of an oak tree, the humming feeling of age from the kind old soul that supplied the beautiful base still linked to its parent growing happy and healthy who knew where. Her power shaped the saddle into a flatter, dipped surface, conformed to the human body, and had a smoothed, saddle-like edge that encouraged side riding if I so chose. Lines of sparkling metal chased in protective patterns and spell work from the silver-capped tip to the thick wire binding the birch bundle to the base. Sapphires winked in curving spirals, as though the tree itself had grown them, the seamless melding of metal, gem and oak drawing the eye to the impressively fanned tail of bristles. Each spun in a curved curl as though twisted individually and melded, in turn, with strings of silver, creating a playfully wistful accent to the far end of the besom.

      The best part? The happy and ancient song of its power that called out to me while I sat there and stared at the stunning thing she’d created for me.

      “Go ahead,” she said. “It’s made for you and only you. The only broom you’ll ever need.”

      I turned and hugged her, tears unleashed, heart about to burst. “Thank you,” I choked. “Isolde, thank you so much.”

      She hugged me back, hard enough I had trouble breathing but I didn’t care. When she released me, Isolde wiped at the wetness on her own cheeks before slapping my leg.

      “Now I have to redo my face before we go,” she growled. “And here I did something nice for you.”

      I scrubbed at my own tears with the sleeve of my sweater, unable to stop smiling. Finally turned back to the besom that sat there, waiting for me to claim it. Hesitated at the last second, my fingers hovering over it. Glanced at my grandmother with a bubble of anxiety smothering my joy.

      “What if I ruin it?” More tears, though these had nothing to do with happiness or gratitude. Just that deeply embedded worry there was something wrong with me because I wasn’t supposed to be, was I?

      My grandmother stared back at me, all masks gone, without guile or humor. “You couldn’t possibly,” she said. “For you are perfect just as you are, Phoebe, daughter of the Moon. Take your gift, child.”

      I did, then, fingers stroking the polished wood, feeling the song of the oak turn to a momentary crescendo of joy as it linked into me then settled, burbling a bit its happiness we were finally together.

      “I’ve embedded you in its heart,” Isolde said, one long, black-painted nail pointing to a swirl of what had to be a lock of my hair, now wound into and made part of the hand holds at the thinner end. “Double protection spells for the worst of your days when you are forced to endure the opposite of what you gift. Sure flight, level and true. Guidance unerring to every destination. Safe landings in weather and darkness.” She showed me each of the runes as she spoke, pointing them out so they glowed at the attention. “In silver, your element, to ensure your binding. Sapphire, your stone, to seal its soul to your bidding.” Paused at the final rune near the top of the seat. “And ever home, so you will always find your way back to us.” That rune glistened a moment as her power touched it.

      “This is amazing,” I said. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

      “Come to Yule,” my grandmother said, sealing my fate. Her plan in the beginning, more than likely, though I knew it wasn’t just convention or personal preference that had her asking. We were a hearth, stronger together despite what I might sometimes think. “Be with your family and celebrate the chance at new beginnings.”

      I hugged her again, then stood, broom in hand, the box disappearing when she whispered to it.

      “Now, off with you, pesky bit of a thing,” she said, the game resumed, her attitude returning as she reclined once again with her book and chocolates. “I’m tired of your chatter. Begone.”

      I left her as she fed my grandfather a sweet, my new besom murmuring happily in my hands, while Isolde chided Humphrey for being such a bad boy.
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      I huddled inside my black cloak against the chill of the night air, the fur cowl tucked over the updo Selene insisted on creating for me out of a mix of magic and hair pieces she dug out of her collection of costumes and accessories. I missed my cropped bob swinging around my cheeks, the tension and poking of the bobby pins she’d affixed her creation with jabbing me and creating a dull aching where they pulled just a bit too hard.

      Not that I’d ever complain, the final result quite lovely and a sweet gesture on my sister’s part. Considering the fact I was kind of all thumbs and bumbling—especially now—when it came to anything to do with makeup, hair or fashion meant she got to engage in her game with me—dress up doll time.

      Which meant I did end up wearing the silver sheath with the chain halter hooked around my neck to hold up the scooped front while my poor feet suffered inside the strappy chrome sandals she’d squealed over.

      Eyeshadow, eye liner, mascara, foundation, powder, bronzer, highlighter, blush, lipstick… by the time she was done with me I hardly recognized myself, more porcelain doll than person.

      And then we were bundling into our heavy fur cloaks, my new broom vibrating eagerly in my hand, Mom and Selene taking ample time on the roof of our brownstone to wax poetic over the beauty of its creation—while my grandmother beamed and grumbled to the contrary they were wasting time—before we mounted and rose, the selection of my mother’s cooking lashed to a pair of small besoms she’d created for that purpose tethered to her with magic.

      I’d never enjoyed flying, not from the moment I’d first sat on a broom. Neither in the company of another or on my own, always afraid of the ultimate splat that awaited at the bottom of the ride. Wherever my fear of heights had come from, no magic my mother mustered or encouragement my grandmother offered, no support and tireless training my sister supplied could free me from my rather unorthodox dislike of anything to do with soaring through the air on the back of a spindly piece of oak that was really, if you thought about it, meant to stay on the ground where it belonged.

      After all, if the Great Mother wanted me to fly, she’d have given me wings, as the saying goes.

      Tonight? Felt different. I still inhaled and had trouble releasing the breath as the broom responded to my whispered command to rise, the sparkling runes ticking on in little flashes of glittering light while the spells embedded in the shaft came to life. But instead of abject terror and second guessing, I experienced only breathless anxiety when the steadfast and humming besom surrounded me in its rumbling protection and took off like a shot in the midst of my hearth’s flight.

      So, this was what flying was supposed to feel like.

      The novelty kind of wore off about five minutes in, our long trip ahead—though the standing stones site in southern California would have taken far longer without magic—really only an hour but quickly turning into that kind of humdrum hang on and let the broom do its work that left me to think all over again about the splat I’d make.

      Except, for the first time, my fear abated and faded and finally left me and I was able to look around, appreciate the night sky, the smile on Selene’s face when she skidded through the air next to me, the sound of my mother singing our way to the Yule celebration as warming as the spell embedded in my cloak.

      I’d never felt like a true part of our hearth like this before and wondered if maybe, despite my power, my luck actually might have been turning after all.

      Hard not to think about Jinks, the missing box, my decision to trust Selene out of my hands at the moment. He’d vanished without a trace and I knew from experience I wouldn’t find him again until he was ready.

      Still, I really wanted to know what was in the box.

      Flying typically felt like forever. This time, the hour quite literally flew by and, before I knew it—and with a faint hint of regret, imagine that—I felt us descend, the shining lights of the Yule fires reaching up toward us, welcoming us to the vast estate on the shores of the Pacific.

      We weren’t the first to arrive, nor the last, the front drive of Richmond House filled with arriving witches on their own brooms, with servants fetching offerings brought by the party goers, druids and wizards and sorcerers arriving in puffs of air, flashes of light, spots of shadow, everyone chattering amongst themselves while moving at a steady pace toward the massive front steps of the towering stone mansion and the wide-open doors leading into the brightly lit interior.

      I held back a bit, staying on Selene’s heels as a servant hurried forward in a tux and white gloves, smiling and nodding so his slicked, black hair caught the light from the house, the slits of his eyes narrowing to thin lines in the burning brightness of the Yule fires that roared in giant concrete pots around the perimeter of the driveway.

      Hard to hand over my new broom, its matching murmur of regret and promise of another flight actually making me grin. The servant helped me with my cloak and then spun, flashing out with my possessions in hand, leaving me exposed in that silly dress and shoes with my hair making my scalp itch and wondering yet again why I came.

      Except, of course, Selene was there, her arm through mine, Mom in her sparkling red velvet gown giving serious and strict instructions to the pair of servants who nodded to her over the still floating besoms supporting her creations, while my grandmother stared at the house like it offended her, tall, slender body still shapely despite her age, sheathed in a floor-length slip of jet silk with the biggest, fullest feather I’d ever seen standing up from her pile of silver curls.

      Selene was, of course, stunning in cream and pearls as I knew she’d be, tugging me along toward the house, following Mom and Isolde inside, pulling me to a stop with a small giggle when the official at the door drew a breath through his jutting tusked underbite, squiggle tail wriggling outside his black dress pants, hooved feet gleaming.

      “Your attention!” His voice echoed, augmented with magic, bright, black eyes settling on me a moment. “Make welcome their most honorable and exalted, the Triunity of the Great Moon, bearers of the wonderworks, the magnificent witches Monday!”

      I’d never get used to being introduced like that because he wasn’t talking about me, was he? A smattering of applause followed his announcement, signaling our freedom to no longer be the center of attention and enter the foyer at last. This was one of the reasons I really didn’t like Yule. If it had been a simple matter of a ceremony, Mom’s food, some wine, a little dancing around a fire? I’d be all for it. Except, of course, that wasn’t how things went for witches like us.

      Oh, how I loved being stared at, whispered about as we walked by, knowing everything about us was under scrutiny because this was hardly my first Yule celebration, or any other that required us to endure society. Selene was my only saving grace, to be honest, her cheery and sunny disposition either a mask she chose to hide behind when faced with the truly epic envy I felt pummel me from all sides, only matched by the vibrating hunger of those who wanted a piece of us—my family, that was—and the simpering ass kissing that barely hid the desperate needs that would be laid at the feet of the wonderworkers before the night was over.

      At least I was spared any of it directly. The first few years I’d been old enough to understand the goals of the varied types of attention aimed at us, my discomfort often led me to hide behind Mom’s skirts or go find a closet to sit in until everything was over. Not that I’d resorted to that for a long time. Still, I had fond feelings for closets, those dark and quiet places where one could be themselves with no one looking.

      Which naturally made me even more of a weirdo than I’d already been.

      Selene clutched at my arm with a gasp when she led me past the main foyer and a knot of young witches drinking champagne and pretending not to give us the up and down with their nasty side-eye, past the arch toward the main ballroom. “He’s here,” she whispered, cheeks flushed, pupils dilating before letting me go, spinning on me with the kind of intensity that had me smirking. “How do I look?”

      “Oh, please,” I said, “you know you’re the most beautiful woman here and Jericho Richmond doesn’t stand a chance against you.” I peeked in the direction she refused to look, spotting him not too far away, looking stunningly gorgeous in his white tux jacket and tie, jet hair tousled in that casually careful way of his, violet eyes rising to meet mine. I threw him a cheeky grin and a wave while Selene hissed at me.

      “Oh you did not, you brat,” she breathed. “Is he coming over?” So hilarious how she refused to look, posed and poised, the Maiden shining through her eyes. She’d been cultivating this capture for almost a year now, had pegged him—with the blessing of his family and ours—for her transition from her present power to Mom’s, as was the way of things.

      “You’d think you were in a hurry to be the Mother,” I said, winking. “Feeling matronly, are we, sissy?”

      She swatted at me, laughed. “Silly,” she said, “I have lots of time for that to happen. But no one said I couldn’t have some fun before I have to move on.” Her laugh escaped in a throaty warble that, naturally, was the sound Jericho walked into when he came to a halt next to us.

      If he’d been smitten with Selene before? That seductive chuckle sealed the deal.

      I might as well have been a piece of furniture as he reached out, took her hand, lifted it to his lips. Not a word spoken between them. Only my sister staring into his eyes and vice versa and a sort of heated wave of oh dear washing over the two of them and out into the general vicinity that sent me scrambling backward and out of their mutual reach so I didn’t blush myself to death.

      Giving my bad luck the opportunity to hook the heel of one sandal on the toe of another party-goer’s shoe and send me toppling backward in slow motion, my mouth an O of well crap and my arms wind milling to no avail.

      Only to be caught in mid fall by a pair of strong arms. The scent of cinnamon and coffee and maple and something spicy hit me the moment his touch did as my rescuer, in a flourish of heroics, turned my near-disaster into a dip that swept my breath from my lungs the moment those intense ice blue eyes met mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’d love to dance,” he said before sweeping me back into a upright position, his head of height over mine putting him in a perfect position to look down into my eyes, his lips just over my open mouth.

      Why did this total stranger feel so familiar?

      “Ah, Phoebe.” Silas’s interruption was almost annoying, though considering my luck, any attraction I felt to tall, dark and dreamy was likely going to end badly. “So lovely to see you again.” Silas hadn’t changed out of his druidic attire, though he’d donned a heavy silver necklace over his plain, black shirt and pants, his cloak gone wherever mine had been taken. “I see you’ve finally met my nephew.”

      “Not entirely, uncle,” my rescuer said. “Elias Gael, at your service.”

      Ah, that must have been the connection I was feeling, that oddly eerie familiarity I had to fight to ignore. I stuck out one hand to the handsome young man who looked down at it with a half smile before taking it in his own strong one. “Phoebe Monday,” I said, trying to shake only to have my palm turned upward, brought to his lips, brushed every so gently while those crisp blues devoured me all over again.

      It should have been flattering, to be treated the way my sister had been when I rarely had that kind of attention aimed in my direction from an equally attractive magic user with potential I knew my family would approve of. It did cross my mind it was odd, perhaps, I’d never met him before, since I’d known Silas my entire life. But I was more distracted by the sudden feeling—a bright, sharp shift from, hello handsome to things that made me hmmm—that led me to the impression I was simply, to him, a tasty side of meat.

      Maybe that’s why he felt like I’d known him forever. Not him specifically, but his type? You better believe it.

      His full lips tugged sideways, dark hair trimmed close, diamond flashing in one earlobe when he bowed his head to me. Still holding my hand. Possessively, power crawling over the contact.

      And, ew.

      When I’d first met Cooper Hudson, I’d worried. I knew handsome guys like him from my world. Had been surrounded by attractive and powerful young men my whole life, pretty much. Learned not to trust them, not really, since they were typically after power—my family’s—or a simple and uncomplicated interaction—not that I was a prude, but one night stands weren’t my favorite after some rather disappointing performances. Coop had surprised me with his genuine caring, compassion and kindness. Handsome or not, he was a truly sweet and gentle soul who wanted to do the right thing, no matter what.

      Elias Gael? Yeah. Other end of the spectrum. To the point I almost eyerolled now that I’d pushed my hormones past the initial holy crap, he’s gorgeous.

      Because lurking back there, behind those incredible icy eyes? Was a hunter.

      Just try to make me prey.

      Silas spoke up, a welcome distraction this time. “I’m wondering if you’ve noticed any easing of your symptoms with the application of the spell I gave you.”

      How to tell him that was a big fat heck no? “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t think so. But thank you for trying.”

      Silas offered a little, sad sigh, shrug. “I will continue to offer assistance, my dear Phoebe, if you’ll indulge an old druid.”

      So sweet of him, really. I reached out on impulse, squeezed his hand, saw the surprise in his eyes. Something else I couldn’t read. “Thank you,” I said. “It means a lot to me.”

      I didn’t expect him to fall speechless. If simple gratitude did that, I could only imagine how little of it he received. How sad.

      “Forgive me,” I said, “but I didn’t know you had a nephew.” Time to satisfy my curiosity, though I instantly regretted the question. Elias leaned closer, the inquiry clearly triggering the suggestion of my interest, while I was just being nosy, thanks.

      Bad luck, just freaking go away already.

      “My dear, departed sister,” Silas said with enough sorrow I figured his loss had to be recent, “Ganymede, left her poor, only son in my care when she passed.” Elias’s face flickered with an expression that wasn’t quite grief, and close enough to disdain I liked him even less. “He’s been studying abroad and only recently returned to us.”

      “If I’d known such beauty and grace awaited me here,” the smarmy creature said, suggestive smile making me sigh inside, “I’d have come home sooner.”

      Maybe I could have tried to be patient and nice about it. Made an alternate choice, instead offering him a deadpan look in return so he’d dial it down a bit in the blatant flirting department.

      Seemed to work, flickering disappointment in his eyes hiding enough irritation I was suddenly possessed with the desire to continue to knock him off the high horse he’d rode in on. I really wasn’t a nice person sometimes.

      “I understand you possess a truly unique power,” Elias said then, leaning back, though his attempt at conversation went in my second least favorite direction. Forcing me to bite back a sigh of here we go again.

      “Phoebe is able to alter the fate of those she chooses to assist,” I heard Silas say when I struggled for words that wouldn’t be rude, exactly, but might get the point across, at least.

      “Luck,” I managed to blurt while contemplating how polite I would have to be considering this was Silas’s nephew and everything. “I give good luck.”

      Elias’s smile widened at that. “I could use some,” he said. Nodded to me again. “Maybe you’ll be kind enough at some point to consider it.”

      If I had a dollar for everyone who asked...

      “Unfortunately,” Silas’s somber tone helped somewhat, though the dramatics weren’t entirely necessary, “she suffers the consequences, as with all power. The price that must be paid is a reversal of her own fortunes.”

      “Only for a day,” I said.

      “How remarkable.” Elias reached with casual ease across my shoulder and, a moment later, offered me one of the champagne flutes he’d just liberated.

      Slick. And frustratingly predictable.

      Thank the Great Mother for bad luck. While it sucked most of the time, there were instances when it served me despite itself. Like the instant I reached out with reluctance to accept the drink—I was kind of thirsty—and a pair of laughing, rather drunk and disorderly young witches, their tuxedos in disarray and reeking of tobacco laced with whatever it was that made their cheeks flush and their pupils flare to fill their corneas, stumbled between us and spilled the offering before I could accept it.

      Giving me the break I needed from discomfort of having to reject Elias—rude or not, it was going to happen and I wasn’t looking forward to the outcome—while Silas and several others attempted to quiet the commotion. Hoping my luck would hold for at least a few seconds, I faded backward into the watching crowd and out of reach, finally turning to escape from the ballroom to the main foyer and out into the night for a breath of air.

      Time to find a closet to hide in before anything else could happen.
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        * * *

      

      By the time midnight came and the Yule ceremony unfolded, I’d succeeded in setting fire to the buffet table (don’t ask), ruined someone’s spellcasting by stumbling into the reach of their wand so they waved left instead of right, turning the potted plant in the line of fire into a ravening vine monster that took four druids to contain, made a little girl cry when I stepped on her doll and subsequently broke it trying to put it back to rights.

      Among countless other, more minor issues that plagued me and drove me to the edge of frustrated desperation.

      I could have cornered Selene, but she was busy with Jericho and I didn’t want to interfere. Not to mention Elias seemed to be a friend of my sister’s choice of partners, and the last thing I needed was more contact with Silas’s predator nephew while my irritation amped and the need to smack him drove me to something epically disastrous. There was Mom, but she had become embroiled in a conversation with Dominion and Saraphella Richmond, the owners of the estate and our regal rulers as dual heads of the Academy of Adepts, over typical political matters that I preferred to stay out of.

      That left Isolde, and no luck whatsoever, because my grandmother went missing about five seconds after we arrived, showed up for the ceremony looking rather mussed and her dress rumpled. Which had me cringing—not because she didn’t deserve to have fun, but because I was not in the mood to listen to her talk about her latest exploits just to make me squirm.

      Instead, fighting off tears at the sheer weight of my frustration, I hung back as the Richmonds dumped the ceremonial herb bundle into the flames of the main fire in the back garden, the flash of multi-hued light just for show, and hugged myself while everyone cheered and the party started up all over again.

      Some ceremony. Grouch.

      I turned to find somewhere to huddle and ran into a tray full of food, knocking it and the server sideways with a clash of silver platter on marble, and was done. Grabbed said servant by the front of his jacket and snarled in his face. “My besom and robe,” I said.

      Caught his jerking nod of surprise with enough fear behind it I pulled back, hating I’d been mean to someone who didn’t deserve it, but reaped the reward when, a moment later, he returned in a matching flicker of light with my possessions.

      I heard Selene calling my name and ignored her, sweeping on my robe and carrying my broom into open space, hopping on sidesaddle and whispering for it to rise. It did so, carrying me high above the house while I did look down, seeing my sister waving at me, then give up and turn away, leaving me to head for home on my own.

      Where I would never, ever leave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      My ride home, while tiring and boring, was uneventful so my gratitude when I touched down on the roof of the brownstone knew no bounds. I paused a moment when I passed through the wards, feeling something hit me, almost like a rejection of the power that was my family’s protections, and grunted at the impact.

      That was all I needed. Tell me I didn’t trigger a warning to Mom to come home early over nothing. But, whatever the trigger, the wards settled and then welcomed me as usual, likely due to the besom Isolde gifted me. I hugged my new broom, carrying it inside, sending giant thanks to my grandmother for it, trudging down the steps to the third floor and my room.

      I didn’t even shed my cloak or climb out of the silver dress, kicking off the sandals in the last bit of energy I had left, using the cowl as a pillow as I hit the mattress and snuggled under the heavy fur, darkness taking me.

      The sound of my family returning woke me, disoriented and out of touch with time, sitting up abruptly and in surprise at their voices, their laughter, Mom clearly drunk and singing, Selene’s giggles and my grandmother’s deep chuckles a sign they were, at least, in excellent humor.

      All the warning I had when my door burst open and the three came inside, carrying me along with them as they exited again and swept down the stairs in a refusal to accept no for an answer, their giddiness contagious and my collapsed nap sufficient to perk me up so I could appreciate their good humor.

      “Mom made chocolate truffles,” Selene whispered, eyes bright, lipstick gone, her carefully piled hair at an odd angle. Someone had fun, if the faint red mark on her neck was an indicator of Jericho Richmond’s attentions. “Just for us.”

      Well now, that was reason for getting up in the middle of the night. And I wasn’t being sarcastic either. Mom’s chocolate truffles made eating anything else in life a pale, sad and pathetic attempt to recreate the awesome burst of smooth, buttery, melty cocoa deliciousness wrapped around a caramel creamy mint mass of heavenly interior I sometimes woke from dreams about.

      I have no idea who stopped first, though I know I flashed from happy again and resigned to losing the rest of my night’s sleep to what the hecking feck to holy freaking no way in about three heartbeats that felt a bit like a slow motion ticking of a second hand from one emotion to the next.

      All I knew was, one instant my hearth was laughing, mostly drunk—me excepted—and without a care in the world. And the next? We stood as a foursome of stunned silence staring at the spread-eagled form of a young man in a hoody, face down on the carpet of the entry to our second floor living room.
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        * * *

      

      “You were all out.” Anna had already taken in our clothing, the late hour, now well past 4AM and counting. It was clear we’d been to a party, wasn’t it? Didn’t that make her question a silly one?

      “We were,” Mom answered her, nodding, arms folded over her ample chest, face serious while she stared at me with worry and doubt in her blue eyes.

      Because, if it was up to my mother? Detective Anna Morales and her partner, Detective Nathan Sallow, along with a forensics team in white coveralls and booties and blue latex gloves with cameras and all kinds of equipment and medical examiner, EMTs and pair of gaping uniforms wouldn’t have taken over our living room under any circumstances.

      The conversation had gone a little like this:

      “I’ll take care of the body.” That had been Mom, after checking to be sure the young man in the ski mask—no it wasn’t lost on me his description, though his body position made it impossible for me to check his lip for a scar.

      “You can’t, Mom.” Yes, that had been me. “We have to call the police.”

      “You’ve cracked your cauldron, bratness.” Isolde waved off my contribution.

      “I don’t know.” Selene had stepped up, if hesitantly, shock and anxiety at war on her face. “Maybe Phoebe is right.” She prodded him with the toe of one shoe. “He’s normal, after all.”

      “How by the hearth of our ancestors did he even get in?” Mom spun in a circle, the wards flashing in response, runes hanging in the air, everything in place.

      “An excellent question,” my sister said, voice vibrating with the Maiden’s power. “One that’s our job to uncover. But murder?” She shook her head. “Mortal murder isn’t for us to discard so callously.” The Maiden had her own opinions, clearly. I had no doubt if Selene thought she could get away with it, she’d be on the side of the others, if not for her power’s insistence. Instead, the Maiden chose my way of thinking. Her power visibly surfaced, reaching out to the body, joined by that of the Mother and the Crone, circling him in ribbons of light, snuffling and winding but unable to reach him for some reason.

      “There’s more at work here than we though,” the Mother said. “We are blocked from investigating his end.”

      “Indeed,” the Crone answered. “And, in case you missed it, his spirit is gone.”

      Right. The wards would have caught it, kept it here long enough to question it. Should have. Hadn’t?

      The Maiden sighed. “Our magic won’t work to uncover his death.” The three ribbons rose, twined together. Selene’s defeated tone deciding our next action. “If we want to find out what happened, we need help unconnected to our wards.”

      “If we care,” the Crone said. “Do we?”

      “Perhaps we should,” the Mother answered. “If this was an attack, it may only be the beginning. I, for one, would like to know.”

      “We could contact the Academy,” the Maiden said.

      But it was Mom who shook her head, surfacing from the great power inside her. She turned to me. “More mundane investigation may be all we need to uncover the truth and keep others out of it. Especially if, somehow, this human managed to find a way past our wards on his own.” Murmured agreement from Selene, but a glare from Isolde. “It shouldn’t be possible. But, before we inquire in our world, let’s find out what his world has to say.” My sister nodded, Isolde tsking her disapproval. And Mom finally addressed me, though she’d been looking at me the whole time. “Your friends at the police department,” she said then. “Will they come?”

      That had been, it turned out, a rather silly question.

      My hurried text to Anna had her and Sallow at our door in under ten minutes, both of them rumpled and recently roused from bed, a pair of uniforms behind them and the forensics team with the medical examiner and EMTs following a few minutes later.

      Things hadn’t been as jovial between us as I’d hoped. Didn’t help my grandmother sat in a wingback with an irritated expression and waved off any attempt the detectives made to ask her questions, pointedly telling me as though they weren’t even there, “I’m not taking part in this ridiculous extravagance, disobedient child, so you can see it through.”

      I tried to focus on Anna, finally piping up as an afterthought. “They were at the party until 3:30 or so,” I said, “but I came home early, shortly after 1AM.”

      Mom hissed in a breath, glared at me. While the medical examiner looked up from his preliminary check of the body, liver thermometer still in hand.

      “Shortly after time of death. I’m putting it at 12:30.” Dr. Ian Percy had no qualms, it seemed, pinning me with his kind of helpful. Not to mention the fact he met my eyes behind his round glasses with judgment showing loud and clear. Our brief intro on his arrival had been brusque but professional. Now? Yeah, it was pretty obvious he saw me in a new light.

      Anna made a note, her own expression grim. “You didn’t hear or see anything when you got home? Even though you came in after the victim died?”

      How could I tell her I wasn’t downstairs, that I’d flown in on a broom, not come in the normal way? “It was dark,” I said, knowing how weak that sounded and that my bad luck wasn’t doing me any favors and did I really just turn into the prime suspect?

      “He’s wearing a hoody and a mask,” I blurted. “Like the homeless sketch today.”

      Anna didn’t waver, didn’t nod, left me to hang myself. Which I did, because I had no filter at the moment, it seemed, and was unable to stop myself from digging a hole big enough for my own coffin. “I saw him earlier. Or someone dressed like him. At the end of the alley.” I pointed in the vague direction, watched myself, as if from outside my body, as I stumbled and fumbled through delivering information in the herky-jerky method of a drug addict coming down from a bad hit. “Smoking, hanging around. He saw me and left. I didn’t go after him because I’m not a detective.” Oh dear.

      Oh dear, oh dear. Just stop talking.

      Anna cut me a bit of slack, not cuffing me at least, though, to my surprise, it was Sallow who snorted, brushing a few crumbs from the front of his golf shirt he’d gained by sampling the cookie tray Mom hastily offered the gathering because she couldn’t help herself. “You just described the uniform of petty thieves and crack dealers, kid,” he said. “Come on, Morales, you really liking Phoebe for this?”

      I could have kissed him while the tall detective sighed and shrugged.

      “I’ll have more questions once the forensics team is done,” she said.

      “Dr. Percy.” I glanced across to the slim young woman crouched next to her boss, whose dark eyes met mine a moment before she returned to her job. The medical examiner’s assistant, as it turned out to my shock and slight hope my luck might not be all bad, was none other than Mirabelle Whitehall, not just a fellow witch but an old friend. “I’m finding no visible signs of cause of death.” Another glance.

      A message.

      That the young man—or thief or whoever he was—wasn’t just normal but had likely been killed by magical means.

      Excellent. I was, however, more interested to know how he’d gotten past our protections in the first place. Was he here simply to steal from us, had, perhaps through my bad luck, found a way in? Got caught in the wards and died?

      That felt incredibly unlikely for some reason. The only other option? Someone sent him. Someone from our world. And gave him the means to bypass our protections, through a faulty means, clearly.

      So, who sent him here? Or was it just a stupid round of luck and I was to blame for a string of coincidences that led to the unfortunate end of a plain and simple thief?

      In probably the worst timing ever, two things happened. The front door, now open to normals thanks to Mom allowing them to pass the wards to let the police in, filled with the tall, worried form of Officer Cooper Hudson. Who started toward me at the same instant he was shouldered aside by the arrival of Jericho Richmond, Silas Gael and, to the absolute credit of my terrible fortunes, Elias.

      Because that was just the very worst combination of conflicting coming togethers in the face of a murder accusation that could possibly culminate at my feet.
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      I faded back out of the reach of the detectives and Jericho took over, Silas behind him, Elias instantly crossing the room to join me. Something Coop instantly noticed. I had the towering handsome cop at my side, not touching me but looming protectively, while the younger Gael ignored him, taking my hand, all before Jericho could speak.

      While that weird familiar feeling of Elias woke again, making me shiver and, instead of pull away immediately as I’d planned to do, pause. Stare. What was that between us, anyway? Only to realize my hesitation? Wasn’t lost on Coop.

      Well, that was a wonderful turn of events. The last thing I needed was a head-butting ego war in the middle of this mess.

      Took my hand back finally though, thanks.

      “Jericho Richmond,” he offered his card to Anna. “My father’s firm represents the Monday family. I would advise you, officers, not to speak to any of them further without myself or one of our lawyers present.”

      “Detectives,” Anna growled, handing the card off to Sallow who shrugged and tucked it in his pocket. “We were just finishing up here, Mr. Richmond.”

      “Excellent news. Make sure you don’t repeat the mistake, officer.” Yup, he used that word again on purpose, calculated to piss her off. So easy to read on his handsome face, to see it trigger her despite herself, because the Anna Morales I’d been getting to know was an Amazonian princess under fire, queen of poise and sarcasm. But I’d never seen the full wattage of Jericho’s arrogance before, though I suppose I’d had rare opportunities to even interact with Jericho or his cronies aside from my times with Selene. Sure, there were rumors about his penchant for bullying, but I’d always given him the benefit of the doubt because I guess I just never associated that sort of behavior with him. The way he treated Anna, however? Woke a surprising snarl of protectiveness inside me, how he looked down his nose like she wasn’t worth his time. Sure, some of our kind treated humans like they weren’t as good as us, but I’d never witnessed it.

      Until now.

      Or maybe it was just his breeding, the fact he’d grown up in privilege. Well, so had I, thanks, and it didn’t turn me into a jackass.

      Dr. Percy interrupted with an abrupt, “Excuse us,” the EMTs pushing the gurney with the body bagged dead guy between Jericho and Anna, breaking the moment of growing tension that I was sure the young Richmond intended, cold smile cruel. Suddenly, he wasn’t so handsome anymore.

      “Detective Morales,” I said, stepping forward, partially to exit the influence of the still lingering Elias but mostly because this was Anna we were talking about. “Anything you need. Please, we just want to know what happened.” She softened a little, though her amber eyes were wary and I couldn’t help but feel hurt by that. “Do you still need me to come in and sketch for you today?” Yikes, it was almost dawn.

      Her hesitation hurt more than her denial. “Let’s hold off,” she said, walking past me, Sallow eye rolling behind her back before squeezing my shoulder. “We’ll be in touch.”

      And, just like that, the crowd in our living room shrank to my family, Jericho and company and, to my surprise, the still lingering Coop.

      I turned, looked up at him, noticed Elias had crowded my space all over again when I wasn’t looking. Opened my mouth to say something while the young druid casually draped his arm over my shoulder. Like he owned me. Stiffened at the contact, but worse, at the flicker of hurt in Coop’s eyes.

      No, it wasn’t like that. Why couldn’t I say so?

      Even as Anna poked her head inside.

      “Officer Hudson.” No ifs or buts in that tone of voice.

      “Coming, ma’am.” He didn’t say anything about Elias, just offered me a brave smile and a nod, failing at masking his clear heartbreak, taking the suggestion my unwelcome companion offered in that simple gesture of possessiveness while I spluttered internally, lips locked in the silence bad luck wrapped around me as firmly as the contact with Elias. Coop took the time to wave to my mother, sister and grandmother, bypassing the magical self-assigned cavalry and headed out the door.

      “Now,” Jericho said, spinning to frown at my mother. “Tell us what happened and spare no details.”

      With Coop gone, my bad luck shifted and I was finally able to shake off Elias’ touch, scowling up at him.

      “Don’t do that again,” I snapped.

      He backed off a half step, icy eyes wide in mock apology, hands up. “Just trying to help,” he said.

      Liar.

      Nothing to be done for it until I could talk to Coop. I hated he’d jumped to the obvious conclusion, though, naturally, I hadn’t been able to reassure him because this just had to turn out to be the worst day of my life. Though, as I sank to the sofa with my hands tucked between my knees, weary all over again, while Mom filled Jericho in on what we’d uncovered, I did finally accept the truth staring me in the heart.

      Coop meant a lot to me. Like, boyfriend material. And I had to either accept that and do something about it, or let him go.

      Elias, for his part, now that he’d ruined everything, rejoined his uncle. And it was Silas who dug into the earth with his druidic power, recreating the death scene in perfect 3D model, the image holding while Mom finished her retelling.

      “Where,” Jericho said, looking around, “is the human’s spirit?”

      He didn’t wait for anyone to answer, his own power rippling outward, sorcery dropping the whole room into dimness while he tapped into the electrical system. Despite his demand and the thrumming focus of his summons, augmented by the city’s power grid, no spirit appeared. Something else much more troubling did, however.

      Because as he called to the soul of the young man who’d died in our house, he instead triggered our wards. Only, they weren’t the bright and sparkling Moon washed silvery perfection I was used to. Instead, dull and thrumming with effort, they surfaced under Jericho’s touch, a dirty shadow passing over them.

      Drawing a deep gasp from the throats of the triunity of my family.

      “We have a serious problem,” Jericho said then, stern expression not rousing even a little comfort. While Silas nodded, his own long, lean face paled out to ash.

      “My dears,” he said, “I’m afraid your wards are compromised.”

      “Tainted,” Jericho said, lips twisting in disgust. He appeared almost near revulsion, gaze sliding over Selene as though regretting their association now. The pig.

      “Who has done this?” Isolde stood, lashing them with her words, and even the arrogance Jericho seemed to use like a weapon when he decided we weren’t worthy vanished in the wake of her displeasure. Something akin to fear woke behind his eyes and he actually backed off, letting Silas handle my grandmother.

      As if anyone could.

      “Be assured,” her friend said, that deep regret unwavering, “we shall uncover that truth, Isolde. But, for now, I beg you all. Seek for yourself and tell me why it is they feel like you and you alone?”

      Isolde tsked, reached for Mom’s hand, Selene’s, as the powers of the Great Mother coursed through them, the triunity of the sacred feminine gathering like a small sun in the circle they made before bursting outward in a ring of light.

      Impacting the wards.

      Rebounding when they struck the familiar symbols hanging in the air, no longer bright white and gold and pink or blue, but again appearing sullied, their colors dimmed, the shadow of something interfering with the power of the hearth weighing on the wards.

      “Impossible,” grandmother said, breathless. “Source!” She dove in again, Mom and Selene straining with her. Another ball of light, another burst of power. This time, their attempt won, pushing whatever it was back, but not eliminating it entirely.

      If anything, the shadow only shifted, realigned, settling deeper into the wards while my family sagged from the effort.

      A task that should have been effortless.

      “This is tied to whatever happened to the man you found.” Silas shook his head, large hands spreading wide. “I’m so sorry, my dears. We will work tirelessly to uncover the truth. But the fact remains, either this has been an existing problem,” no way, never, impossible, “or his death has tainted your protections. Which can only happen for one reason.”

      He did not just go there.

      Because the number one cause of taint in personal power? Could only happen if we’d built the wards on death.

      Which was, naturally, illegal and disgusting and revolting and there was no way anyone would ever believe it of us. Not our hearth. Not the Monday family, one of the most revered, sacred, the bearers of the wonderworks, blessed by the Great Mother Moon herself?

      Except the look on Jericho’s face, the regret in Silas’s? The horror that crawled over my grandmother like a living thing? Only Elias seemed unconcerned by the reveal, arms crossed over his chest, still in his tuxedo I realized in an absent aside, as was Jericho, observing in curiosity and silence.
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      I escaped to my room, though no one noticed, contemplating sleep but knowing it wouldn’t be coming anytime soon. Ended up dozing in and out for hours, feeling in the way of the three women I loved more than anything who locked themselves in their triunity to tackle the wards.

      The moment of release from my bad luck? Felt like a hug, the tension of it easing in an exhale that relaxed my entire body and, sighing out the last of the awful that held me, I finally felt ready to face the world.

      Showered and dressed, I emerged hopefully at last, only to find they were still fighting off the taint. Knowing I couldn’t help and would likely only hinder, I chose to get out of the house or lose my mind.

      The walk home refreshed me, was even pleasant, the evening cool but not icy cold, fresh snow just starting to fall when I finished my hour-long exercise, reaching my block with optimism renewed. We were Mondays. My family would figure this out and life would go back to normal. Maybe I was lying to myself, but the ease of tension never felt so good and I embraced the shift in my luck like never before. No, I didn’t regret helping Unk Jay-Jay and this experience wouldn’t stop me from doing what I could for the next poor soul who needed me. And.

      Phew, baby.

      Speaking of luck, guess who I spotted at the far end of my alley, digging around in the dumpster outside the shop exit? A grin split my face, my hand rising, already planning to run inside and grab him some of Mom’s amazing food and maybe some fresh socks, but before I could flag down Unk or even let him know I was there, the whole world screeched to a stop.

      As a black van, windowless and driven by a person in a mask and hoodie, did the same right next to the old man.

      The door slid open and a second hooded figure leaped out. Grabbed Unk.

      I was moving, though I hadn’t known I’d started to run, made it to the end of the alley only because Unk fought his attacker, managed to pull partially free, his eyes locking on mine, shouting in fear as the man in the mask struck him on the back of the head with what looked like a brick.

      Unk fell, forcing the assailant to heave him bodily toward the van. Giving me time to lunge and grab him, without thinking because, let’s be honest, five foot one and a hundred scrawny pounds against someone desperate enough to kidnap a helpless homeless man?

      Not great odds.

      I had no magic to help, only my person to try to stop the crime. Felt my hand slide over the back of the hoodie, but make no purchase, the kidnapper rolling sideways with Unk into the van while I hit my knees in the icy slush and stared up as the door slammed in my face.

      The van peeled out before I could do anything else.

      Looked like I’d come out of the power too soon to do him any good.

      Unk’s luck had run out.

      It took me a moment to regain my feet, boots sliding in the wet slush, though it was obvious from the prodding flickers of memory the man in the mask who’d kidnapped Unk was no other than the same one who’d robbed him just yesterday. Part of my imbalance came from being thrown against the moment in time I’d lived inside the homeless man’s head. When I finally did regain my stability, I took a breath to calm my racing heart, already knowing what I was going to do.

      I rubbed my fingertips together, the part of me that touched the kidnapper warming a little when I did, sparks of faint yellow falling from my hand to the ground. Lighting up the place he’d fallen, his body’s impact leaving a trace behind I could tap into, leading to a footprint where his shoe landed before he rolled into the van.

      Obviously the trail ended there. Without physical contact with the earth it became harder to trace him through the law of contagion I triggered. Just a little spellworking, nothing major, more a parlor trick than anything. Still as benign as it was, the connection between two physical things could be used to advantage and I had every intent of doing so.

      Because despite what Detective Sallow said about uniforms of the criminal and cowardly? The man who’d taken Unk was rather a bit too similar to the one we’d found dead in my living room. And finding him here, so close to home, only increased my discomfort. I’d never seen Unk around my house in the past, though that didn’t mean much, I admitted to myself. I, like most people, had a bit of a blind spot when it came to the disenfranchised and displaced. Maybe guilt was part of my reasoning, though much more so it came from the now personal link I felt I shared with the old man.

      If I could use what power I had to track him down, I would. And perhaps solve the murder at the same time.

      I inhaled, closed my eyes, let my internal vision take over. While the power of air could be less reliable, the spell I’d cast would linger until it cleansed from the subject. If I got on it fast enough, didn’t let the movement of air dispel his path, there was a possibility I could find the kidnapper.

      Luck, it seemed, was on my side more than usual, the floating yellow specks visible to my internal sight. After a hesitant moment considering calling the police, I finally shook my head. How would I explain knowing where they’d gone? If I involved normal cops, even the ones I worked with, they would take too long to get here. I had minutes, if that, to track the path to wherever they’d taken Unk. I could follow, find him then call Coop or Anna and hopefully hand over the poor homeless man while possibly solving the crime I seemed to be a suspect in.

      Maybe Anna was wearing off on me, but I found my boots carrying me onward despite my trepidation and reassurance I’d do nothing on the other end but make a call and hurried off into the softly snowing evening.

      The fact they could have driven off into the countryside and this whole exercise was one in futility wasn’t lost on me. Still, I’d made my choice and that stubborn streak I’d earned from my grandmother wasn’t going to let me stop unless I had to. I was crossing my fourth intersection and considering attempting a besom call—would my new broom come to me if I asked? It just might—to take to the air for the duration when the sparking wisps of light I followed thickened. As though my target had stopped.

      Except, instead of leading to footprints or possible exits, they simply pooled and that was that. I stood outside a large, brick building in the more industrial side of town, enough traffic I felt safe, at least, though me randomly following kidnappers and then standing around like an idiot looking for them might not have been the wisest choice.

      I was six blocks from the precinct. Made another decision when there was no obvious place to search further without putting myself in danger and headed for the police station.

      Anna seemed surprised to see me, but welcomed me when I entered the bullpen, waving me toward her desk. Sallow looked up from his jelly donut, powder on the brown reindeer tie he wore, waving like nothing was wrong. I joined them both, hesitant but knowing I had to say something, when the beautiful detective pointed at my wet, dirty knees with a frown.

      “You okay?” Those amber eyes had enough concern I knew no matter what happened, this was the right choice.

      I told them both what I’d seen, what happened, caught the eyebrow arch from Anna, the hum of ooh boy from Sallow when I confessed to trying to stop the kidnappers.

      When I was done, pausing as I thought about if I should share that I’d followed, Anna pulled out a chair and sat me in it, intense expression on high alert.

      “Again,” she said. “Slowly this time.” I had a penchant for talking fast, I admit it, when I wasn’t feeling comfortable. This time, after a deep inhale and exhale, feeling a hand settle on my shoulder, I relaxed fully, smiling at Coop who joined us with his own kind expression shifting to the detective a moment.

      Anna just shrugged.

      And I went through it again, in as much detail as I could. “I’m positive it’s the same man who robbed Unk,” I said. How could I know that? “The description was a perfect match.” Sallow’s excuses about criminal choices in attire aside.

      That very detective grunted at Anna, setting aside his donut remnants as though he’d forgotten his own excuse to the contrary. “That’s four,” he said.

      Wait, what did he say? “You mentioned others,” I said, “that you wanted me to sketch some attackers. Was it the same man?”

      Anna didn’t respond right away, sitting back to cross her arms over her chest, staring at the floor with a deep frown. It was Coop who filled me in, softly and with some hesitation but braver when his superiors didn’t tell him to stop.

      “There’s been a series of attacks on homeless people in the last week,” he said. “Thing is, there could be more because they don’t always report. But we have been hearing the ones that do? Disappear shortly after. This just confirms it.” One more glance at Anna who was nodding, grim, angry.

      “Thank you, Phoebe,” she said, standing abruptly. “This helps. Though I don’t suppose you have a license number?”

      I shook my head, mind spinning over scenarios, lame excuse after pathetic attempt to come up with some safe way to tell her about the brick building where the sparkles had come to a pooling stop making indecision an agony. I had to act, and yet, I couldn’t put my family at further risk. They had to come first and if I somehow managed to stir the magic user pot further trying to help… yes. That would be just my luck.

      I finally shrugged inside my puffy coat, knees aching from the fall, feeling dirty and damp and wanting a hot bath. I’d done what I could, hoped Unk would be okay, happy to hear the officers I thought of as friends cared. They were the police. They could handle it, right?

      Guilt sucked so much.

      I stood then, turned to go while the two detectives whispered a moment, before Anna stopped me, hand on my arm.

      “Look, kid,” she said, “we know you didn’t kill that guy, okay? And your family’s story checks out. I’m sorry about how things went.”

      Not hard to instantly deny her apology. “You were doing your job,” I said. “Thanks for coming so fast when I called.”

      That earned me one of her rare smiles. “Of course,” she said.

      “Do you know what happened to him? How he died?” Would be helpful to know, maybe. If the wards ended up killing him, damaged as they were, that could be very bad. But if it was some more mundane reason, at least I could offer my family that comfort.

      Anna shook her head then. “Nothing from the ME yet,” she said. Glanced at Coop who hovered close enough I could smell him. Yum. “Why don’t we have Officer Hudson give you a ride home. You’ve had a hell of a day.”

      “My pleasure,” Coop blurted while I nodded, despite the uncomfortable moment with Elias. I was just as happy to accept. The idea of walking home at the moment really didn’t appeal to me. And, having the chance to talk to Coop now that my luck had turned? Absolute necessity.

      A few minutes later, warm in the front seat of his cruiser, I found myself watching a homeless woman on the corner as we drove by. Which, naturally, led to thoughts of Unk Jay-Jay and the other victims, heart aching as much as my knees. “I wish there was something I could do.” Careful, witch girl. I knew better than to put emotion behind needs like that. And yet, it was hard not to want to help.

      Coop reached over and squeezed my hand in his big, warm one. “You were amazing coming in like that,” he said. “So many people just don’t want to get involved. And the homeless don’t like to tell us anything. They don’t trust us.”

      “You have a tough job,” I said, squeezing back. “Thanks for being so kind, Coop.”

      Made him blush. There was a nice change. And a perfect segue moment.

      Except, it was Coop who got to the point first. When he pulled up in front of the brownstone, the snow had stopped but the ground was slushy enough I found myself being told to wait in my seat until he got out, circled the car, and assisted me to the sidewalk.

      “I didn’t know you were seeing someone.” He sounded like he’d worked out what he was going to tell me in his head, the statement apologetic and rushed. “If I had, Phoebe, I swear I wouldn’t have been just a jackass.” Oh, no. I had to steer this ship off the rocks, except he wasn’t giving me time to fix it, hurrying on, smiling in a wry and adorable way that broke my heart. “You know I think you’re amazing. And I’m happy to have you as a friend, no matter what.” He looked away then, while I fishlipped and sagged inside my coat. Had I lost the chance I’d only just realized I really wanted? “I promise I’ll find out what’s going on,” he said, expression darkening while he tucked his hands into the pockets of his jacket. “I hate that you were involved, Phoebe. I worry about you and your family.” He glanced down the alley, and I knew he was about to suggest walking me right to my door.

      One hand on his arm stopped that in its tracks, while I fought for words to tell him how wrong he was. And finally sighed over the mess. Decided to think things through first. So I didn’t make an even bigger disaster of things. Because right now, my mind was tired, my heart hurt and I just wasn’t sure I would say what I needed to. Instead, I let him see how much I appreciated him, hoped it translated on my face. “I’m okay,” I said. “Honest. Thanks again.”

      He waved as I walked away, and I waved back, knowing he watched me the entire way despite what he’d just said. Second-guessed about a million times that short walk, about running back and telling him Elias was nothing, had done that on some creepy purpose of his own, that I really, truly had feelings for the handsome officer I left behind.

      Because I didn’t act on that push and pull, instead finally reaching the entry and jerking the door open and ducked inside.

      Safe. Sigh. And probably for the best. My family would eat him alive.

      I didn’t have a chance to move from that spot. My mother’s voice reached me and the message hit loud and clear.

      Phoebe, she sent. We’re in trouble. Don’t come home.
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      Hard not to come to a complete and utter halt when your mother shared something so dire. However, my instant desire to rush to help decided to have a short and rather terse argument with my ingrained training to listen to the woman who raised me.

      What can I do? Surprising, how calm I sounded in my own head.

      Silas is here, Mom sent, sounding rather collected herself, a sure sign she was ready to blow. My mother’s enthusiasm for life and emotion rarely hid behind anything which could only mean she was on the edge of her temper. It’s been confirmed. The wards are terminally tainted. That was terrible news. If they couldn’t be cleared, it meant tearing them down completely, starting again. Which might not sound like a big deal. Except, those wards had been built from the ground up and added to by each and every Monday witch who had ever been. Erasing them would take all the power my family had. Building them again? I couldn’t even imagine the years it would take. Leaving us vulnerable in the interim and likely at the mercy of the Academy for protection.

      I held my breath thinking about how Isolde took that news.

      Mom wasn’t done. We’ve been officially notified the Academy of Adepts plans to investigate and, if charges are warranted, we will be banished at the least.

      And the worst? I knew better than to ask.

      The fire, she sent as though that weren’t even an issue.

      Mom. I swallowed past the sting of tears, the tightening in my throat. Someone has to be behind this.

      We are of that mind as well, the Mother sent, before she retreated and Mom returned. Clearly, we have been targeted, that much is obvious. But finding out who had decided to attack our family may not be easily uncovered. This couldn’t be happening. We were one of the most revered families in the Academy. My mind spluttered over the audacity, the unbelievability of such an act while Mom paused. Are you still friends with Mirabelle Whitehall?

      As a matter of fact. I leaned into the wall near the door, breathing through my mouth and staring at my boots to keep from running upstairs. As far as I know, I sent.

      She’s named as the medical investigator, Mom sent. I need you to talk to her, Phoebe. Find out what evidence they have against us.

      This is ridiculous, I sent back.

      Clearly. Her calm helped, despite the fact I knew it meant trouble. Darling dear, just do as I ask, please. We’ll hold things together here. But I need you to stay out of it. Do you understand?

      While my family was thrown under the bus by who knew what conspiracy? Because there was no way they’d even dabbled in blood rituals without me knowing it.

      Despite the utter ridiculousness of it, I had to accept someone was trying to destroy us. Sure, maybe I was spending too much time in the company of cops, but I was positive if I laid out the real case to Anna and Sallow, to Coop? A set-up would be the first thing they’d suggest, too.

      I won’t abandon you, Mom, I sent. I’ll go see Mirabelle right now.

      Phoebe. That was my grandmother, the weight of her mind and the Crone’s in my head. You are to remain outside this, child. If our family is to survive, promise us you will do as you are asked. Only we three are named. It will stay that way.

      BeeBee, please. Selene had to poke her nose in. I can bear anything if I know you’re safe.

      How could they ask me to just let them go to the fire if it came to that?

      I’m going to find out what happened, I sent then, shutting them all down. No way is anyone taking my family from me.

      Be careful, my pet, Mom sent.

      Stubborn bratness, Isolde sent. I have every faith in you.

      Love you, Beebs. And then, the three were gone and I was alone in the entry, panting my growing anger and terror into the quiet of the downstairs darkness.

      I would save them. Or die trying.

      First things first. I’d known Mirabelle my whole life, and seeing her last night gave me a refreshed contact. Easy enough to exit the doorway into the cold evening and reach out to her, through the old connection, locating her, not at home, but the morgue.

      Perfect.

      The cab I hired dropped me at the hospital, the side doorway to the morgue easy enough to find. Though, the security guard just inside took notice at my entry, something I hadn’t considered.

      “Hi,” I said, going for perky and confident. “I’m the sketch artist for Detectives Morales and Sallow. They asked me to compare what I drew to the body they brought in for the Monday case.” Bald-faced lying was not my forte, the slow blush creeping up my neck and across my chest about to turn me in when it hit my cheeks.

      But this was for my family. No way was I going to let them down.

      The guard just grunted, waving me on and, to my surprise and a release of hysterical giggles behind both mittened hands, I found myself hurrying down the hall on the other side of the swinging doors.

      Easy enough to follow the faint trail to Mirabelle, stronger as I neared the end of the wide corridor. The powerful scent of disinfectant and death slowed my pace, until I stood a long moment at the swinging metal entry to the morgue. The two round, glass windows showed my target bending over a body on a stainless steel slab, bright lights shining on her dark corkscrew curls, making her deep mahogany skin glow. She looked up before I could enter, sensing me, I suppose, face almost obscured by the light shining on the clear plastic mask she wore.

      There was a long moment of hesitation before she waved with one gloved hand for me to enter. I did, though the lingering taint of death gave me instant goosebumps. Sometimes I hated being a chicken.

      “I suppose I should have expected you to show up.” Mirabelle pushed back the face shield, frown pulling her face into a disapproving and rather mature expression more suited to someone older than her. She was, after all, my age, only twenty-four, but somehow felt like my elder. “I can’t talk to you, Phoebe. Academy of Adepts orders.” She turned away from me again, looking down at the dead man on her slab. “You wasted a trip, I’m afraid. Now, if you don’t mind, I have work to do and evidence to collect for my superiors.”

      “You sound like you’ve already decided my family is guilty.” There was a time I might have backed down and just left. I hadn’t expected her to embrace me with open arms, though we had been dear friends when we were girls together. But this almost accusatory tone of voice, the arrogance and judgment in the way she dismissed me? I wasn’t known for my temper, but I had one. And about as much judgment of my own to hand out when the time was right.

      She looked up again, angry despite herself. The coldness she’d begun with wasn’t going to last, that was obvious. “Then how do you explain the evidence against them, Phoebe?” Mirabelle tossed her head, massive curls barely contained in the kerchief she wore. “Is this how your hearth has built their power? Many speculate, you know, how the Monday family manages to maintain such control over the wonderworks when none others are able.”

      How dare she?

      “Sounds like someone’s been eating sour grapes,” I snapped back. “Considering my family has held the wonderworks for centuries and this has never, ever been an issue, I would think we would be granted the benefit of the doubt instead of instant shame and accusation. Because, surely no one has a grudge against us or desire to claim the wonderworks for themselves.” That was it, wasn’t it? The thing I struggled to accept. That one of our own, or a group for all I knew, longed for possession of that which my family had been gifted by the Great Mother so long ago. “Nice to know you and all the other powers I know are that petty and jealous of the magic my family controls you’re willing to toss aside any thread of solidarity and, instead, decide we’re guilty.”

      That got through to her, Mirabelle’s anger fading, faint guilt passing through the aura around her. If she knew she wasn’t in full control of herself, she’d have been horrified, though I kept her slip to myself.

      “I just want to know what happened,” I said, taking a few steps forward, softening my tone. “My family is innocent, Mirabelle, and no matter what you or the others might think, I will not let them go to the fire if someone is deliberately trying to harm us.”

      “I’m sorry.” She sagged a little, shaking her head. “Phoebe, I didn’t want to believe it, I swear. It’s just… I’ve felt the tainted wards. I was there this morning.”

      “So was I,” I said, “and that’s the first time in my entire life I’ve felt what happened to our family’s protections. Whoever tampered with them did so to hurt us. I think you just gave us the why, didn’t you?” She flinched at that. “I’m going to find out who, Mirabelle, and I would appreciate at least a sliver of doubt in our favor. I think we’ve earned that.”

      She set aside her face mask, nodded to me. “That’s fair,” she said, “though I’ll have to tell the Academy of Adepts I allowed you to see the body.”

      “As is proper,” I said. “Both sides are required equal access to all evidence, especially in an accused crime this serious.” I knew that much, at least.

      Mirabelle’s expression settled, as though I’d given her what she needed to confidently stand by her own decision. Made me angry, in a way. I had no idea she was such a coward, though I suppose standing up for others wasn’t a virtue for some.

      I stepped in, looked down, ignoring her now as I examined the young man on the slab. She had, as yet, to cut into him, thankfully, his pale face in repose, whitened corneas staring at the ceiling. But, it was the scar on his lip that caught my breath, the tug of it that pulled his mouth askew that had me blinking in disbelief.

      “I know this man,” I said. Shook my head when Mirabelle’s frown returned. “Not personally. He attacked a homeless guy, stole from him. I did a sketch of him for the police two days ago.” That triggered surprise on her face, in my own mind, despite the fact I’d already suggested this truth to Anna and Sallow. Hated I was right. Because it triggered a lot of unhappy questions around me and the power I wielded—controlled was by far the wrong word in my case. So, what was the thief doing in my house? Did he know of my connection to Unk Jay-Jay somehow? Had to have, since this was the homeless man’s attacker, no doubt. Okay, time for the hard question. Was this whole disaster my fault? Considering I’d been in the middle of a bad luck cycle, that was possible and literally broke my heart.

      Fortunately for me, the scar wasn’t the only thing about him I discerned as the terror I’d led my family to disaster wormed its way into my soul. There was a flicker around him, like a faint shadow. His aura was gone, of course, though his spirit wasn’t here, either, making me wonder yet again where it had gone. The biggest ah-ha, however, came from seeing through the flicker. To the truth.

      Someone had created a glamor, and a very good one, only visible to me, I suppose, because I was looking closely.

      “Mirabelle,” I said, I leaned in closer, to be certain, and felt my second shock. “do you see that?” She shook her head, then inhaled with a breath of surprise, dark eyes huge. “Someone’s tampered with him,” I said.

      She met my gaze with her own full of sudden doubt. “He’s not human,” she said. “He’s one of us.”

      Which explained how he was able to break into our house. “So the supposition the wards killed him and stole his blood to feed the ritual is no longer valid,” I said. “Only human blood is viable for rituals, is that right?”

      She nodded slowly. “And animal,” she said, “though the penalty for animal sacrifice is much smaller. What possible reason would someone have to disguise him as human? And,” Mirabelle spun away, pacing a bit, hands tucked behind her back as she scowled at the floor, mind clearly working, “why send him into your home the night of Yule, knowing you’d be out?”

      “To set us up,” I said.

      Mirabelle stopped, turned to me. Then rushed to hug me, cheek pressed to mine.

      “Phoebe,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.” When she let me go, her eyes had narrowed, full lips a thin line. “I’ll log all the evidence and send it to the Academy of Adepts,” she said. “Whatever else I find out, I’ll let you know, I promise. Despicable, this act against your family. I should have known better than to listen to the petty jealousies of others.”

      At least I found an ally, one who could influence the outcome of the case against my family. “Thanks, Mirabelle,” I said. And left, my mind lit up with possibilities while that lingering anger remained, burning inside me.

      I would find who tried to hurt my family, and why. And when I was done, they’d be the ones in the fire.

      Sure, I might have been the least of us, but.

      Don’t mess with a Monday.
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      I took a cab home despite Mom’s earlier orders to stay clear. Where else did I have to go? And besides, I needed to tell my family what was going on. The fact I was unable to reach them through magic generated a rush of worry that had me tossing concerns over my mother’s disapproval to the wind.

      There was a brief moment, as my cab passed the precinct, I considered heading to the police station to talk to the detectives. Who, of course, wouldn’t be there after hours. I hesitated over calling Anna again, thought of Coop, discarded that idea, too. Was home and out of the cab, standing in our back alley, frozen in indecision and the chill of the evening, contemplating my next step before I could make a decision.

      For all my bravado and smack talk? I was kind of at a loss for what to do next.

      When I spotted the older woman pushing a baby carriage piled with junk standing near my dumpster, I paused. Realized as she stood there she was staring at me and, on impulse, hurried toward her. Only to have her spin and rush away, the wheels of her carriage squeaking as she went.

      Easy enough to follow her. The fact she was clearly homeless couldn’t have been a coincidence, either. Did she know about my work with the police? Perhaps had something to tell me about Unk Jay-Jay and the other missing displaced? I sampled the air for the golden sparkles, caught a few traces of the kidnapper, but not enough to make me worry. If he was lurking around this woman, either he’d done so days ago or the bits and wisps I was seeing were merely coincidental.

      My quarry moved surprisingly quickly for a hunched and elderly woman and it wasn’t until she stopped at last I was able to catch her.

      The small vacant lot where she’d set up her cardboard box house seemed to be part of a group squat with a few dirty tents and other flimsy constructions serving as living quarters for the handful of homeless who watched me when I approached with flat and unwelcoming expressions. I did my best to look innocent, smiling and nodding at those who glared at my passing, and kept my focus on the old woman who finally turned to look up into my eyes.

      Only then did she let me see who she really was and, with another jolt of shock—hadn’t I had enough for the last forty-eight hours?—I realized she wasn’t human.

      “Where is your hearth?” Empathy flooded even the well of anger I clung to, as I reached for her with power and my hand.

      She batted my touch away in both regards, the magic within her weak but viable. Deep wrinkles had taken over her face, the gap-toothed grin she shot me crinkling her pale eyes to near slits, deeply set into her round, apple face. The heavy scarf and jacket she wore draped her in similar shape, making her look round all over, the knitted hat on her head bobbing with a large pompom when she bowed her head to me.

      “All gone now,” she said. “Only Mad Martie left.” She cackled a sad little laugh before holding up both hands, showing me the aura that remained to her, faintly pink and soft, the trace of a hearth based in water and fire, likely a minor family with healing abilities leaving her as the last heir. “Still got it,” she said, winking.

      “You do.” I smiled at her while an ache took the place of everything that came before. How had one of ours ended up discarded so callously? She was a witch, no matter her hearth circumstance. Another family should have taken her in, were obligated, as far as I was concerned. The fact I kind of had a thing for saving people and animals and things wasn’t lost on me when I offered her my hand, slipping out of my mitten so she could see the rainbow of light that was my family’s power. “Well met and welcome, sister.”

      She touched my palm with tentative hesitation, sighing when the magics connected a moment. “Monday,” she whispered, gaze soft.

      I nodded then. “Yes,” I said. “My family.”

      Mad Martie’s eyes snapped open wide. “Trouble comes,” she said. “Found you already.”

      She could say that again. “Why were you waiting for me, Martie?”

      Another cackle, in true witch fashion, those pale eyes twinkling when she leaned forward to pinch my cheek. “I take care of them,” she said, hands swiping left and right, encompassing the squat. “Heal them, tend their ills.” Her joy faded. “So little left, but I give what I have.” Her power glimmered, went dim. “My friends, they’re gone and I don’t know how to find them.”

      So I was right. “I want to help,” I said. “I touched one of the kidnappers. He’s connected to me now.”

      “Contagion,” she said, the word faintly muffled thanks to her missing teeth. “Clever, Monday girl.” Martie leaned closer then, the scent of her powerful enough I gagged just a little but refused to let her see or know. “Thieves of things,” she said, “and thieves of people. First their stuff,” she gestured at her carriage, “then their everything.” This time she pointed at her body. “And the wards I cast, gone, shattered.” Tears welled, trickled down the deep lines in her cheeks. “I can’t feel them anymore.” She finally covered her face in both hands, weeping softly, while my chest tightened in understanding.

      Whoever was stealing from the homeless was using the theft as a chance to mark them. The kidnappings came after, though the connection to why was, as yet, to be uncovered. The fact the man who died in my house was both a thief/kidnapper and a masked witch? Led me down a road that felt a lot like the conspiracy I was considering ran deeper than trying to hurt my family.

      Someone in our magical domain was conducting blood rituals to gain power, and they were using the homeless to do it.

      Had my family somehow interfered with the process? Had one of us stumbled on the trail to the truth and the perpetrator decided we needed to be eliminated? That made me stop and accept my work with the police had led us here. Because it was a logical step from my uncovering of the young man who’d attacked Unk Jay-Jay leading to me ultimately discovering the fact he wasn’t human if he was caught which could, I supposed, interfere with or expose those who were draining humans for magic.

      “No one will listen to me,” Martie said through her quiet crying. “No one, Monday girl. Will you listen?”

      I nodded instantly, hugging her despite the stench. She was a person, one of my kind, a venerated elder who earned a happy and quiet retirement, not this sorry expulsion into the world to fend for herself. “I’ll find them,” I said. “I promise.”

      Martie snuffled when I let her go, wiping at her running nose with the corner of her scarf. “Thank you,” she said. Met my eyes with her own piercingly focused. “But you can’t, not like this.”

      What did she mean by that? “I’m doing my best.” Nice blow to the ego there.

      Instead, she touched my cheek with one fingertip, expression intent, the power she possessed blossoming against my skin in a faint flutter of butterfly wings. “No truths,” she said, “until you break what holds you back.”

      I actually did a double take. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Martie dropped her hand, shrugged as though I should. “Not sure who hates you that much,” she said, “but whoever it is…” her eyes widened then. “Girl, who put a curse on you?”

      A.

      What?
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      I’m positive if it was possible my chin would have hit the ground. “What did you say?” Even as I thought of the wards and the taint and groaned. “Did it follow me from home?”

      I hadn’t been speaking to Martie, not really, more to myself, but she responded as if I had, shaking her head with great seriousness.

      “You carry it,” she said, poking me in the chest. “Here. Shielding the best of you. And has been for a very long time.”

      Okay, news to me. “I had no idea,” I said, faint panic rising now, my own hand rubbing my breastbone while I fought to keep my breathing even. “Any idea the source?”

      She sighed then, sagging. “Not enough of it left,” she said, showing me her hands again, the faint pool of her remaining power. Martie’s eyes narrowed, then. “Mondays curse their own children?”

      No way. “Impossible,” I said. “Are you certain it’s a curse?” I didn’t feel anything, not a whisper. In fact, I felt exactly as I always had.

      The old witch was clearly a little cracked. Could she be imagining it?

      Except, when Martie touched me again, one last time, I felt it at last, the buzzing hum of the edges of the curse, surrounding me like a faint fog so amorphous and transparent it barely registered. Not strong, or unbreakable or even threatening. In fact, it registered as so subtle I could hardly believe it was there. But it was, and when I followed it within I found it, deeply embedded inside me, anchored to the power within, to the ability I had to trigger good luck in others.

      Wound tight and whispering its unease through who I was.

      “There,” Martie said. “You see?”

      I did, terror and panic now seeking control. “I don’t understand.” I had to talk to my family. Was this tied to what was happening?

      Dear Great Mother, could I be the source of the taint?

      “Its focus is ruin and death,” Martie said. “I cannot break it. Only they who cast the curse have that power. You might, for a time, control it, but it has been with you for so long, has become part of you. Seek the caster to remove the curse.”

      She shook her head then, backed away from me while everything inside me screamed to attack the hidden controls, to scrub away what was done to me, to shatter and burn it to the ground.

      I forgot why I was there, turned and ran all the way home, panting and desperate and pausing to throw up beside the dumpster on the way to the side door when my stomach finally rebelled utterly. I don’t remember going inside, falling to my knees in the kitchen. I only knew I needed my family, my hearth, and that if they didn’t do something to cleanse me I was going to lose my mind.

      They were there, instantly, my inability to reach them earlier forgotten, the contact of our family’s power renewed the moment I entered the kitchen where they sat together. I didn’t speak, instead pouring out to them in image and terror what I’d been told, what was uncovered. By the time Mom, Isolde and Selene tackled me and, just past the shock of what I revealed, poured their power over me to break the curse, I was in better control of my panic. In fact, just being home, being in their company, having them circle me and take over gave me courage, buoyed my spirit, lifted my heart even as, time and again, attack after summoning after spell casting, they failed.

      Utterly.

      “At least I know none of you cursed me,” I said in the most calm voice I’d ever heard from my own lips. I even managed a little smile while Mom sank back against the cupboards, Isolde panting, furious, Selene cross legged and weeping across from me.

      “Tell us everything,” my grandmother said.

      Not that it helped, though Mom muttered something that sounded like she was casting her own curse on someone under her breath, scowling at the mention of Mad Martie.

      “I’ll see to it,” she said. “How repugnant, to make one such as her outcast. Continue.”

      Not just me, then. No, but the brilliant, beautiful and incredible women who I called family.

      “I’m positive the kidnappings are tied to this somehow,” I said, already confessing my fears about working with the police might have triggered the attack on our family. “Mirabelle should have enough to clear us, or at least raise doubt as to guilt and suspicions of conspiracy.” They looked relieved enough at that. “But we still don’t know so many things.”

      “Now that we have evidence of wrongdoing aimed at our hearth,” Mom said, climbing to her feet and helping me rise, Selene doing the same for Isolde, “I can convince the Academy of Adepts to back off.”

      “Idiots,” Isolde muttered.

      “Indeed,” Mom said. “In the meantime, Phoebe, my darling dear, we will find out what has happened to you and why.” She hugged me against her, enveloping me with her body and her spirit, the scents of the kitchen’s most delicious ingredients her personal perfume. “Whatever has been done to you will be undone.”

      Which meant, for the time being, I was stuck with the curse.

      Suddenly exhausted, I went to bed, though it took a long time to be able to sleep.

      A visit from Selene did the trick, though, as she stroked my cheek, her power softening the edges of wakefulness, she sighed. “I know you blame yourself.”

      She would not make me cry. “If I’d just not used my power.” Would any of this have happened?

      Selene kissed my cheek. “We may not have uncovered the taint in our wards until there was no salvation for us,” she said then, firmly, the Maiden assisting in my comfort, “and your curse would never have been uncovered.” My sister was good at having solid points of argument against my self-recrimination. “Now, sleep, silly thing. And keep in mind, my beloved sister, you are, at times, far too kind. Not everyone deserves good luck, you know.”

      I almost protested. I’d never given anyone the opposite before. Found the idea repugnant. And yet. If it came down to saving my family and living with the consequences?

      I knew what I’d choose.

      Sleep came then, though, despite her ministrations, my dreams were haunted by nightmares of a thin, shadowed cloud chasing me and devouring me. If I jerked awake once I did it a dozen times, finally blinking, disoriented and disheveled, into the early morning light.

      One bright light, Jinks lay curled up next to me, muttering to himself while he chased something in his dreams. I stroked his thick, layered fur, nuzzling the soft place between his eyebrows, smiling at his enthusiastic game despite his slumber.

      I felt him wake, eyes snapping open, bright, black points full of mischief. He chattered as he rolled over on his back, inviting belly rubs, thick, plush tail thrashing in excitement.

      “Where’s my gift, Jinks?” Like he’d ever tell me.

      He warbled something at me before leaping from the bed and dashing out of my room, a flash of red and white and black gone in an instant. It was only then the scent of cinnamon and syrup reached me, bacon a close companion, breakfast being served a floor down.

      When I rose to make my bed, something tumbled to the floor and I caught myself sighing and eye rolling over the small rune stone Silas gave me, now heartily chewed by tiny fox teeth. Well, the thing hadn’t worked anyway, had it? A very lucky toss aimed at my trash can ended in a slam dunk.

      I could only hope it was a harbinger for how my day was about to go.

      My phone buzzed as I brushed my teeth and I paused a moment to check the source of the text.

      Wanted to make sure you’re doing okay, Coop sent. Thinking about you.

      I finished brushing before responding, thinking through what to say and settling on simple. I’m okay, I lied. Since I’d just found out my family was a target for some cruel conspiracy involving homeless humans and that I’d been carrying around a curse for years. Needed to tell him how I felt and chickened out because this was exactly the sort of thing that kept me from including a human in my life. What possible defense would he have against my kind in times of danger? Me? Yeah, he’d be better off with a girlfriend like him, as sad as that made me. I focused on the case, let that take over instead. Have any other people gone missing?

      His reply came while I zipped up my jeans, tucking the front of my t-shirt into the waistband. Another attack, he sent. This one pretty awful. Poor old woman in the hospital.

      My heart stopped. Like, no beats for so long it hurt when it started up again. Felt like forever, was probably about a half a second. Didn’t matter.

      I knew who the woman was, didn’t I?

      Mad Martie, I sent.

      I could almost see his surprise through the text. How’d you know?

      Is she okay? I hurried down the stairs, all thoughts of Mom’s breakfast forgotten.

      Unconscious, he sent. And no one else is talking.

      Of course not. But they could remain silent all they wanted. I didn’t need words or untruths or attempts on my family’s honor. I now had proof everything was tied together. No way the attack on the old witch was a coincidence, not so soon after I’d spoken to her. Someone was watching me, or her or both. Which put me in the middle of the whole kit and kaboodle.

      Now to uncover why.

      And who was behind it. Then, maybe we’d see if Selene was right about who deserved good luck and who didn’t.
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      The house shook beneath me so suddenly I actually gasped at the feeling, the barrage of arrivals—clearly a threat if the wards reacted the way they did despite the taint that refused to be cleansed from our family power. All thoughts of Mad Martie were forgotten as I hurtled down the stairs and to the kitchen where, stunned into stillness, I stared at the assembly of six stern-faced and black robed inquisitors standing in the sunny space. While Mom’s favorite domain was large under normal conditions, having so many people uncomfortably crowded into the kitchen, a few with chagrin on their faces as they brushed flour from their persons and one batted at a puff of smoke where her cloak had come too close to the open flame on the gas stove, made the bright and white room feel oppressive.

      Served the inquisitor right, singing herself, barging in here like that. Would have been amusing if the situation wasn’t so serious.

      Silas appeared a moment later and, for reasons unknown, brought Elias with him. I dodged the younger Gael when he instantly circled the crowd, heading my way, tucking in behind Selene to avoid contact. I didn’t need his help and certainly wasn’t interested in whatever he thought his attention would gain him, thanks.

      Except, as the head inquisitor unfurled a parchment—the official document sparking in red to match the interior of his cloak—Elias made it to my side as if by magic while the inquisitor spoke.

      “By the word of law of the Academy of Adepts,” he said in a booming voice that was really freaking unnecessary, thanks, “we hereby formally accuse the witches Monday of blood ritual magic and shall begin our official investigation forthwith.”

      Now, I wasn’t one to speak up typically. That was my mother’s job, one she was very good at. Despite that truth, I found myself pushing past Selene and confronting the tall, skinny inquisitor with anger making my heart pound.

      “So the report presented to you by Mirabelle Whitehall means nothing?” He glared down at me while I planted my fists on my hips, shaking with the need to smack him for his arrogance. Where this sudden surge of bravery came from I had no idea, except that this was my family we were talking about and I was not going down without a fight.

      “Insufficient as deemed by the Academy of Adepts,” he said in the snobbiest tone I’d ever heard while looking down at me from his superior height and apparent assumed station while my power surged inside me.

      Wanting out.

      “Despite the fact,” I wasn’t backing down, astonishing myself and, from the faint grin on Isolde’s face, my grandmother, “there is evidence someone disguised one of us as a human? And the very same magic user,” I turned to look each of the other five inquisitors in the face before turning back to him, “who is tied to the kidnappings of homeless humans, likely the very source of the blood rituals you claim we’re part of?”

      That raised a few gasps of surprise, though the head inquisitor didn’t seem all that concerned. His fellows might, for the most part, have had a shift in attitude—many now with doubt and worry on their faces—but he remained stoically locked into idiocy.

      “All will be revealed during the investigation.” He snapped the parchment shut, the sheet rolling back into its curve with a whoosh of air.

      “This is an outrage.” Silas spoke up, but it was Mom who stepped forward, staring the tall inquisitor down.

      “The Monday hearth has done nothing wrong,” she said, the steady and confident Mother showing in her. “We welcome your investigation, Inquisitor Fallview.” Mom knew this jerkface? From the tightening of his already thin lips and the way he seemed to view her with distaste, they had to have history. So, was this a personal vendetta? Just what we needed. Did I need to add him to the suspect list? Yup, too much time at the police department, and yet, hard not to consider that an option. “We are assured, I assume, of unbiased treatment?” There was just enough sarcasm in her voice I knew I’d guessed right.

      “You will be questioned and your guilt decided,” he snapped, his opinion already cemented, and everyone in the room knew it.

      Just freaking great.

      I backed off as the inquisitors separated my family, taking Selene out of the room, trying to escort Isolde by a hand on her arm which she rejected in her most haughty and disdainful fashion that had the young female inquisitor almost apologizing. Mom swept from the kitchen like the queen she was, Fallview on her heels, Silas following while I was ignored by the gathering.

      So, they were only here for the threesome that was the wonderworking of the Maiden, Mother and Crone. Instantly suspect and raised my hackles. Now convinced of a conspiracy, I knew I had to find proof, no matter what it took, and uncover who was trying to take out my family.

      When I turned to leave, I almost ran headlong into Elias Gael who, it seemed, had been waiting behind me for a moment alone. He caught me with both hands, staring down at me with those icy blue eyes, trying a smile that only triggered my dislike. The physical contact gave me the willies, goosebumps rising. Again with the familiarity of him, as odd feeling as it had been from the night we met. Why did he feel like I’d known him forever? Couldn’t be natural and, when I pulled free, a few faint golden sparks from his hands told me he’d tried magic on me.

      More than enough reason to doubt his intentions and confirm my own suspicions he had motives I simply wasn’t interested in.

      “My uncle will take care of everything,” he said like he really believed it.

      “My family,” I shot back, “is innocent and the truth will out. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” I tried to walk past him, felt his hand on my arm again. That same tingle of rejection from my own magic whispered he hadn’t let up on the influencing me with power department. Something he’d regret if he tried it again.

      “I hope so,” he said. “For your sake.”

      While his words and attitude, that sad smile, those wide eyes, the sympathy in his voice all bespoke an attempt at comfort and kindness, everything in me rejected him so powerfully I actually wiped at my arm where he’d touched me, where the yellow flickers of magic danced a moment between us.

      He frowned, just a flash of one, just for a moment, but enough it showed in his eyes. The truth of him, the manipulation he attempted, a weak and pathetic attempt. Did he think me that out of touch with my own magic he could just bulldoze me over and play the fake protector? Clearly, that was the case.

      Way to underestimate me, jackass.

      “Elias.” Silas poked his nose into the kitchen, looking back and forth between us. Was that a moment of irritation? Was the uncle as frustrated and annoyed by the nephew as I was? “To me.”

      The younger Gael left me with a reluctant flash of rebellion in his icy eyes, and for the first time, I caught a real glimpse of the man inside. So pretty, wasn’t he, his shell that perfect form of strength and facial features and height. All hiding a rotten soul within.

      Silas waited for Elias to leave before shrugging to me, his own face sad. “I’m so sorry, my dear,” he said. “I’ll do what I can.”

      “Thank you,” I said. Fell silent. Waited for him to leave. Which he did, finally, clearly at a loss for words.

      Which was fine by me. I was tired of talking.

      Time for doing.

      I snuck out of the house, and though no one seemed inclined to stop me, I still had an uncomfortable moment at the side door when one of the inquisitors decided to block the exit.

      Maybe I should have felt badly for what I did next, but I found it hard to muster any kind of regret for the actions I took. After all, the policing arm of the Academy of Adepts knew they were here under false pretenses so if they decided to continue the farce, they were fair game.

      At least, that was the excuse I clung to while gritting my teeth, hearing Selene’s voice in my head, and approached him on foot while nudging him just the barest bit with bad luck.

      Relieved I didn’t burst instantly into flames for the imagined transgression against my own power. Actually felt the boost in my energy when my magic softly shooed him into a new path in an effortless shuffle that left me sighing softly that the magic inside me, at least, had zero qualms acting in that manner.

      I wasn’t sure what might happen since I was usually the one suffering from the effects of my ability, I was delighted when he was summoned in a loud voice by Inquisitor Fallview just as I rounded the corner toward the door.

      His bad luck paired with a dose of good on my side and I was free, grabbing my coat and boots on the way by, shivering in the cold while I dressed once outside just in case.

      It had only been a nudge, so he might notice a bit of a downward spiral the next twenty-four hours, but nothing that would make my interference stand out. I hoped. As for my reversal of fortunes, I’d take all the luck I could get.

      Hard not to feel a little guilty for leaving my family to deal with the inquisitors, huddling inside my coat and hat, mittened hands stuffed in my pockets, kicking at snow with my boots while I tried to think of what to do next. I paused at the corner, thinking things through. While human evidence might not be the answer, what Anna and Sallow dug up could help guide me in the right direction. I considered calling Coop, but I really didn’t want to include him in the mess any further.

      Step one, however, was closer than I thought. I retraced my steps to the shantytown where I’d spoken to Mad Martie. If she had been attacked by the same man I’d come in contact with, there should be evidence of his presence.

      The moment the empty lot was in sight, I saw them, the floating golden sparks the contagion spell left behind. I was almost bouncing as I rushed to Martie’s cardboard house, the collection of wisps leading to her space and then out the back, where they gathered near the street before thinning out.

      He'd been here, beat the poor old witch unconscious, but left her behind. Likely because she was one of us. He had to be, too. Something I hadn’t thought of before, not until that moment. Luck or my mind finally catching up with me? Whatever the case, I whispered a spell of binding, feeling the power of the kidnapper snap into focus, made all the easier thanks to the original contact.

      I followed the floating sparks, whispering to them inside the binding. Another simple incantation that required little power, but delivered as I stepped onto the next street and watched the wafting parade of golden particles dancing their dreamy residue in a perfect trail to follow.

      I wasn’t surprised they led me back to the seemingly abandoned building, nor that they pooled once again outside. This time, however, I realized why it was they seemed to go nowhere from there.

      Hadn’t thought to check if the building was warded, had I? Because I had no idea the kidnapper was one of us. But, with that information in hand and the energized connection boosting the signal? Impossible to miss the wall of protection encircling the building.

      My luck held, apparently, because the moment I stopped to examine the wards, barely breathing my own power across them, the sort of echo location thrumming against the barrier, a van pulled up. Which sent me tucking around the corner, peeking out enough to see but, hopefully with the luck I had humming around me, not be seen.

      Two men got out.

      And headed inside.

      This time, however, they weren’t wearing masks and while I didn’t know the taller driver, the other was oh, so familiar when he paused at the door and looked back, like he sensed someone was watching him.

      Because I was. And Elias Gael had a lot of explaining to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Of course it was him. I almost kicked myself for not making the connection earlier. The familiarity of him wasn’t from his power trying to subvert mine, the gold sparks when he touched me triggered by the law of contagion. I hadn’t been using my inner sight on him, however, so I’d only caught a few. If I’d just thought to examine him more closely, I could have exposed him at the house.

      The two disappeared inside the building, wards sealing around them. Which put me at an impasse. I could go inside, break past the protections, but alert them in the process. Mind you, I did have enhanced luck on my side at the moment, but I wasn’t counting on that to keep me safe from two magic users who clearly didn’t care who they hurt. Besides, I had very little by way of battle magic, had never tested well in offensive magicks. All I really had were small castings, little bits and pieces of spell work most of our kind could access. Sketching memories didn’t count, as far as I could tell.

      That left my synchromysticism. I couldn’t help but think about the curse I carried, shivering inside my jacket, nothing to do with the cold. Was I capable of more? So hard to know past the shadowy veil that I now felt almost continually since Martie uncovered it for me. The need to take a shower would do nothing to cleanse it, however, and I could do nothing about it anyway until I found out who cast it in the first place. That meant pulling up my big witch bloomers and focusing on what I could do, not what I couldn’t.

      Even as the front door opened again and Elias exited, now dressed in a hoody and jacket, the hood pulled up, sneakers and jeans that innocuous uniform I was now so familiar with. Especially when he pulled a ski mask out of his pocket while striding across the street.

      Heading my way.

      I meeped just a bit when I made the connection I really should hide or something and had enough luck to duck into a half-open doorway. He didn’t even glance my way, hurrying back the way I’d come. For the shantytown and the residents there?

      Over my cold and frozen body.

      It felt weird to trail him, unnatural to follow, like I found myself in some kind of bad Hollywood TV show where the idiot heroine decided to play private eye and ended up having to be saved by the handsome hero. Except, this idiot heroine was on her own and it was highly unlikely—a stretch even for the good luck I’d created—I’d have anyone ride to my rescue.

      That meant, whatever was going to happen, whatever I was going to do to make Elias admit what he’d been up to, it was all up to me.

      I must have discarded half a dozen plans of action—including a ridiculous and desperate fantasy involving roundhouse kicking him into submission though I had zero experience with martial arts but was oddly satisfying and had me grinning—by the time he turned the last corner and paused to observe the shanty. I stopped myself, positive he was going to find me, spot me, a bundle of nerves and excitement, if I was going to be honest, while all thoughts of what I might do next vanished in a wash of what the heck was I thinking, anyway.

      Even as a small woman in a tattered coat emerged from her cardboard shack and ducked behind it.

      Elias was moving so suddenly I had to run to catch up, was donning the ski mask as he passed the sidewalk to the empty lot. Part of me had to admire in a breathless kind of holy crap the sheer audacity of his full-daylight plan of attack. When he followed the woman, face shielded but identity impossible to hide from me, disappearing behind the pile of boxes, I sped up, not thinking or planning or even breathing as I plunged into the shadows after him.

      And stumbled over him dragging the woman to the ground, one hand over her mouth to silence her screams and the other around her throat.

      Time stood still and the only thing that flashed through my mind propelled me to act. Selene, stroking my hair back from my face, lying on my bed, just last night.

      Not everyone deserves good luck.

      We were already connected, Elias and myself. It was simple enough to lunge forward and touch him, strengthen the moment, cinch in the bond, past his personal protections he clearly hadn’t expected to need, as his head turned and those blue eyes stared, wide and shocked, into mine.

      At the exact moment I spoke. “Bad boy,” I whispered, digging deep, following the darkest path, the deepest fall into despair and destruction, pushing his entire being sideways into the darkness I saw for him. For the first time, I embraced what I could do fully, without restriction and, in that moment, felt everything I was fall away.

      No emotion or judgement, zero regret and guilt, no thought for the outcome crossed my mind as the power within me shifted his entire life from the blessed path he’d been walking—powered, clearly, by blood ritual magic—to the ruin that was now his fate.

      How remarkable to accept what I could do. I’d always held it in check, no idea just how much of it was truly available to me. My power burbled, remorseless in the surge of power that passed between us. I almost pulled back at the last moment, a part of me regaining myself, fighting the purity of choice, while the uncomfortable edge of the curse made itself known, capping off the access I’d just learned I had.

      It wanted me to stop. Put itself between me and Elias. And only then did I realize why.

      The surge that recognized him revealed its truth and I understood, even past the contagion spell, the binding, that he felt so familiar for a reason.

      All the way to the curse I carried.

      He’d had a chance at my pity, but lost it when the curse wailed its revelation. Which only made me push harder. Unleashing the kind of energy I’d never had the need—or, frankly, the courage—to use before.

      The worst luck ever latched onto Elias Gael and embedded itself so deeply inside him I knew this was no twenty-four hour stint. He’d carry the repercussions of my attack for the rest of his life.

      Wasn’t sorry.

      Elias collapsed clutching his head, black passing over those icy eyes, hands scrabbling to pull free the ski mask covering his face. The woman he’d attacked ran, leaving me there with him, but I didn’t mind.

      Could barely muster a whisper of anything past the giant surge of HECKEN YESSAH that lifted me in a wave of such delicious vibration I laughed out loud.

      Dear. Great. Mother.

      Yes.

      But, wait.

      Answers were important and I would not let death take him just yet.

      The curse lingered between us, the connections I’d made, enough I felt the swelling aneurysm growing in his brain, saw the imminent end it would mean, and pivoted.

      Had no idea I could, acted on impulse. Guided him away from that ultimate end while he screamed in agony, down a different path, hauling his power and his fate, kicking and shrieking, to the next worse thing. Then the next, when death was again his end, until I jerked him, unable to fight me further, into a satisfying thread of destiny that made me smile.

      I hoped he saw that expression, because it satisfied me to no end to see what awaited him.

      “You’re welcome,” I said. “I could have let you die. Instead, enjoy where your evil is taking you.” I turned my power’s back on him at last, the sight of the cell he would occupy the rest of his life—yes, I could have let him burn, but this was way better—devolving him into madness before too long.

      Only then did my power let him go.

      Elias sobbed, hunched over on his knees, curling protectively around himself while I stood over him and felt my will return, my emotions kick-starting into who I’d been raised to be while my power, humming happily, retreated to simmer in its delight at being let loose at last.

      Okay, so a bit of guilt. How about a lot?

      “You’re kidnapping homeless humans for blood rituals.” I let that sink into him a moment while he struggled to sit up, still weeping, face contorted into horror and despair.

      “What did you do to me?” He rocked where he crouched, a broken and terrified animal, no longer handsome, no longer a danger to me or anyone. I’d seen to that.

      No guilt, Phoebe.

      “I gave you the fate you deserve,” I said, “for what you’ve done. I just don’t get why. Why steal from them first?”

      Elias shuddered, staring at his hands, then up at me, pale, so pale. “We had to be sure they were free of magic,” he said. “Some humans have traces inside them. Stealing their stuff first made it easy to check, and humanity’s trash rarely report to the police.” Was he trying to piss me off further? “If they passed, we took them.” The law of contagion at work again, huh? Clever and awful at the same time.

      “Who are you working with?” Keep talking, butster. “Because there’s no way you came up with this yourself.” Oh, a horrible, truly awful, thought crossed my mind then, but my phone rang, pulling me out of the panicked understanding, drawing me instead to answer.

      “Phoebe,” Mirabelle said. “I found something inside the body.” She sounded excited, happy. “It’s the same taint as your wards. I told the inquisitors, and they admitted they found the same thing in the house.” Ah, happy luck. “I thought you’d want to know, your family has been cleared.”

      “Thank you,” I said, that fluttering despair in the back of my throat making it hard to speak. “Can you tell me what it is?”

      “I sent you a photo,” she said. “I’m sorry, Phoebe. Really sorry. I’ll never doubt your family again.” She hung up then, my phone vibrating with the arrival of the image.

      I didn’t have to look at it, already knew what I’d see.

      Still checked because sometimes watching a train wreck is the only option.

      And knew, didn’t I? Knew exactly who led the young druid down this path. The same person who created the curse, tied it to Elias, because it was clear now that I had contact with it, with him, my sparkling luck shedding light where only shadows had been, that Elias was the keystone, but not the source.

      He’d been used to anchor the curse to me, tied into another magic user. To hide it from me, so the source remained undetectable. That was the only explanation that made sense. The fact Elias had finally come into my life could only mean one thing.

      The curse, reinforced over and over again, across the years, through the guise of trying to help me with the repercussions of my power, only with the opposite intent had now come to some kind of fruition and the caster was ready to act. Why else would my old family friend expose me to what he’d done?

      Didn’t matter, not really. The blow of the betrayal was enough to keep my attention for the moment. While I decided to do something about it.
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      Elias looked up at me then, blue eyes no longer bright, rather a dulled out gray now. The creep had used magic to enhance his features, his face lacking that glowing handsomeness he’d worn, settling into plain and rather ordinary. Which made me wonder. About others in the Academy of Adepts and just how deeply this whole mess ran.

      No time for that, not when Elias was speaking.

      “He forced me to,” he said, deep voice now a whining irritation, a mosquito’s humming in my ear only worthy of swatting. “When I was a boy, he forced me to carry your curse.”

      “Why?” I’d known Silas my whole life. He was a dedicated and kindly friend to my family. Except, apparently, he wasn’t.

      “Your power.” Elias curved inward on himself again, hugging his arms around his torso, still weeping. “Something to do with your birth. He never said, only that you weren’t meant to be. He said the only way to control you was to make sure your magic was tied down, but you couldn’t know, not until he was ready to act. So I had to carry the curse for you.” His sobbing ended suddenly, eyes slitted, cornered beast ready to attack. “He said he would reward me, but he lied.” Sorry, no sympathy here. “He’s always hated you,” he said, “and your family.” Elias spit on the ground, though when he did his lower lip cracked in the cold, blood trickling from the tear, the wad hitting his knee instead of the pavement. Bad luck in action. “When he found out you were investigating the missing homeless, sketching for the police, he knew it was only a matter of time before you uncovered the truth. He’d always kept me away from you, but when he chose to make his move on your family, it was time for us to meet.”

      “He thought the familiar power would connect us and distract me,” I said. Made sense.

      “More than that,” Elias said. “He planned let go of the anchor and release the full curse. Free me. Except it backfired.” His face contorted. “I don’t know why.”

      I did. “Bad luck,” I said. And laughed.

      Before reaching out to Mom.

      Contemplated waiting for the inquisitors like she asked.

      Decided to trust my luck—that bright and shining luck burning inside me that surely meant nothing could go wrong—because one way or another, Silas would get what was coming to him.

      I felt them arrive when I was crossing the street, ignored their presence and continued on as if floating on air. Amazing how great I felt despite everything, how I caught the perfect gap in the traffic, that the sidewalk had just been scraped and salted, that the sun came out and warmed up the day. Even how pedestrians just seemed to melt out of my path, the way I caught every green light at the exact moment I needed it. Subtle things, and mere cast off from the truly epic awesomeness I felt bubbling inside of me.

      Today, if I so chose, I could accomplish anything.

      The wards of the abandoned building were no match for my power, shimmering as I passed them, naturally recognizing the curse I still carried and accepting me as Elias or, at least, a part of the power that created it. I could get used to this, really, while I didn’t even pause at the doorway, treading on soft boots through the dusty front of the open space, the sound of voices up ahead drawing me on.

      Droning voices, one of them familiar enough I knew everything I’d uncovered was true, the other inconsequential.

      A set of stairs at the back of the building carried me down into the dark, toward the voice I knew so well. While power thrummed around me, still unconcerned, wasn’t it, thanks to luck and the fact he’d cursed me when I was a child.

      I could have called on Mom and Isolde, Selene and Mirabelle. Asked the Academy of Adepts to help me, requested inquisitors to save the day. Absolutely within my rights and seeing as Elias was in their custody, my family cleared, and the truth of the darkness I approached now impossible to hide, I could have stepped back and let justice prevail.

      Except, I had no idea, did I, just how deep the rot ran and, in this enhanced state of excellent luck I’d created for myself, I was just the person to ensure Silas Gael got what was coming to him.

      Mom, I sent as I touched down on the basement floor, flickering firelight up ahead luring me as much as the droning of the druid’s deep voice. Send inquisitors here. I let her feel where I was. In about ten minutes.

      Phoebe, sweetheart, she sent. Paused as she sampled my power through our connection. Laughed. Ten minutes.

      I truly loved my mother.

      A door at the far end of the corridor I found myself in stood partly open, the flame’s flickering and Silas’s words coming from within. I didn’t stop, letting momentum carry me into the small room, though I finally paused, the knowing of what he was doing no real preparation for the actual truth.

      A young man, his body dirty and hair matted, had been fixed to a stone altar, his hands and feet bound with power, the runes of druid earth magic linking him to the dull, gray rock as though he was part of it. He fought soundlessly, those same runes covering his gaping mouth, the scream trapped behind the power that held him written across his scarlet face, in his bulging eyes, naked body but for a loincloth tied around his waist writhing as magic carved slow, circular trails and etched precise, burning lines into his flesh.

      I couldn’t look up for the longest time, my entire being taking in the horrible unfolding of the blood ritual. Only when the tall, black robed spell caster stepped around the cursed shrine did I glance away, motion taking my attention as a mercy.

      Silas hadn’t noticed me yet, still droned his powerful call, the visible siphoning of the young man’s essence climbing from the smoking etchings, inhaled into the druid’s nostrils and past his lips while he intoned his spell. Only my luck kept me safe, I was sure of that, because now that I had broken free of the horrible sight before me, I realized I’d come to a halt one pace behind the tall, young man Silas recruited, the one I’d seen driving the van and at Elias’s side.

      My power demanded action and, before the druid could finish, I would end this. Inhaled slowly, let the synchromysticism take over. Felt it rush over the young man beside me, his path to darkness so clear I only had to tip him over into it, forget him, he was toast. While the bulk of the power hit Silas Gael full in the chest.

      Nothing happened. Wait, what? The attack collapsed in a bitter sigh of failure when the old druid looked up and met my eyes.

      “Phoebe,” he said as though he’d been expecting me, the sizzling magical runes pausing in their advancement, the young man on the slab falling still as the pain stopped for the moment. “How remarkable. I hadn’t thought you could make it this far. I should never have trusted Elias to deal with you.” He gestured at me, the door slamming shut in my wake. Why hadn’t it worked? I swallowed, realizing I’d likely just stepped into the fire with the kind of arrogance I hadn’t earned when he spoke again, soft smile no longer the kind one I remembered, but tainted.

      By the curse he built for me.

      “You have no idea the time I’ve spent on you,” he said, so casual, so confident, hands waving over the young man before him. At least I didn’t have the other druid to worry about. He’d fallen to the floor, gibbering at his hands like he’d never seen them before. The path I’d sent him down led to madness and I would not relent. Neither, it seemed, would Silas. “All the power I put into making sure you never, ever had access to what lives inside you.”

      The curse, the hesitation I had using my power. All from Silas? I almost lost it, reined in my anger, my fury, wanting to weep and scream while the luck that held me in its amazing embrace kept me together. “Afraid of me or something?” I couldn’t stand still any longer, slowly circled the makeshift altar, needing at least some outlet for the rage inside me. Rage aimed at him that had nowhere to go. “You should be.”

      Silas chuckled, shook his head. “As long as the curse I created exists, your power remains contained.” Was that a frown on his face, a moment of confusion. “What have you done to Elias?”

      Didn’t see that coming, did he? “Only set him on the path he deserved,” I said, that moment of bravado fed by Silas’s confusion and anger. “Any last words before I do the same to you?”

      Meaningless, because I’d already thrown everything I had at him. Failed.

      The curse. How could I break it?

      Silas’s expression stilled. “You’ve called the inquisitors,” he said. Shrugged. “No matter. They will arrive and discover I’ve caught you at your dark work. That you are the source of the Monday taint. And, when you are gone, I will find a new way to control the wonderworking your family has hoarded all these centuries.”

      As if it would ever answer to him. “All those times you said you were trying to help me,” I shot at him, coming to a halt at the head of the altar, the young homeless man’s eyes turned up to me with hope and terror. “You were reinforcing the curse.”

      “Indeed.” Silas sounded bored by the conversation. “That fool, Niall Shermer, wasn’t supposed to enter the house. He was merely meant to leave the new runestone at the door for you to find. Instead, he was caught in the very wards I’d been tainting to bring you low.” He sighed then, rubbed at his tall forehead with one long-fingered hand. “So hard to find good help these days. Even my own nephew is a terrible disappointment.” Silas’s smile had a decidedly evil twist to it. How had I missed his duplicity? The curse, of course. “Though, I suppose it was your ill luck that led to Shermer’s death. Did you know your arrival coincided with his?”

      I hadn’t, though the soft punch of something I’d felt when I’d landed reminded me Silas had to be right. That weird impact I’d felt when I’d passed the wards and touched down on the roof triggered the ward’s protection of me and, in doing so, ended the young man’s life. But only because he bore me and the family ill will. Bad luck for both of us. “You took his spirit.” It was the only explanation for where it had gone.

      “Naturally,” Silas said. “I owned him. And so, his spirit came to me the instant of his death.” He sighed, as though burdened by the young man’s death instead of regretful. “You know, I should thank you for freeing me of the task that has been caring for my dead sister’s child once and for all.” He really was a horrible person and I had some serious soul-searching to do because I’d believed otherwise all this time.

      My badguydar was busted, apparently, if I didn’t blame the curse.

      “You’re welcome,” I said. “Too bad your plan failed and you’re about to be arrested for blood ritual magic and murder. No one will believe this is me. Not in the state of luck I’m carrying.” So there.

      Silas’s lack of concern registered, even through my adrenaline rush.

      “We shall see,” he said. “Though perhaps you overestimate the regard in which your family is held and underestimate the power I wield. No matter.” He inhaled and whispered over the young man, the fire inside the etching starting up again. “I’ll be done here momentarily, and then we will see what the curse I’ve nurtured for so long can really do.”

      “What do you mean?” Okay, time to panic.

      Silas paused, thick brows arching. “You really think I would invest all this time into you, into having what I’ve always wanted, only to fail?” He tsked softly. “The curse you bear feeds the wards your family built so many years ago and has for as long as I have controlled you. When the time comes, I will simply drain the wonderworking from your family through you and that, my dear, will be the end of the Monday witches.”

      Just like that. So casual, so callous.

      And there was nothing I could do about it.

      Or was there?

      I reached for Mom, couldn’t find her. Even as connections clicked inside my head and the only option I had left made me wince before acting.

      Drawing into me the power I’d dreaded my whole life, only so very recently learned to embrace, knowing I was about to have a very, very bad day. Not caring if it worked and saved my family.

      Because Silas’s plan had failed, hadn’t it? Thanks to my bad luck.

      Gotcha.

      Which was why, as he finished his ritual, ignoring me, choosing to see me as a means to an end, I focused completely on him. On the curse tying us together, the link visible now, only because I knew it was there. Jerked free the end still embedded in Elias on the street above, took it firmly in my magical grasp, felt the end snap back where it belonged all along. To Silas. While he shuddered, gaped at me. Even as I sent him, in a giant push down a sparkly path I drew close to us both, down the very best and shiniest and brightest string of happy happenstance and BEST LUCK EVER I could muster.

      There was a reason trying to give him bad luck didn’t work. The same reason the opposite sent him, screaming in agony, to his knees. The anchor of the curse had a rebound like a snapping rubber band, only with a lifetime of dark and horrible magic behind it. His plan to pull stakes and give me the full brunt of whatever it was he’d created? Did the reverse to him, thanks to the coming together of all that amazing luck.

      While my entire being shimmered and sang as he howled his denial at being forced to accept the lifetime of pending awful I was supposed to bear when the curse sprang back to its maker.

      Take that, asshat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I squinted at the fresh sketch I’d just created, pondering the paint colors I wanted to use to bring the entwined figures to life. I had the perfect canvas waiting, a four-foot vertical that would house the male and female abstract in the most amazing way.

      Nice to focus on my art for a while, now that my world had (mostly) gone back to normal. Right down to the scent of Christmas Eve dinner floating through my door, the summons a clear message from my mother the feast was almost ready.

      Hard to believe, in a way, two days had passed since Silas’s collapse, since the inquisitors arrived, Fallview still looking down his nose at me but more than willing to take the druid and his protégé into custody. I’d made myself scarce while they rescued the poor homeless man, knowing his memories would be altered enough to ensure he never shared what really happened in the basement of the abandoned building.

      Or, if he did, no one would believe him anyway.

      I closed my sketchbook, tucking my pencils into the case Selene gave me years ago, her huge, smiling face on the outside meant as a joke but something that always made me grin. A long stretch when I stood shook off the kinks, though the lingering touch of shadow flickered in my peripheral vision, taking the enjoyment out of the moment.

      Despite Silas’s capture and pending sentencing, the curse remained. Maybe, when they burned him, I’d finally be free, but I wasn’t counting on it. Whatever he’d done to me, it was now clear the recoil I’d created in my attack had severed it from his influence. In doing so, I’d cut him off while claiming the thing as my own.

      Which meant, I was now the proud owner of my very own curse that refused to go away no matter what I did.

      Never mind. I’d find the answer. And clear myself of his influence—and the effect the curse had on my power—forever.

      Grim thoughts after such a victory.

      As was Selene’s quiet admission Jericho Richmond was no longer interested.

      “He was never worthy of a Monday,” she’d told me the previous night, sniffing in fake arrogance before shrugging with a sad look in her eyes. “He is very pretty, though.”

      If false accusations was all it took for him to drop my amazing, gorgeous and talented sister? I figured she dodged a bullet, thanks.

      I tucked my phone into my back pocket, thinking about Mirabelle Whitehall. She’d called this morning, not to talk about the now finalized case, to my surprise, but just to chat. It had been so long since I’d had one of our kind as a friend, I wasn’t sure how to take it, but I hung up from the short conversation smiling, so I guess I didn’t do too badly.

      “Have a great Christmas,” she said. “See you soon?”

      That sounded like a great idea.

      Anna called me, to my surprise, to tell me the case had been wrapped up. Someone decided Elias Gael would pay for his uncle’s plan in the human world, since someone had to.

      “Turns out the dead guy was the ring leader and this Gael kid had a beef,” Anna said. “ME says they fought and the other kid, Shermer, fell, hit his head, and Gael just took off.”

      Of course, I knew better, that Mirabelle had altered the physical evidence, and happily accepted Anna’s sequence of events.

      “As for the missing homeless, we found all of them. Some weird Satanic cult thing.” Gulp. “But they’re all alive, in hospital. Unk Jay-Jay says hi.” Huge relief sent tears to my eyes. Yes, I had still been harboring guilt I didn’t tell Anna about the building in the first place. “See you in the new year,” she’d said, before hanging up.

      Guess I was still working for the police department. Just my luck.

      Even better news had come from Coop, a quick text fired off shortly after I hung up from Mirabelle.

      Martie’s going to be okay.

      She certainly was. When I told Mom, it was to the Mother’s firm hug and reassurance. “She will have a hearth again,” she said. “Thanks to you.”

      Good luck lingered, I guess.

      Which made me wonder about my power, something I’d been doing a lot of the last two days. While the excessive good luck vanished, cancelled out when I broke Silas’s attempt to control me, it wasn’t lost on me he’d seemed to think my magic was important. Worth examining more closely. I’d always been hesitant to do so, considering the consequences. But, if I could understand it better, could I find a way to break the last of the curse, no longer connected to the druid, at least, but a revenant scrap of magic that lurked inside me, like a hideous doppelganger I couldn’t shake?

      Worth looking into.

      I knew Mom, Isolde and Selene were more than happy to help. Time to take them up on their offer, if only as a rebellion against the constant pressure I only now knew I lived under, Silas’s controls gone and leaving me sad for what I’d missed out on.

      No more, Phoebe Monday.

      Selene sang as she passed my door, heading downstairs to the kitchen, matching, as I entered the hall, the sound of Mom’s voice coming up toward her. I stood there in the quiet upstairs for a moment, hearing them finish their harmony and laugh together under my feet, inhaling the delicious scent of dinner waiting below.

      While Isolde, clearly ahead of my sister, yelled at the two of them to bring her more chocolate.

      My family. How did I get to be so lucky? Oh, yeah. Right.

      Awesome.

      I almost missed Jinks, the brat, as he slipped past me and ducked into my room. The only reason I turned back? The shining something he had in his jaws. Sneaking suspicions confirmed when I found him curled up on my bed, gnawing on the silver wrapping.

      “Finally,” I said.

      He grinned at me, tail thrashing while I retrieved Coop’s present, ruffling the silly fox’s ears. Jinks chattered, and I swear he was laughing at me, resting his head on my lap, shining eyes looking up at me with the kind of false innocence that cancelled out any chance I could stay mad at him.

      “Bad fox,” I said. Stroked the soft fur between his ears, the velvet of those black peaks. “Silly Jinks. Jealous?”

      His tail thumped once before he fell still again.

      I almost waited. Was going to put the small box—the paper now worse for wear and minus the bow—under the tree for tomorrow. Instead, hands trembling just a little, I peeled the silver foil away, setting it between the fox’s paws. He ignored it, watching with intent while I stared down at the black velvet square in my hands.

      Contemplated just returning the gift to Coop, writing off this whatever it was between us once and for all. Flipped open the top with a soft creak of hinges.

      And gasped at the beautiful silver moon necklace nestled inside.

      The chain felt far too delicate in my hands as I lifted it free of the box, giving that to Jinks, too. He stared with wide eyes, and I knew, given the chance, the little thief would make off with my gift for real. Rather than provide such an opportunity, I fastened the clasp around my neck, breathing a soft sealing spell to safeguard the catch until I released it, and stood to check the fall of the pendant in the mirror of my wardrobe.

      The crescent curve sat perfectly in the hallow of my throat and I found I had to clear it with a soft cough, grinning at the sparkling gift while my eyes burned with tears I wasn’t expecting.

      So thoughtful, that gift. I’d been trying to imagine what it would be like. Actually following through on going to his suburban human house for his family party, having him as a boyfriend, a partner. I knew what a terrible idea that could turn into. Sure, some witches chose normal mates, but usually from those who already understood who we were, those few who we made part of our world. And never a Monday.

      Coop had no idea what he had been hoping to get himself into.

      As a final thought, before I could stop myself, I whispered one last spell. The law of contagion, once used as a way to track a thief, now tied me to the spirit that was Cooper Hudson. A silly little incantation, but one I hugged myself over once it was done.

      Decision made. Surely the whole Elias being a thief thing would clear up any concern he might have I had feelings for the young druid. And, perhaps, give me the chance I needed to tell Coop how I really felt.

      Right after I figured it out myself.

      As for the handsome cop, he’d clearly already decided he wanted to be with me. So there wasn’t any harm in it, right? Except, I knew how powerful silver was, my element, and that clearing the connection when—or if—I so chose would take a lot of effort on my part.

      Might break my heart.

      Oh well. Weren’t they made to be broken?

      With my lovely gift glistening around my neck, I grinned at my reflection before scooping up Jinks and heading down to dinner.

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
        Thanks for reading!
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        How many Santas does it take to commit murder?

      

      

      Daisy Montgomery is stuck somewhere between life and death, leaving her spirit roaming Dandelion Ponds. One of the few people who can see her is super sexy Charlie O'Sullivan, a silver lining in an otherwise disarming existence.

      When Mrs. Baker, Daisy's neighbor, and faux grandmother, turns up in the morgue screaming she was murdered by Santa, Daisy is determined to find the killer, so Mrs. Baker can rest in peace. Convincing Charlie to help her find out whodunit isn't difficult. Finding the murderous Santa amongst the town's resident Saint Nicks is!

      With Christmas Eve approaching and the annual Santa Contest about to bring more wannabe Santa's into Dandelion Ponds, time is running out for Daisy and Charlie to find the killer and reveal who was behind the beard before another body drops. This time, it could be Charlie's neck on the chopping board.

      The only thing Daisy is certain of is that Santa is definitely not on the 'nice' list.
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      The dead of night was dark and eerie, the only light came from a flickering candle, casting eerie shadows against the frosted glass of the Victorian greenhouse. Deadly nightshade climbed the trellis, as snake plants twisted upwards intermingling with the lavender, and English ivy skulked across the floor.

      Two people stood shoulder to shoulder, their backs to me, their breath ragged, as tendrils of fog rose from their lips, completely unaware of my presence.

      I was in a dream, I knew that, yet it was as real as if I was there, hiding in the shadows behind the tall fir.

      Amethyst Alexander stood before them, her arms raised as she held aloft the bouquet of valerian, a powerful sleep-inducing plant. She inhaled deeply, her sigh blissful.

      “You know what you have to do,” she drawled, stepping close to the men.

      One of them towered over her, yet his head was bent, his hood covering his face. “But...how am I to do that?” His deep muffled voice was laced with fear.

      “I have a plan. And it starts with you.”

      “What do you need from me?” His voice trembled.

      “You will wait for my further instructions but be ready. If my coven is to rule this town, you must be prepared to do whatever it takes. Including killing anyone who stands in my way.”

      His head snapped up to face her. “Kill?”

      “Yes. My daughter failed, leaving a weapon that has the power to destroy me. I can’t have that.”

      “What kind of weapon?”

      “The worst kind. One that has the same DNA as I do. But at the moment she knows nothing of my weaknesses. She knows not of her ability to end it all.”

      “She?”

      “Yes. It’s a woman. And she sleeps deeply, unaware of what is about to unleash.”
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      I sat up startled, my eyes wide, taking in my surroundings. My breath was fast, and my heart raced as the stranger’s dream sat forefront in my mind.

      The bright overhead fluorescent lights of the hospital transit ward pushed the darkness aside, as the bustling sounds of nurses going about their day soothed my racing pulse.

      “Wow. That was something,” I whispered, shaking my head, hoping to dislodge the fear that sat in my throat.

      “Are you okay?”

      I turned my gaze to the gorgeous man lying in the bed alongside me and blinked.

      “Yeah. I just saw something that I don’t think I was supposed to be a part of.”

      “Judging by the size of those baby blues of yours, I’m guessing it wasn’t a good something.” Charlie winced as he adjusted his position against the pillow.

      “No, it wasn’t. You’re in pain, aren’t you? The doctors did tell you that you’re supposed to swallow the pain medication, not leave it in the box on the table,” I reminded him.

      He grinned and the world tilted on its axis for a second. But then that could have been an illusion caused by the crooked Christmas wreath hanging on the wall behind his bed.

      Typically, the week leading up to Christmas was always a big one. As a florist, I was inundated with orders for wreaths, table arrangements, and end of year work gifts, as well as the occasional sorry-I-drank-too-much bouquet. Town was filled with festive cheer, decorations bringing the season to life. People seemed happier, and the world was a better place. I loved it.

      This year however, was anything but typical. I pulled on the loose thread that hung from the hem of my Christmas print pajamas and sighed. If I’d known that someone would try to kill me, leaving me stuck somewhere between life and death wearing them, I may just have upgraded and purchased some new ones before I was left in a coma. Ones that made me look sexy and not like a frumpy Christmas decoration.

      I groaned and fell back against the chair that sat alongside Charlie’s bed.

      “Want to tell me about the dream?” he asked. Charlie was one of the few who could see me, and I must have done something right in life to have been given such a reward.

      “It was nothing. Just a stupid illusion caused by lack of sleep.” Apparently, spirits didn’t sleep. A fact I was having difficulty coming to terms with.

      “Daisy, I’m going crazy sitting here with nothing to do. I need something to keep my mind busy at least.”

      “Really? I’d love a break from reality for a while.”

      We were presently waiting (Charlie much more patiently than me) for transport to take him home. He was pretending to talk into his phone so that the doctors didn’t think he was crazy and talking to himself, earning him a trip to the psych ward. The transit was a relatively busy ward with patients waiting to be discharged for the holidays. The staff had done a semi decent job cheering the place up with decorations and streamers taped to the back of the nurse’s station. A tiny tree that was missing more than one branch was perched on a nearby desk, and a glass bowl full of candy canes taunted me from across the room.

      “Okay. How about I bring you up to date with what’s been happening?”

      Charlie nodded. The last few weeks had been a roller coaster starting when I woke up in Charlie’s room, and learning that my body and my spirit were no longer connected. “You already know that my spirit is hanging around like a bad smell.” I scowled.

      His smile momentarily pushed his pain away. “You’re nothing like a bad smell. Those I try to get rid of. I kind of like having you around. Those blonde curls and super sexy pj’s make me smile.”

      I moved towards him, wanting to plump his pillow and make him comfortable, despite the fact that I had no physical body to do the job. Charlie and I had only known each other a few short weeks, and so far, the only way he’d met me in the flesh was standing alongside my hospital bed. But as my hand missed the pillow and grazed his temple, his heat blasted my soul and surprise flashed in his eyes. It happened whenever we connected and despite it no longer shocking me, I didn’t think it was something I would ever get used to.

      Charlie’s smoke grey eyes moved to mine, and I was sure the heart monitor connected to my body in ward 4 B was now going a little crazy.

      I gulped, remembering that I was actually still engaged and until I woke from my coma and ended that relationship, then my growing feelings for Charlie were wrong.

      His dark brow creased displaying a bevy of adorable creases beneath his golden blonde hair. He hadn’t shaved in a day or so and his whiskers now covered his strong jaw, upping his masculinity and sex appeal into the stratosphere. His full lips parted, and my imagination went into overdrive.

      I sighed, stepping back and dropping onto the chair that sat alongside his bed, completely fed up with this whole spirit thing.

      “Fill me in with everything that has happened since I heroically saved your life getting myself shot in the process.” He grinned and relaxed his head into the pillow.

      The events of the last few days had continuously played on a loop in my mind as guilt pushed all my festive spirit aside. “Well, you were taken into surgery to remove the bullet which thankfully only grazed a rib. Once your mom recovered from the shock, she agreed that I could stay and keep an eye on you, so that she could go home and get some much-needed sleep.”

      “I know that bit.” He grinned again and the hollowness in my soul caused by this situation started to fade. “I want to know what happened with Mrs Baker.”

      Mrs Baker had been my neighbor. She was kind, caring and the faux grandmother I lacked in my life. When her spirit was recently found in the ER screaming blue murder, she’d found me.

      Swallowing back my tears, I said, “She’s literally screaming that someone murdered her.”

      I attempted to bite my fingernail, but as my physical body slept somewhere else, it was like biting the fog.

      “You sound like you don’t believe her.”

      “I don’t know what to believe anymore, but I do know she watches too many cop shows. She always had a vivid imagination. Living one floor below me, I heard every episode of NYPD Blue. Repeatedly.” Visions of Mrs Baker retelling me what happened in every episode sat forefront in my memory. I grinned despite the sadness her death had caused weighing me down.

      “So, you don’t believe her.”

      I considered what I knew so far. “I don’t have enough facts to decide either way.”

      “Then maybe you need to track her down and find them out.”

      “No.” As much as her death sat heavily on me, I knew Charlie needed me more. “I need to stay with you and make sure that you’re okay. You got shot trying to protect me, remember?”

      It was a fact that I knew I would never forget. Charlie had thrown himself between my sleeping self and a bullet, and the sight of his blood oozing across the hospital floor had caused a fear in me that I never knew was possible. It was something that would haunt me for eternity.

      “You don’t owe me anything,” he said quietly, as if reading my mind.

      “But I would be dead if it weren’t for you. Any chance I have at waking up would be gone.”

      “Yeah, but you’d get to spend eternity with Frank and Elsie, and you may have figured out how to walk through walls.”

      Walking through walls was a skill a spirit stuck between two worlds apparently lacked. He laughed, breaking the heaviness that sat between us.

      “As fantastic as that sounds, I’d rather wake up and get on with my life.”

      “You will when you’re ready.”

      “I’m tired of hearing that!” I stood and paced the room. “I’m ready now. So why won’t I wake up?”

      “Because your brain hasn’t had a chance to fully recover yet.”

      I didn’t add that the shock of what had happened, along with the revelations about my abilities had left me in a spin.

      I closed my eyes as recent memories played through my mind. For a while I hadn’t been able to remember the attack that led to my coma, but Charlie and I had followed the trail of clues until we’d uncovered the truth. Now, I just wished we’d left it all alone.

      Actually, that’s not completely true. I had no regrets spending the time with Charlie, getting to know him. He was beyond good looking, fun, caring and held a vulnerability that made him irresistible. But mostly when I was near him, I was calm and at peace.

      His guardian angel, Anastasia had recently told me that her purpose was never in life. It was in death, keeping Charlie safe, and despite the fact that her life had been cut short, she was happy.

      Opening my eyes and noting his relaxed features, his eyelids fluttering heavily as he smiled back at me, I completely understood how she felt. I’d be happy spending eternity watching over him too.

      “You should go and get some fresh air,” he commented, chatting to me as if I was whole.

      “The advantage of being a spirit is that I don’t actually need air.” I beamed.

      He started to chuckle but then winced. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts too much.”

      “It’s good news that you’re allowed to go home today.”

      “Yeah, I feel like doing nothing but sleeping all the time I’m lying here.”

      “You need to remember to take it easy though,” I cautioned.

      “Yes mom.” His smile flashed and I huffed. “Now, can you please go and find Mrs Baker? I really want to know what happened to her.”

      “Frank’s been with her since she came in last night.” I struggled to control the tremble in my voice and sniffed hard.

      Charlie lifted his head and held my gaze. “Daisy, it’s okay to be sad that she died. Just remember she’s still with you. All you need to do is to go down to the morgue and find Frank, and you can chat to her all you like.”

      “But what if she’s passed on? Moved to the light. Not everyone hangs around here forever.”

      “Avoiding your feelings isn’t changing that though. It’s best you learn the truth, then we can deal with the grief that leaves.”

      I gulped. “You’re so wise, master.”

      “I know. I’m very humble about it too.” His grin once again flashed, lighting the room. “Anyway, Frank would have come and told me if she’d passed on, so go and do what you need to do.”

      “She wants me to find her killer.”

      “And what better way to avoid your grief?” Charlie finished. “Solve a crime, help Mrs Baker pass over, and then we can celebrate Christmas together.”

      Well, if he put it that way…
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        * * *

      

      Recently I’d learned that I was a night demon. Now, I know that sounds terrible and it kind of is as night demons visit people in their dreams and often make them do horrible things. Apparently, the coven in my small hometown of Dandelion Ponds had tried to recruit me, but my father had protected me right up until the day he’d died. Then his abilities had been passed to me along with his small fortune.

      The downside to all of this is that as I’d only known about this ability for a very short time, I hadn’t had the chance to master the skills yet. Plus, I only ever intended to use it for good, as I wasn’t cut out for evil. While watching over Charlie, I’d tried out my newfound abilities and had managed to connect with a few loved ones. I hadn’t always liked what I’d seen though and had made the decision that unless it was absolutely necessary then I wouldn’t invade anyone’s dreams.

      Thankfully getting from Charlie’s ward to the morgue had been easy as there were very few doors and quite a few antler wearing hospital staff travelling between them, allowing me to push through while the door was open. However, not too many people frequented the morgue, which meant I was stuck outside the electronic doors waiting for someone to open them.

      “Hey Frank!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “Frank, can you hear me?”

      Approximately ten seconds later a pop sounded behind me and Frank in all his glory appeared.

      “Of course, I can hear you,” he hissed. “You’re loud enough to wake the dead.” Frankincense, AKA Frank, flicked his long pink curls over his shoulder, the harsh overhead lights reflecting in the shine of his fake nails, and the shimmer of his red sequined gown. His heavy eyelashes batted as he adjusted his ample bosom and tucked a couple of dark curls back into his cleavage. He’d once told me that his only regret about dying on stage in drag was that he wasn’t wearing his purple velvet gown. Apparently, it enhanced the color of his contact lenses.

      “Sorry. I didn’t know if you were in there.” I pulled the hemline of my red T-shirt down to the waistband of my flannel pants, feeling frumpier by the second. “I’m looking for Mrs Baker.”

      “Yes, well, I haven’t left poor Shirley since she arrived here last night. And where have you been?”

      I’d been avoiding her and thereby avoiding my feelings, but I didn’t add that.

      “She’s been asking for you constantly. It’s giving me a headache.”

      “Why’s she asking for me?”

      “You and I are the only spirits she can see. Newbies are like that. It takes them a while to learn the ropes on how to get around.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been with Charlie.”

      I winced at the daggers Frank’s eyes threw my way. Frank had a small crush on Charlie and made no secret about it. I couldn’t blame him. I had a small crush on Charlie myself.

      “How is he? I’ve been so worried about him, but as no one will sit with Shirley while I pay him a visit, I’ve been left in the dark as to his condition.” Frank absently picked a thread from his dress, his lips downturned.

      That wasn’t completely true. Elsie, the crochet loving spirit and best friend of Charlie’s mom, had frequently popped in on Charlie to see how he was doing. And I knew for a fact that she passed the information along to Frank. Arguing with him wasn’t productive though.

      “He’s good. The doctors are releasing him today. He has to take it easy but otherwise he’s going to be fine.”

      “Thank goodness.”

      Amen to that, sister. “I need to get in. Can you help me?”

      “Haven’t you learnt to walk through solid objects yet?”

      “Nope. It must be a ghost thing. Only when you’re truly dead, does that ability come to you.”

      “So, what do you want me to do then?”

      “Scare whoever is in there and make them run for the door.”

      Frank crossed his arms over his ample chest and narrowed his eyes. “I don’t scare anyone. Except for Daphne Tompkins,” he hurriedly added with a grin. “She’s far too much fun not to mess with.”

      Time for plan B then.

      “Then, can you tell me who’s in there? Maybe I can connect with them and get them to open the door to let me in.”

      “You’re in luck. There’s only one attendant at the moment and he’s so bored I did see him nod off for a moment.”

      “Great.” I closed my eyes as Frank described the inside of the morgue and I got an idea of who I was trying to connect with. As my mind filled with a rather unpleasant image of an autopsy, I figured I’d connected with the right person. A few suggestions in his dreams and I had him up and opening the door for me.

      “That was so cool.” Frank whistled as the electronic doors swished open and I hurriedly stepped inside.

      The attendant scratched his head, his eyes narrowed as he searched the corridor. He shivered as Frank moved past him and rubbed his arms before the doors reclosed.

      I was secretly pretty chuffed with myself, as it had been the first time I’d used my abilities in such a way.

      “Now, where is Mrs Baker?” I asked, looking around the small room, the desk taking up most of the space. The attendant moved to the chair tucked under it and sat down, shuffling some papers around. As the tapping of his computer keyboard keys filled the silence in the room, I followed Frank through an open doorway leading into a brightly lit room.

      A wall of cupboards and drawers was on my left. Stainless steel sinks sat in rows on my right. The center of the room held two steel tables which thankfully were empty and towards the back were five refrigerator doors where I figured they kept the bodies.

      A tiny frail lady sat in front of one of them.

      “Mrs Baker!” I ran towards her as she looked up, dabbing her nose with a linen handkerchief.

      “Oh Daisy.” A few loose grey curls hung from her bun. Her navy-blue cardigan was neatly buttoned all the way to the collar of her yellow turtleneck shirt, pulled tight over her round tummy. Her blue eyes were watery, and she looked more irritated than scared. “I’ve been wondering where you were.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been with Charlie. You remember him, right?”

      “Oh yes. That gorgeous young man who visited your apartment recently. He’s so lovely. And those eyes! Ahhh, I’ll never be too old to appreciate soulful eyes like his.” I gave her a moment lost in thought. “Frank tells me that he was shot! What’s becoming of Dandelion Ponds, Daisy? First you get attacked, then Charlie and then Santa murdered me.”

      “Are you sure it was Santa?” I asked, doubtfully. “It was night when you were brought in here. You might not have seen properly in the dark.”

      “Oh, I saw him alright. Bright red suit, long grey beard and a belly like this.” Her hands moved in front of her belly, re-enacting just how large his belly was. “At first I wondered what he was doing out on the pond so late at night. It would have been freezing out there, so I knew he wouldn’t be fishing. I got my binoculars and zoomed in just as he threw his sack into the water. It sank like a lead balloon. As you know our apartment isn’t that far from the boat ramp and it was almost time to take Clarabelle for a walk, so I clipped her harness on and made my way outside. He was just docking the little boat when I yelled at him for littering.”

      “Did you see who was behind the beard?” I asked.

      “No. Even though there is a streetlight there, it had blown, so it was darker than I anticipated.”

      “Mrs Baker, what have I told you about going out alone at night?”

      “I think your words were ‘you could get yourself killed’.”

      I raised an eyebrow but held back the I told you so.

      “Why would he kill you for telling him off for littering?” Frank asked. “Isn’t the fine only like $100?”

      “I guess it depends what was in the bag,” I mused. “What did he say to you?” I asked her.

      “He told me to mind my own business. But littering is an offense, and when it’s thrown into the water it can kill the fish. When summer comes that will make quite the mess.”

      Frank grimaced. “Yuck. A lake filled with dead fish does sound gross.”

      “Still not worth killing over,” I muttered. “Mrs Baker, what did you die from?”

      “Well, I’m waiting for the official ruling but I do remember Santa pushing me. I lost my balance when I tripped over Clarabelle and fell. The last thing I remember is hitting my head on the cement path and then everything went black. I woke up in the emergency room looking down at a doctor pronouncing me dead.”

      She fell silent, and stared down at her hands.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled, swallowing the tears welling behind my lashes. Mrs Baker had been one of my favorite people and to think she died alone, in the dark on a cold night, made me more upset than I had already been.

      It seemed she shared my emotions as within seconds her tears streamed down her wrinkled cheeks, breaking my heart even more.

      “Mrs Baker. You need to calm down.” I stepped towards her, wanting to wrap her in a hug. As my hand passed through hers, her screaming upped a notch.

      “How can I calm down? I’ve just found out that I’m dead. Dead! I don’t want to be dead. What’s my daughter going to say?”

      The crack in my heart deepened. Not only for what she had lost, what her family had lost, but also for what I had lost. Everything the doctors had told us, I was going to wake up someday, and when I did, Mrs Baker was no longer going to be there.

      Frank pushed past me and tried to circle his arms around her. “Oh, sweet love. You’re there with her in spirit.”

      “But what if my daughter can’t see me?” she wailed.

      “Then she’ll be able to feel you,” finished Frank, looking over her shoulder towards me and mouthing something about them also being able to hear her.

      I stifled the giggle at the face he was pulling.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked, wanting to ease her pain.

      “You can find who killed me for one.”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “Well, I’m not sure how I can do that.”

      “It’s easy. Just look for the man in the red suit.”
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      Dandelion Ponds wasn’t a big place. Last I knew the population was about seven thousand. We had two churches, one hospital, and one shopping center. It was large enough that not everyone knew all of your business, but small enough to feel like we were all friends.  Recently, I’d learnt a lot of things about the town that I could never have imagined in my wildest dreams, but it still was home. Winter was always harsh, and as the radio announcer relayed that we would have a top temperature of forty degrees, I shivered despite not being able to feel a thing.

      Charlie was rugged up on the front seat of his mom, Dorothy’s car, and as she sped towards home, the puddles splashed the side of the car as she drove much closer to the curb than was recommended.  As she made her way down Main Street and past the shopping center, I stared out the window at the Christmas decorations adorning the streets.

      The town square held a larger than average tree decorated with baubles and tinsel and twinkling fairy lights. I guessed the council had a larger budget this year as the tree was lush and a heck of a lot nicer than usual. Unlit streetlights were swathed with red bows, shop windows were filled with wrapped gifts, and carols played on the radio. All we were missing was the snow and usually that wasn’t far away.

      I smiled contentedly as I listened to Dorothy bring Charlie up to date on her latest man and how he slept over most nights.

      “I’ve purchased some ear plugs for you and left them next to the bed in the spare room. You might want to put them in tonight.” She grinned. He grimaced, and I giggled.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I have a very healthy love life and I’m proud of it.” Dorothy O’Sullivan and her son were like chalk and cheese. While he dressed very casually in jeans and sweaters, she was alive with color, her tie-dyed skirt swirling around her pink rubber boots. Her love of crochet shone bright in the woolen hat that kept her warm, and her multicolored sweater could brighten even the darkest of days.

      “I didn’t look at you like anything,” he replied.

      “Yes, you did. You gave me that look when you disapprove of my choices. Anyone would think that you’re the parent and I am the child.”

      “I’m happy that you’re happy. But your love life isn’t something your only child needs to know about. Thanks for the warning though. I’ll be sure to push those plugs in my ears nice and tight.”

      Charlie was moving in with his mom for a short while after his house had been burnt to the ground. He had nothing that he could call his own, except Alfie, the little chihuahua that we shared. I say shared as Alfie had previously been my dog, but my fiancé had surrendered him to the animal shelter at the first chance he had gotten. Luckily for both Alfie and I, Charlie had rescued him, loving him almost as much as I did.

      Alfie was one of the few living creatures that could see me, and it had been him calling me that had introduced me to Charlie. Just another thing that made me love him even more.

      “Hey Dorothy,” I called from the back seat. “Do you mind if we stop by the police station on the way home?”

      “Is this about poor Shirley Baker?”

      “Yeah. I have a few questions about the night she died.”

      Charlie looked over his shoulder towards me. “I guess you’ll need me to do the talking?”

      I grinned. “Yes please. But only if you’re up to it.”

      “I’m fine. A bit slower than usual but otherwise I’m back to normal.”

      I doubted that but didn’t argue, as Dorothy indicated and pulled into the parking lot of Dandelion Ponds one and only police station. It was located on the corner of Aurora Drive and Luna Avenue, and was home to three officers who were assigned the many duties a small-town cop station needed. The building was a square two-story brown brick with a public area at the front and two holding cells at the back. Usually these were only used by Angus, our resident homeless man on a night when he was sleeping off a bender, and Benjamin Brown after he’d attempted to set fire once again to the council chambers. He’d professed that his dreams had made him do it and until recently I’d always doubted that. Now, I knew differently. Now I knew the truth.

      Today, Officer Trent Shelby was manning the fort with Officer Jeremy Townsend tapping at a computer on a desk behind him. If his scowl was anything to go by, Townsend didn’t look thrilled with the job at hand. He glanced at Charlie but otherwise paid us no attention.

      “Charlie, I thought you’d still be in hospital,” Shelby called as we made our way across the vinyl floored foyer, past the four plastic chairs pushed against the wall, and the small table holding up the plastic Christmas tree. Our law enforcement didn’t have a big budget for decoration.

      “On my way home now.”

      “And you stopped by to see me? Geez, I didn’t think I was that compelling.” As three of his shirt buttons strained and threatened to take someone’s eye out, I agreed with his comment.

      “Haha,” Charlie responded good heartedly. It was common knowledge that until recently Shelby and Charlie hadn’t gotten along that well. That seemed to be changing though. “I was hoping to ask a couple of questions about Shirley Baker.”

      Shelby startled. “Really? Why?”

      “She was a friend of Daisy’s.”

      “Yeah, and?”

      “Well, as Daisy can’t speak for herself at the moment, I’m here to help her in any way I can.”

      God love him.

      “Do you really think Shirley Baker’s death is the top of Daisy’s biggest concerns right now?”

      “It’s not like I have anything better to do,” I muttered, stopping alongside Charlie as he leaned against the counter. Shelby couldn’t see me or hear me, so I had to communicate via Charlie.

      “Don’t you think when Daisy wakes up, she’d like to know that we did everything we could for her friend?” Charlie asked.

      “And what makes you think that we’re not?”

      As Townsend threw back a cup of coffee and propped his feet up on a nearby chair, I kind of figured they weren’t overly stressed about it.

      “Ask him how she died,” I nudged.

      “I heard she died from a fall,” Charlie continued.

      Townsend nodded, our conversation catching his attention. “Hit her head on a rock. Coroner pronounced her dead on the spot. The paperwork’s causing me a damned headache.”

      “Do you think she could have been pushed?”

      Townsend pursed his lips. “I don’t think so. We concluded that she tripped over the dog’s lead. Accidental death and the coroner agreed.”

      “No signs of a struggle?”

      Shelby’s shoulders tensed. “What are you getting at?”

      I prompted Charlie with what Mrs Baker had told me.

      “I heard a rumor that she’d called you with a report someone was dumping rubbish into the pond. She confronted them and they pushed her.”

      “Well, you know a heck of a lot more than we know.”

      “Is it true?” Charlie pushed.

      “She called the station for sure,” said Shelby. “I was on duty and took the call. She said that she’d seen Santa up to no good on the pond, but if you ask me, she’d had a few too many eggnogs.”

      “She did like the odd drop,” I added.

      “I guess her autopsy will show how much alcohol was in her system. If it comes up clean, will you look into this further?”

      “We’ll see what the report has to say. Charlie, why do you care so much?”

      “I told you, she was a friend of Daisy’s. I care about Daisy and I’ll do whatever it takes to help her.”

      Shelby held Charlie’s gaze. His jaw clenched and unclenched before he released the breath he was holding.

      “Daisy is a special lady, so I guess I can understand that you’re looking out for her.”

      “You’d best remember she has a fiancé,” warned Townsend, making his way towards us. “She may be unable to communicate right now, but that doesn’t mean she’s not in love with another man. I’d hate to see any unrest between you and Logan.”

      Charlie bit his bottom lip but nodded. “I don’t see Logan going out of his way to look out for those she cared about.”

      “Fair comment. But why do you think someone pushed Shirley Baker?”

      Charlie brought him up to date with everything we knew. Townsend listened intently while Shelby paused a few times and I could see the unspoken questions on both their lips, but as neither chose to ask how Charlie knew what he knew, we didn’t tell.

      “Townsend, will you go for a drive over that way later today and check for any Santa sacks lying around?” Shelby asked. “If we knew what was being dumped, we might have an idea of who the dumpee was. Don’t go getting your hopes up, though. I doubt we’ll find anything.”

      “We’re going to waste our time on this?” Townsend looked skeptical.

      “Let’s humor him.”

      Charlie smiled. “Thanks Shelby. You’ve got my number. Would you mind calling me if you learn anything?”

      “I’ll let you know anything I can. In the meantime, I suggest you get home. We’re expecting a turn in the weather, and you don’t want your mom driving in a snowstorm. She’s a bad driver even in perfect conditions. In the snow, she’s a danger to herself and everyone around her.”

      “I heard she’s got a boyfriend to keep her busy.” Townsend chuckled. “Be careful or she might be in here looking for the handcuffs again.”

      Charlie grimaced. “I’m hoping now that I’m moving in with her, she’ll spend her nights at his house. There are just some things you never want to hear.”

      Townsend threw back his head and laughed.

      Shelby grinned. “I love Dorothy’s spirit, but I’m very happy that my mom is the knitting, cat collecting kind of lady.”

      Charlie grinned good naturedly. “Yeah, be grateful for small mercies.” He turned to leave. “Hey, what happened to Mrs Baker’s dog?”

      “We dropped her out to the animal shelter.”

      “Her daughter didn’t want her?”

      “Nope. Told us to donate Clarabelle to the nearest shelter, so we did.”

      Charlie sighed. “I guess I have a detour on the way home then.”
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        * * *

      

      Dorothy pulled the car to a stop in her tiny driveway and killed the motor as Clarabelle yapped alongside me from the backseat. She could see me and hear me, but she chose to ignore me. Oh well, there was nothing new there.

      She’d been instantly drawn to Charlie, leaping into his arms the second he entered her pen at the shelter. Her little squashed nose had sniffed his neck, her bug eyes shone bright and her tongue lolled happily from her mouth as she circled in his lap and made herself at home. I knew that she already got along with Alfie as they’d been great friends, and I felt good knowing that she’d found a loving home now that her Person was no longer around.

      I did wonder if Clarabelle would be able to see Mrs Baker though and made a pledge that somehow, we would get them together. Maybe if she didn’t travel to the light for a while then Frank could convince her to come home to Dorothy’s.

      “Keep Clarabelle on a lead until we introduce her to Percival,” Dorothy directed. “He’s not a lover of dogs.”

      “Is she usually this noisy?” Charlie asked me, wincing as he pushed the car door open.

      “Only when she gets excited. Mrs Baker always let her sleep in her bed and fed her home-made dinners. I don’t think Clarabelle liked the conditions at the shelter and now that she’s out she’s super excited.”

      “It looked alright to me,” stated Dorothy, pulling the lead and allowing Clarabelle to jump from the car.

      “Yes, well, Clarabelle’s a little bit spoilt.” Charlie opened the door for me and I grinned as Clarabelle pulled on the lead catching Percival’s scent on the wind.

      I’d already spotted Dorothy’s black cat hiding under a nearby bush, his tail swishing, ready to pounce. The second Clarabelle wandered past, he leapt towards her, claws bared.

      She yelped and jumped back right into Charlie, who despite the pain he was obviously in, knelt down and picked her in his arms, whispering sweet nothings in her ear.

      I sighed wistfully, wishing for just one second I could be a fluffy white Shih Tzu.

      Dorothy laughed and stepped onto the porch, ready to unlock the complicated locking system that kept her safe.

      I had no idea what it was keeping her safe from, as rumors around town had her pegged as a witch, and no one was willing to mess with her. Judging by her house, you could understand why people thought that. Fog coiled around the high-pitched roof blanketing the house in cold vapor. The shutters banged against the siding, almost falling from their hinges, and the dead overgrowth in her front yard was a left-over reminder of summer and the many herbs she grew. I had my doubts about the kind of herbs they actually were and followed behind Charlie, bypassing the charms and crystals that adorned the porch, smiling at the melodic tuned played by the wind chimes.

      I liked it here.

      “Daisy, I’ve been thinking,” Dorothy announced, pushing the door open with her hip and allowing us entry to her home.

      “Uh oh. That never ends well.” Charlie laughed.

      She playfully swatted his arm, scowling at him as he passed. “I have a lot of wonderful thoughts, thank you very much.”

      “Hmm, name one,” he challenged, the glint in his eyes mischievous.

      “I was thinking of contacting the adoption agency and asking if my son is too old to be adopted out.”

      “You wouldn’t do that. You love me far too much.” He popped Clarabelle on the floor, and she ran ahead of us down the hallway, her nose leading her to the kitchen. Percival had chosen to stay outside, despite his love of Charlie.

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      Can I adopt him?

      Hmm, maybe I shouldn’t say that out loud.

      “Daisy, can you connect with Mrs Baker’s memories?” Dorothy asked, walking ahead of me. “If you can see the night she died, maybe you’ll notice a detail she missed.”

      “That’s actually a good idea, mom.”

      “Yes, well, I have been known to have the occasional good idea,” she scoffed.

      “I’m new to all of this ability stuff, but when I see her next, I’ll definitely try. Is Frank still at the hospital with her?”

      “Yes, he’ll stay with her until she’s settled. He’s a softie at heart, especially for the older ladies. He’s never told me as much, but I think he had a close relationship with his grandmother when he was younger.”

      “Maybe we can ask him to bring Mrs Baker here?” I queried. “Then I could try to connect with her.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll get Charlie settled and then I’ll call him and see what he can do.”

      “I don’t need settling. I’m a grown man, and I’m fine.”

      “Give me a break. Do you have any idea what it was like for me? My only son had been shot! You could have died.”

      “Sure, but you still could have chatted to me. You have more spirits hanging around here than they have at the bar.”

      “Yes, but who would I have crocheted that lovely jacket for?” She pointed to a colorful woolen vest that was slung over the back of a kitchen chair.

      He mouthed a few expletives as Dorothy turned away from him and busied herself making a pot of coffee, and I stifled a giggle at the horror that was reflected in his eyes.

      “I’ve been thinking about Mrs Baker’s murder too,” Charlie said, moving the vest to the corner of the room and dropping it on the floor. “Why don’t we ask around town to see who’s been seen in a Santa suit?”

      “Good idea. However, there’s the annual Christmas eve Santa contest to think about,” I reminded him. “It’s only a couple of days away.”

      “Darn it. I’d forgotten about that,” said Dorothy. “I was supposed to bake some Christmas themed cupcakes for the party.”

      I didn’t know how she could forget about it. It was the biggest event on Dandelion Ponds social calendar. Every year the surrounding towns came together to have some fun and see who had the best Santa Claus. The event raised money for the local children’s hospital. After the dinner in the town hall, Santas and their elves would visit the hospital and hand out gifts that have been donated over the lead up to Christmas. It was a local tradition and usually a lot of fun.

      “So, we’re looking for Santa in a sea of Santas’?” Charlie’s jaw hung low as he scratched his head.

      “Not exactly a sea. More of a large puddle.”

      He sighed. “Then we should ask around town before they all arrive. After all, Mrs Baker was attacked yesterday. Santa would already have been here and narrowing down the numbers will make our job a heck of a lot easier.”

      “I had my friend Kenneth drive your car home from the hospital a couple of days ago,” Dorothy explained. “The only thing is I don’t think you should be driving. You’re still on pain meds.”

      “No, I stopped those yesterday.”

      “What? Charlie, you need to take them.”

      “No, I really don’t. They made me sleepy and I had far too many vivid dreams. I need to stay focused.” He looked at me and grinned. “Did you have anything to do with those dreams?”

      “No!” Heat rushed my cheeks. “Okay, once I might have peeked. But then it felt far too intimate so I decided to stay out. What you dream about is really none of my business.” Even if I was itching to know if he ever dreamt about me. “I promise that I will only ever pop in if it’s urgent. Scouts honor.” I held my fingers in a salute.

      His grin upped and I had to blink against the dazzle.

      “Okay, let’s make a list of the Santa’s we know about,” Charlie continued. He stepped towards the counter and found a pen and paper under a mound of dog-eared spell books.

      “There’s Main Street Santa,” I said as he wrote a heading and underlined it twice.

      He turned to me and raised an eyebrow.

      “Every year, Reece Osbourne gets the job of standing in the street with a donation bucket. It’s part of the celebrations and the money goes to the children’s hospital.”

      “I didn’t see him in the street when we came home earlier.”

      “Yeah well, that’s because it’s cold out and it’s lunch time. He’ll be in the bar warming himself up.”

      Charlie nodded and made the note.

      “We also have Shopping Center Santa. He has a grotto set up outside the post office. I have no idea who got that job this year though.”

      “It was Declan Perkins,” Dorothy interjected. “I saw him the other day when I mailed my Christmas cards.”

      “And I saw the homeless guy in a suit the day before yesterday,” added Frank, appearing behind Charlie with a loud pop. I jumped, squelching my scream. I hadn’t noticed Dorothy call for him, but my attention had been somewhere around Charlie’s butt. “I was following Josephine Moore as I’m dying to know if she’s having an affair with her neighbor Liam. He’s so cute with those baby blue eyes and ripped abs, I know I couldn’t resist him.” Frank fanned himself, his smile dreamy.

      “Liam is married!” Dorothy tutted.

      “Yes, and if you ask me, his wife doesn’t pay him anywhere near enough attention. He’s far better suited to lovely Josephine.”

      “I doubt her husband would agree.”

      “Can we keep this conversation on the task please?” Charlie pleaded, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, moving in close. “Are you in pain? Maybe you should take something and have a sleep.”

      “I’m fine.” His gaze held mine, warming me, and the desire to reach out and hold him was overwhelming.

      “Maybe I’ll wake up in time to have a drink with you.”

      “I hope so,” he whispered, his smile small and intimate.

      Oh boy.

      Frank pushed in between us. “As I was saying, I saw the homeless guy wearing a suit recently, so you should add him to your list.”

      “Where does he live?” Charlie asked.

      Frank’s jaw dropped as he considered Charlie. “Ummm, he’s homeless,” he pronounced slowly.

      “I realize that, but even the homeless have somewhere they like to hang out.”

      “He has a tent under the bridge behind the church,” I explained. “I often took him lunch and he told me he liked it over there because the cemetery’s quiet and the church feeds him. It’s also not a long walk to the bar where Brayden gives him a beer.”

      “Folk around here look out for each other,” Dorothy added.

      A deep line creased Charlie’s brow. “Why didn’t they give him a home then?”

      “The mayor tried, but Angus always said no. He liked living on the streets.”

      Charlie shook his head, the creases in his brow deepening. “I guess each to their own. Personally, I love a warm comfortable bed.”

      Me too. Preferably snuggled next to Charlie.

      “I saw a Santa in Bloomfields Department store yesterday when I popped in to buy you some clothes,” Dorothy said to Charlie. “I’ll ask around to see who they hired.”

      Charlie added it to his list.

      “Where do you want to start?” I asked, reading over his shoulder.

      “We have four Santas so far. Maybe we should start at the bar. It’s lunchtime and I’d love a beer myself.”

      “Can you drive though?” I asked.

      “Sure, but it’s not that far. Do you feel like a walk?”

      “I’ll drop you,” said Dorothy. “It’s far too cold out there to be walking.”
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      The Weed Killer was Dandelion Ponds one and only bar and was situated next door to Crazy Daisy’s, my beloved flower store. A year ago, I’d purchased the store with money my dad had left me in his will and I loved every single brick. My friend and colleague Monica had been keeping the store running while I’d been otherwise engaged, but after the recent loss of her partner, the store now had the closed sign stuck to the front door.

      I gulped down the disappointment and longing to be back inside running it myself, surrounded by the scent of the season, and making people happy with flowers.

      As Dorothy pulled away from the curb, leaving Charlie and I standing on the footpath, staring at the dark window, Charlie glanced my way and I knew he understood what I was feeling.

      “I’ll be back there soon,” I vowed.

      “That’s the spirit.”

      “As long as it doesn’t go broke from lack of customers first. Christmas was always a busy season. I’m not sure how the profit and loss statement will look after missing it.”

      “When you reopen, I promise I’ll be your first customer each and every morning.”

      I grinned. I couldn’t think of a better start to the day. Well, actually I could but now wasn’t an appropriate time for thoughts like that.

      “What will you buy and who will you give them to?” I asked, ignoring the tiny thrill dancing down my spine.

      His smile played with my heart strings, before his goofy grin replaced its intimacy. “Yellow Gerberas. Mom loves them.”

      Maybe she did, but I was pretty sure he’d remembered they were my favorite. I hugged the warmth from his comment and followed him into the bar.

      It was dark and cozy inside The Weed Killer. The overhead lighting that hung from the steel industrial beams was dim, the walls and ceilings were painted black and the floors were timber. The dark red brick lining the wall behind the bar held row after row of top shelf spirits, the long timber topped bar was lined with frosted beer taps, and the smiling face of the owner, Brayden, beamed as we walked towards him.

      As business neighbors, Brayden and I had been good friends. Crazy Daisy’s did very well after his patrons left the bar far too late to keep their partner at home happy, and on the busiest nights of the week, I stayed open late as they often purchased flowers in way of apology.

      Today the bar was extra busy, but then it was expected as unless you were a store, most businesses closed early leading up to Christmas. The days were short and cold, and no one wanted to be outside longer than necessary.

      Meandering our way through the crowd, I automatically smiled at the faces I recognized, until I remembered that they couldn’t see me. As I was dressed in my pajamas and fluffy socks, that was probably a good thing. Charlie approached the bar and sat on the nearest black metal bar stool, alongside our long-suffering postman Dave Sampson. Dave was sitting alone, his packed postal satchel slung on the floor alongside him. He nodded to Charlie before sculling the beer he was holding.

      Brayden finished serving then approached Charlie.

      “What can I get for you?” he asked, jovially. Despite living miles from the nearest beach, Brayden had the surfer look down pat. His shaggy blonde hair was tied in a man bun, leather rope bracelets adorned his wrists, and his skin had a permanent golden glow to it.

      “Do you have any craft beers on tap?” Charlie asked.

      “Yep. The most popular is the Pond Scum.” Brayden laughed. “Sounds awful I know, but it tastes pretty good.”

      “Okay. I trust you. I’ll give it a try.”

      “I’d love a Santa Sack.” I released a longing breath. Charlie grimaced and raised an eyebrow.

      “That doesn’t sound very appealing,” he whispered.

      “It’s a raspberry mocktail,” I explained as Dave glanced our way.

      “Sorry, were you talking to me?” he asked Charlie.

      “No, I was just commenting on the game.” Charlie lied, nodding towards a large screen that took up most of the far wall.

      “It’s a rerun,” Dave explained. “They never play anything good as apparently everyone is more interested in the holidays than watching a good basketball game.”

      I got the impression that Dave didn’t enjoy the season.

      Charlie nodded. “Have you finished for the day?”

      “Nah. I’m only halfway through it, but it’s darned cold out there and I’ve had enough. Thought something to warm me up would give me the motivation I need to finish my deliveries.” As he swayed on the stool, I figured he’d had quite a few somethings already. “I haven’t seen you around here before. Are you new to the area?”

      “I’ve been here for a little while, but I tend to keep to myself. I’m Charlie.” He extended his hand towards Dave in way of a greeting.

      Dave accepted the gesture. “Ah, you’re Dorothy’s kid.” Not a lot went unnoticed in this town.

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “Sorry to hear that your house burned down. I’ve got no idea what’s happening to this place. Twenty years ago, when I first started delivering the mail, you could trust everyone in this town. The bigger it’s getting, the more trouble it’s getting.”

      “Maybe the new year will bring good will and all that.”

      “Let’s hope so. Personally, I can’t wait for this darned season to be over. I hate Christmas. The extra workload is back breaking, and everyone is supposed to be happy. Not everyone has a good time, you know. Not that anyone around here would care.”

      “Isn’t there a contest on Christmas eve that raises money for charity?” Charlie asked, accepting the beer Brayden placed on the counter in front of him. “Surely that proves people care about those less fortunate.”

      “Ah, don’t even get me started on that. Hypocrites, the bloody lot of them.” Charlie sipped his drink as Dave started a rant about the contest and how he hated Santa. “It’s such a joke. He’s supposed to be all jolly and full of goodness, only delivering presents to those on his nice list. Well, I bet he wasn’t on the nice list this year.” He scowled.

      “What do you mean?”

      “As the postie, I see things people don’t think I see.”

      “Really? What kind of things?”

      Dave glanced towards Charlie, his lips a tight line. His eyes narrowed as he scanned the room. As he stopped on Declan Perkins, glaring at him from the far wall, he gulped.

      “I think I should go,” he said abruptly, lifting his glass to his lips and downing its contents. “Got to finish my rounds.” He almost slammed the glass back on the bar top.

      “I can’t buy you another beer first?” Charlie asked.

      Dave turned to study him. After a pause, he said, “I’ve heard good things around town about you. You saved Daisy’s life, right?”

      Charlie didn’t respond. Instead he held Dave’s stare, and gave him a half smile.

      “Daisy’s a good girl and she deserves only the best.”

      “I think so,” agreed Charlie. “I’m trying to help her now by figuring who killed her friend Shirley Baker. Have you heard any rumors about it?”

      Dave gulped, and once again his gaze scoured the room.

      “Sorry, can’t help you there.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      Dave stood hurriedly and grabbed at his satchel, swaying precariously. Charlie reached for him, steadying him as he regained his balance.

      “Are you okay?” Charlie asked.

      “Never been better.” Dave flung his satchel over his shoulder and marched towards the door, losing his balance more than once as he pushed through the crowd.

      “Well, that was weird,” Charlie murmured.

      “Dave’s known to be a bit different,” I explained.

      “I think he knew something but couldn’t say.”

      “Looked like he was wary of someone.”

      “Yeah, but who and why?”

      Charlie pulled his phone from his pocket, opened his notes app and started to type, a habit he had when he wanted to keep his thoughts straight.

      I allowed my gaze to roam the room, taking in the atmosphere. The room buzzed with excitement, conversation and laughter. A nearby table of women I recognized from the school, shared a jug of brightly colored alcohol, while two businessmen loosened their ties as they chatted about their families. Dominic Davis and his boyfriend pretended to just be mates, whilst their wives had their heads together, laughing about something one of them had said. The mayor joked with three female colleagues, two of which I knew he was having an affair with, the other his wife, each blissfully unaware of the piece the other played in his life.

      As a florist, I got the inside scoop on a lot of town gossip as many of the residents kept me in business with their secret trysts. I always kept what I learned to myself, as it would be bad for business if word got out that I spilled the beans. Sometimes it was hard being the keeper of secrets, but I’d long ago realized what others did with their lives wasn’t my responsibility. The guilt wasn’t mine. It helped me sleep better at night.

      One group from the council chambers stood to leave, and as they did, my gaze fell to Main Street Santa sitting alone in the corner.

      “There’s Santa number one if you want to chat with him.” I pointed towards the table in the far corner of the room and to the man sitting alone, his red hat lying on the table alongside him.

      Charlie’s eyes followed my finger and stopped when he saw the man we were looking for. He then collected his glass and made his way towards him.

      I recognized Reece Osbourne from the many years he’d worked at the grocery store. Times had been hard for him last year after his wife left and took the kids. He’d started drinking far more than necessary and it wasn’t long before he lost his job. It looked like he was still drinking but at least he was employed, if only for the season.

      “Can I buy you a drink?” Charlie asked, jovially.

      “Ummm, sure.” Reece looked wary, but I guessed a free drink was a free drink. Charlie signaled Brayden to bring over two more drinks and sat down.

      Reece had aged since the last time I’d seen him. The beard was now real, his graying hair blending with it somewhere around his shoulders. The Santa suit sagged on his slight frame, and the rings under his eyes were dark and ominous.

      “You’re not propositioning me, are you?” he asked, fidgeting in his seat.

      He should be so lucky.

      Charlie laughed. “Sorry, you’re not my type. I just saw you sitting alone and wondered if it’s too late for me to get on Santa’s nice list.”

      Reece looked down at the suit as if he just remembered he was wearing it.

      “You know I’m not real, right?” he narrowed his eyes at Charlie, his brow lowered, almost blocking his eyes.

      “Well, now, I’m just disappointed.” Charlie laughed.

      Thoughts played on Reece’s lips as he scanned Charlie. I wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but whatever it was, the beer Brayden placed on the table seemed to satisfy him.

      Charlie pulled a few notes from his wallet and handed to Brayden, who nodded and moved onto the group of giggling women who were getting louder by the second.

      “How’s the season treating you?” Charlie asked, lifting the new beer and taking a sip.

      “Remember, you shouldn’t drink too much,” I cautioned him. “I know you haven’t had any pain killers today, but you should still be careful.”

      His eyes flicked to mine as a smile played on his lips.

      Reece, unaware of me sitting alongside him, replied to Charlie. “It’s been a cold winter so far. Not much fun when your job is to stand on a footpath all day long, trying to convince shoppers to part with their money.”

      “I can’t imagine that’s easy in a town this size.”

      “Yeah, and competition is stiff.” He nodded towards a table across from him. “Declan Perkins has it easy inside the shopping center, in the warm where people are happy to stop and chat with him. But me, I get stuck freezing my arse off on the main street where drivers think it’s funny to drive in the gutter and splash me with filthy dirty road water.”

      I’d always thought playing Santa would be fun, but when he put it like that, it didn’t sound like the joy I’d imagined it to be.

      “Is that Declan over there?”

      Reece nodded.

      “At least you get to look jolly in the suit. He looks too scrawny to be a real Santa.”

      “Jolly?”

      “I was just trying to get in the spirit of things,” Charlie shrugged. “Are you going to be a part of the contest on Christmas eve? I heard the winner gets to stay in a fancy New York hotel.”

      Reece’s scowl intensified. “It’s all a con. Sure, you get a free night, but who pays to get you there? And they know that you’ll have to pay the exorbitant prices they charge for room service.”

      “Where’s his Santa sack?” I asked, looking under the table. “I can’t see it.”

      Understanding flashed in Charlie’s eyes.

      “Well, at least you get to dress up and add joy to the lives of the kids who see you. I bet they all ask to look inside your sack. Where is it, by the way?”

      Reece’s jaw tensed as he stared at Charlie.

      “Why do you care?”

      Charlie shrugged. “Just curious. I heard one turned up on the banks of Wishing Pond last night. In case you’ve lost it and were looking for yours.”

      Reece paled, his hand clenching and unclenching the glass.

      “Did you hear that Shirley Baker was murdered out there?” Charlie pushed. “And a guy in a Santa suit was seen in the area at the time of death.”

      “Well, it wasn’t me,” hissed Reece.

      “Then you won’t be worried by me asking you where you were last night?”

      “That’s none of your business.” His lip curled as he snarled at Charlie.

      “Maybe, but I intend to find out who did it, so if you’d like your name crossed off my list then I’d be honest about where you were.”

      “Listen mister, if you want to know who killed her, then I’d be taking a closer look at Declan.”

      “He has a reason to want her dead?”

      “No idea, but that man is trouble with a capital T.”

      The sound of glass hitting the floor and shattering stilled the noise in the room. I instinctively spun to see what had happened when the sight of my fiancé, Logan staggering towards me, caused a barrage of nerves to erupt in my belly.

      His nose scrunched in a snarl, his shoulders hunched forwards, and his piercing emerald green eyes were locked onto Charlie.

      Oh oh. I knew that look and this wasn’t going to end well.

      I jumped up in front of him, wanting to stop him like I’d done so on many occasions, before remembering that I no longer had a body, and therefore had no control over what he did or didn’t do.

      Before my spirit had woken up in Charlie’s bedroom, realizing that at least for the time being I wasn’t whole, I’d been in love with Logan. I’d thought he was the man that I would spend my life with. He’d been there when I needed him, supported me and occasionally made me laugh. However, recent events had led me to the realization that I didn’t know him quite as well as I thought I had. It didn’t stop me loving him, but it did make me rethink everything I knew.

      “Yoooouu!” he slurred, pointing at Charlie, his long legs covering the room at speed, knocking patrons aside as he shoved his way through the crowd.

      Charlie jumped up from the chair, his dislike for Logan plastered in his sneer. “Yes. Can I help you?”

      “I told you to stay away from Daisy!” His body leaned forward and he nearly lost his balance.

      Charlie nodded his understanding as I stood between the two men.

      “Then how was it you were found in her hospital room? How was it that the police told me that you took a bullet for her?” Logan’s voice travelled above the crowd, silencing everyone in its wake. Within seconds a hush filled the bar, the only sounds Charlie’s breathing and Logan’s slurring as he leered.

      “I don’t know why you’re upset. You should be thanking me.”

      Logan’s eyes bulged. “Thanking you? What the hell for? Sleeping with my fiancé?”

      “Just to clarify, I’m not sleeping with Daisy. In fact, I believe I wasn’t even in town when she fell into her coma.”

      “Then what the hell were you doing hanging around her? Are you some kind of pervert?” Logan’s voice echoed off the walls as he grabbed a chair for support, and the crowd remained silent.

      “Look mate,” said Charlie, moving through me and stepping into Logan’s space. I shivered, as his anger hit my soul. “Where were you when Daisy was being attacked? The same place you were the first time she was attacked? Off somewhere spending her money?”

      Logan reddened as his fist clenched. “I told you that if you didn’t stay away from her then I’d kill you.” He pulled his arm back and swung a punch.

      Charlie ducked and weaved, dodging Logan’s fist as it sailed through the air. Logan lost his balance and fell on the table, before rolling off and onto the floor in a shower of beer and broken glass.

      Charlie reached for him, but was pushed aside by Officer Jeremy Townsend, who pulled Logan to his feet, dumping him on a nearby chair.

      Brayden stepped up behind Charlie. “Sorry mate, but I could see Logan getting out of control. I can’t have any trouble in here, so I called the police.”

      The crowd had been enthralled watching the drama unfolding in front of them, but now that the police were here, the excitement died back down and normal conversation restarted. It was then that I looked around for Reece and realized he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Dorothy’s spare room was as free-spirited as she was. Purple velvet drapes covered the windows. A square multi-colored crocheted blanket covered the green sheets, and a small crystal light reflected prisms of color around the room. Incense threaded its way through the air and the gentle sounds of night played from the speakers hidden in the lounge room walls. Dorothy said the soothing sounds were good for the soul. She had added that it would also help to drown out any noise that she and Kenneth were making, but I noticed Charlie cover his ears at that stage.

      “Did your bedroom look like this growing up?” I asked him, getting myself comfortable alongside him on the bed. Alfie was snuggled between us, and Clarabelle had spread herself across Charlie’s feet, gently snoring.

      “Unfortunately, until the age of ten it did. Then I had my first sleep over at a mate’s place and realized that normal parents didn’t decorate their kids’ rooms with selenite and incense.”

      “I bet those kids didn’t sleep as well as you did though.”

      He sighed, an over exaggerated self-suffering sigh. “At least I didn’t have a dream catcher above my bed.” He grinned cheekily.

      “Don’t knock the dreamcatcher. Not now that we know the power it holds.” To say it enhanced my abilities was an understatement. Sitting under it had allowed me to use my dreams to travel across space and time, learning exactly who had tried to kill me and why.

      “Hey, will it help you learn who killed Mrs Baker?”

      “Maybe. Only problem is without Mrs Baker to open the foyer door, we can’t get inside the building.”

      “What about the lady on the floor above yours?”

      “She’ll be at her son’s by now and won’t be home until after new year. If you’d like, once she gets home, you’re welcome to stay at my apartment,” I added, guilt that he’d only lost his house because of me churning inside.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea considering the state Logan was in today.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “He’s my fiancé,” I added, quietly. One thing was for sure, when I did wake up, I was going to need a good psychologist.

      Charlie’s breathing quickened as his jaw clenched.

      “Good job Townsend turned up when he did,” I commented, breaking the awkward silence that had descended.

      “Yeah. He wasn’t overly happy until I gave him my version of events. He warned me to stay away from Logan.”

      “Did you explain that you weren’t in the bar looking for him?” I’d stayed close to Logan, guilt over his reaction to my friendship with Charlie adding to the weight on my shoulders.

      “Sure did. I don’t think he believed me until I told him that I’d been chatting with Reece, minding my own business when Logan came at me.”

      “Did you tell him to look into Reece’s whereabouts the night of Mrs Baker’s death, and how his Santa sack is now missing?”

      “I’m not sure it’s actually missing. Reece could have just left it in his car.”

      “He wasn’t very forthcoming with information though, was he?”

      “True.” He winced as he moved the pillow around. “I’ll follow it up tomorrow.”

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, wanting to move the conversation in a different direction.

      “Sore.” He reached for the pill box containing his pain killers and popped two in his mouth. Downing them with a glass of water, then he lifted the hem of the T-shirt he was wearing and pulled back the covering from his wound. I winced as my stomach clenched in a very unpleasant way.

      “I bet you wished you’d never met me,” I whispered, remorse bubbling away.

      “Are you kidding? Life has never been this interesting.”

      I gulped, suddenly overcome with so many emotions, I didn’t know which was going to surface first.

      “Really?”

      “Really.” He grinned and reached across the space between us, placing his hand over mine. The lack of physical touch did nothing to stop his heat invading my heart, causing it to want to explode from my chest. My eyes held his and the longing to be whole again was overwhelming, pushing all other feelings aside as tears prickled behind my lashes.

      “Can we visit the hospital tomorrow, please? I want to see if I can put myself back together again.”

      Charlie nodded. “We sure can.”

      His grin pushed my sadness away. Even though I couldn’t hold him like I wanted to, I was here with him, and for that I was grateful to the person who had put me in a coma. Without them, I may never have met him.

      “Will you be okay tonight?” he asked, yawning.

      “I’m here with you and the dogs. How could I not be?” I grinned.

      “I know you haven’t slept since we met. I’d like to stay awake with you, but I’m just so tired.”

      “Close your eyes and have sweet dreams, Charlie. I’ll be here when you wake up.”

      “Good night, Daisy,” he whispered as his eyelids fluttered. Within minutes his breathing slowed as he fell into a deep sleep.

      I relaxed back and closed my eyes. Charlie was right when he said I hadn’t slept, and sleep was an old friend that helped me when I needed it. All I could do now though was to use the time to think of those I loved, and as guilty memories of Logan filled my thoughts, I allowed myself to drift into his dreams.

      He was in a dark place, surrounded by money. The office building he was developing loomed dark and ominous over him as he sat shivering on the cold concrete floor. Men surrounded him demanding money, so I crouched behind him and spoke into his ear. I knew that I was in his dream, but I also knew that he could hear me.

      “It’s okay, Logan. Everything is going to be okay.”

      He spun on his knees to face me, his green eyes vivid in the darkness. “Daisy? Daisy, is that you?”

      I nodded as he pulled me into a tight hug. His breath hitched. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I know. I’m coming back as soon as I can,” I explained as he released his hold and looked deep into my eyes.

      Tears welled behind his lashes. I wanted to tell him that things would be different between us when I did wake. I needed to explain how things had changed, but the torture reflecting in his eyes told me this wasn’t the place. His dreams should be filled with happiness.

      Blinking back my own tears, I turned to the men in Logan’s dream and made promises I was unsure I could afford to keep.

      “Do you have to go?” Logan asked, holding my hand tight, and causing my heart to squeeze.

      I nodded as memories of the good times we shared filled me with mixed emotions. Confusion clouded my thoughts, jumbling my feelings.

      I loved Logan and that wasn’t something I could turn off like a tap. However, I knew my feelings for Charlie were growing, and I couldn’t love two men. I felt things for Charlie that I’d never experienced with Logan, which left me conflicted. Guilt swam with sadness, which mixed with regret. How things had changed in such a short space of time.

      Logan wasn’t completely innocent though. Being a spirit meant that I could listen in on conversations that I would otherwise miss, learning things that I sometimes wished I hadn’t. Logan hadn’t been totally honest with me in the past. He’d kept secrets, he’d broken my trust, and he’d not always loved me the way I needed. But that didn’t stop me loving him, and now as much as I knew I no longer wanted to be engaged to him, he’d be forever an important part of my life, and hurting him was something I would always regret.

      “Logan, if you ever need me, just call for me in your dreams. I’ll be here to help you anyway I can.”

      His finger pushed a stray curl back from my face, and he looked longingly at my lips.

      “I always did sleep better when you were around.” He leaned in close, his need for me palpable. His fingers caressed my cheek as his lips hovered over mine. I closed my eyes and waited for the touch, a kiss the least that I could give him.

      But when we should have connected, a low growl startled me and I was zapped back to the bedroom, to where Charlie was sleeping peacefully beside me.

      Alfie was standing on the end of the bed, his hackles raised.

      I swallowed the heaviness in my throat. “What is it, boy?” His nose pointed towards the closed door and his growl deepened.

      Standing shakily, I crossed the room, listening for what he’d heard. Muffled footsteps sounded in the hall, but as Alfie’s teeth bared, I knew it wasn’t Dorothy moving around.

      However, I couldn’t open the door to see who it was, so I sat back on the bed and closed my eyes, imagining the hallway and using the space to transport myself there.

      A man wearing a red suit, his Santa hat pulled low over his eyes, his bushy beard disguising his identity walked towards me. The night light reflected the knife that glinted in his hand as he reached for the doorknob to Charlie’s room. Percival hissed his dislike, circling around the man.

      Santa’s hand turned the knob and Percival crouched ready to strike.

      I zapped my conscious back to Charlie, screaming for him to wake up. Alfie leapt from the bed, barking madly as the door silently pushed open and Santa stepped into the room.

      “Charlie! Wake up! Wake up.”

      He groaned and rolled onto his side, the pain killers making him groggy.

      “Charlie, please wake up,” I begged as Alfie latched onto Santa’s black boot. Clarabelle got a fright and ran to the top of the bed, burying herself under the blankets, as Santa kicked his leg out, flinging Alfie across the room. He hit the wall with a cry.

      “Charlie!” I screamed. Anxiety and fear tumbled together inside me, my hands shook, and tears brimmed as an overwhelming feeling of helplessness overcame me. I needed to keep Charlie safe, but I had no idea how to do it.

      As he fluttered his eyelids open, Santa moved towards the bed, his knife held high.

      Percival ran in behind him, jumping on to the bed and sitting on Charlie’s chest. Santa gave a low cackle, and Percival launched at his face, digging his claws in deep. The cackle turned to a howl, as Santa dropped the knife and tried to remove Percival’s grip. It was only as the sounds of Dorothy running down the hall, screaming she had a gun, that Percival dropped to the floor and Santa ran from the room, Dorothy hot on his tail.

      As a gunshot rang through the night air, Charlie groggily sat up and rubbed his eyes, and I fell against him, sobbing as the weight of the situation sank in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Officer Trent Shelby took the situation very seriously. After he’d taken everyone’s statement and bagged the knife, he sat at Dorothy’s kitchen table and rubbed his face.

      “So, what you’re telling me is that the time of year when we have an influx of Santa Claus, I’m looking for a man in a red suit?”

      Dorothy nodded. I’d been talking over her shoulder, telling her exactly what happened. Shelby had been dubious about how she knew so many details when she’d been asleep in the room across the hall, but her answer had been that she’s psychic. He’d opened his mouth a few times to respond, but obviously hadn’t been able to find the right words, so he moved the conversation on and didn’t ask again as to how she knew what she knew.

      “Will you be able to pull prints from the knife?” she asked. “Then you can arrest the culprit who tried to murder my son, and I’ll be able to sleep properly again.”

      Charlie sat wordlessly alongside her. I paced the room still unable to calm down.

      “There’s probably no prints on the knife as you said Santa was wearing gloves. And the fact that the knife is plastic tells me that whoever it was had no intention of murdering Charlie. It would have hurt him, but definitely not killed him.”

      “For some strange reason that doesn’t make me feel any better.” She scoffed.

      “Charlie, do you know anyone who would want to scare you?”

      “Yeah. Logan Cutter announced his intent to kill me in front of a crowd at The Weed Killer this afternoon.”

      “So, I’ve heard. Anyone else?”

      “Why would you need anyone else? Don’t you think he’s the guilty party?” Charlie pushed, his lips tight.

      “I have every intention of talking to him, but I’ve known Logan for a long time. I don’t think he’s capable of it.”

      Charlie looked skeptical.

      “It wasn’t Logan,” I said. “He was in bed at home.”

      Charlie’s eyes darted to mine and his look turned dark.

      “So, anyone else you can think of?”

      Charlie’s shoulders sagged as he sank back against the chair. “I was asking around about Mrs Baker’s murder. She was killed by someone in a Santa suit, so I spoke to Reece Osbourne and he wasn’t very forthcoming telling me where his Santa sack was. And postman Dave was acting strange when I asked him a few questions. Declan Perkins was there and overheard my inquiries, as was half of Dandelion Ponds. Whoever didn’t hear me, probably knows someone who did.”

      Shelby sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “I followed up on your inquiry about Shirley Baker. Townsend went out to the pond, but so far nothing has turned up. I still think she tripped over the dog lead and fell.”

      “Let me get this straight. You don’t think Logan is guilty of what happened here tonight, yet the day I’m asking questions about a lady I think was murdered, I get attacked, and you don’t think that’s related either?”

      “I never said that.”

      “So, what do you believe?” Charlie demanded loudly. The circles under his eyes had darkened from lack of sleep and I figured the pain he was in was making him grumpy. But then again, I wouldn’t have been happy to have a murderer standing over me while I slept.

      “I’m just asking questions, Charlie. I have every intention of following up everything you’ve told me. If anything else happens, or if you have any other threats, please let me know. In the meantime, I’d suggest you doubling the security on the house and staying home until Santa leaves town.”

      Shelby stood and pushed his cap back onto his head. He nodded to Charlie as Dorothy showed him to the door. The second they were out of earshot, Charlie rounded on me.

      “How did you know where Logan was tonight?”

      “Ummm.” I balked under his stare. “I, ummm, saw him in his dreams.”

      Charlie nodded. “Do that often?”

      “No. Tonight was the first time.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. I wanted to tell him to leave you alone, but…” As close as I’d become to Charlie, it was like I was betraying Logan if I divulged the intimate details of his dream. “He’s hurting,” I finished quietly.

      An uncomfortable silence sat between us, as Charlie fiddled with the hem of the tablecloth. The muscle in his jaw quivered as his pulse beat fast at his neck.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, moving to sit alongside him.

      “It’s okay.” He abruptly stood and moved away from me. “I understand. He’s your fiancé. You’re in love with him. Of course, you want to spend the night with him anyway that you can.”

      “It’s not like that,” I protested.

      “Daisy, you really don’t need to explain.”

      “But I do.” I’d never told Charlie that I was calling off the engagement once I woke up. “I, I…I do love Logan…” I started.

      “I tell you,” yelled Dorothy, cutting me off as she re-entered the room. “If Shelby doesn’t follow this up properly then I’m going to make his hair fall out.” She stopped as the atmosphere hit her hard.

      Charlie was tensed as he turned away from me. “It’s okay, mom. We’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      “Will that be before or after you’re killed?” she asked, her gaze darting to me.

      I gulped as the weight of the entire situation pushed my shoulders down.

      “In the morning I’m going to track down every damned Santa in this town and question him until I get the answers I need.”

      “Maybe you should just leave it alone. One of them did just try to scare you. Next time he might mean it.”

      “We’re protected now. I saw you put a charm on the house so no one can get in without us knowing.”

      “Of course, I did. And before I go back to bed, I intend to put a stronger one on it.”

      “That doesn’t stop anyone trying to hurt him when he’s not at home,” I added quietly.

      “That’s what I’m here for.” Dulcet female tones startled me and I spun to face a Chanel wearing Glamazon, her hand perched on her perfect hip. Charlie’s spirit guide Anastasia.

      Oh geez.
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        * * *

      

      “Just so that I understand this correctly,” I mused, struggling to keep up with Charlie’s long stride as he led the way through the shopping center looking for Santas. “She’s going to be with us all the time now?” Anastasia’s dazzling smile grated on me, but as she’d previously proved herself in keeping him safe, I pushed the gnawing in my stomach down and swallowed hard.

      “I most certainly am,” she purred.  “It seems since Charlie met you, his life is in constant danger.”

      I huffed. She might have a point, but she didn’t have to look so smug about it.

      I was already feeling grumpy this morning. Last night after Dorothy had wandered the house chanting protection charms, then placing even more crystals around the perimeter, she’d called her spirit friends, Elsie and Frank in as back up. Frank had argued that he should be the one to watch Charlie twenty-four seven, but one look from Anastasia and he’d quietly accepted that he would bring Mrs Baker home and see what he could learn from her. Elsie had a few friends as backup, and they were to watch for anyone who looked suspicious. The noise level in the house had risen considerably as it seemed the dead didn’t sleep.

      Charlie had stomped back to bed with Clarabelle, stating that he really needed some alone time, and Alfie and I had been relegated to the couch. Anastasia had followed Charlie.

      An uneasy tension now sat unspoken between us. I wanted to explain to him why I was in Logan’s dreams and how once this was all over then I was calling off the engagement, but with Anastasia never leaving his side, I couldn’t get two seconds alone with him. And marching through the shopping center on Christmas eve wasn’t the best place for the conversation either.

      Dandelion Village wasn’t the largest shopping center I’d ever visited, but the fact that we had a Bloomfields Department store made up for that. Sure, it was small compared to what you’d find in the city, but I was grateful for what we could get. As Charlie led the way past the homewares, I spotted at least three new vases that would look good filled with seasonal flowers, I eyed off a quilt cover which would look amazing on my bed, and four throw cushions that would complement my decor. I had also spied a matching red bra and undies set that when I woke, I hoped was still available in my size. I very much doubted it would be as being a smaller store they only had limited stock. Bugger.

      “Santa is usually in the toy department. The marketing team really know what they’re doing,” I joked, while trying to stay focused on why we were really here.

      Charlie nodded. I took his silence for him not wanting strangers to think he was talking to himself, but as he’d been quiet since he’d gotten out of bed this morning, I was beginning to worry.

      The day had started icy cold with the wind chill factor making it feel a lot colder than it actually was, meaning that shoppers were a lot slower to get moving this morning, despite it being Christmas eve. Only a handful had made it to the shops, and no one had yet made it to the toy department.

      Christmas cheer radiated throughout the store, but as we reached Santa’s grotto, I was more nostalgic than ever.

      A model railway steamed around a large tree decorated with red and gold tinsel, stacks of wrapped boxes beneath its limbs. Carols played over hidden speakers, and Santa’s grotto was filled with candy canes, and fairy lights twinkling in the fake snow.

      We found Santa being chatted up by one of his elves. She joyfully laughed at his joke and played with her hair that tumbled out from under a green hat. However, the second she spotted Charlie, Santa could have been invisible.

      “Hi,” she purred, almost tripping over herself as she tugged at her knee length red and white striped socks.

      “That outfit is totally inappropriate for children,” I murmured, disgusted at how much cleavage was sticking out of the green jacket.

      “Yeah, the skirt is way too short,” Anastasia concurred.  It was the first time we agreed on something. Charlie, however, didn’t seem to notice, much to the elf’s disappointment.

      She pouted before upping the eyelash fluttering and twirling of her hair. I gave her points for trying.

      “I was hoping to have a chat with Santa.” Charlie nodded towards the man in the big red chair.

      Elf looked taken back. “Really?”

      “Ahuh.”

      “Oh well, sure. Go ahead.”

      Charlie gave her a dazzling grin and thanked her, before he pulled aside the thick rope that separated Santa from the crowd and made his way towards the man himself. Anastasia stood on his right, and not to be outdone, I hurriedly moved to his left.

      Santa looked surprised. “Ho ho ho,” he sang, his white gloved hands fiddling with the belt holding his fake belly in place. As I looked closer, I recognized the eyes peering out from behind the fake facial hair.

      “Wayne Jackson?” I asked, forgetting for a second that he couldn’t see me. Charlie flicked a glance my way and then extended his hand towards Wayne in way of a greeting.

      “Wayne, so pleased to meet you,” he said.

      “Um, do I know you?” he asked, his eyes wide.

      “No, but I’m a friend of Daisy Montgomery’s.” At least we were still friends.

      Wayne nodded and his hat slipped down over his eyes. Pushing it back, he said, “How is she? I heard there’s been some improvement in her condition.”

      “Every day she shows more and more signs of waking up.”

      “That’s good to hear. We miss her.”

      “He probably misses the flowers his boyfriend Dominic sends him,” I mused. “But then again Dom’s wife probably does too.”

      Life in this town was nothing but interesting.

      “Is there something I can do for you today?” Wayne asked. “Did you want to know if you’re on the naughty or nice list?” He laughed, the sound unnatural.

      “I was hoping you could answer a few questions for me.”

      “Of course. Is it in relation to Daisy, because if it is then I probably can’t be of much help.”

      “It’s about her neighbor, Shirley Baker.”

      Wayne shook his head, his expression solemn. “That was so sad what happened to Shirley. She was a nice lady.” His beard drooped as he looked downward. “But more than once I’d told her it was dangerous to go out alone at night.”

      “Why was that?”

      “Because the night can be perilous around the Ponds.” He leaned closer to Charlie and lowered his voice. “Have you ever heard of night demons? Well, they roam the waters at night, ready to pounce on unsuspecting old ladies.”

      “They’re not old,” I snapped. “They’re elderly. And night demons do not roam the ponds.” To be honest before I’d fallen into a coma, I hadn’t even known what a night demon was, so I probably shouldn’t be professing to know what they did and didn’t do.

      “You think they had something to do with what happened to her?” Charlie pushed.

      “Well of course I don’t know for sure, but that would be my guess.”

      “How so?”

      Wayne looked left and right before lowering his voice even more. We all leaned closer just to be able to hear him.

      “I’ve heard they infiltrate your mind and make you do things you wouldn’t normally do.”

      “Is that what they did to you?” Charlie asked.

      Wayne’s hand flew to his chest, and his mouth dropped open. “No!”

      “Are you sure? How do you know if you didn’t just forget what happened?”

      “W…well…” He shook himself as if shaking the thought from his mind. “I didn’t forget anything. I never hurt Mrs Baker.”

      Charlie nodded. “I’ve heard that Mrs Baker saw Santa throwing a sack into the water.”

      “A sack containing what?”

      Charlie shrugged. “That’s what I’m trying to find out, but my guess is they were disposing of something illegal or getting rid of incriminating evidence.”

      “That’s an interesting theory. Do you have any proof of that?”

      “Not yet. Do you have a Santa sack? I don’t see one here.”

      Even under the large suit I could see Wayne tense.

      “Where were you the night Shirley Baker died?” Charlie prodded, his investigative skills on point.

      “I was at home.”

      “Can anyone verify that?”

      Heat creeped into Wayne’s cheeks and perspiration dripped down from his forehead. “Yes. My lover.”

      Charlie nodded. “Should I verify that with Dominic Davis?”

      Wayne spluttered, his shock evident.

      “How dare you?” he spat. “That’s a big accusation.”

      “There’s no shame in your sexuality.”

      “I was referring to Dom. He’s a married man and very prominent in his career. Gossip like that could be damaging to him.”

      “You’re very defensive of him.”

      “He’s a friend. A good friend. I would do whatever it took to protect him.”

      “Including destroying evidence by throwing it in the pond?”

      Piercing eyes pinned Charlie with a look that could kill. “I think it’s time you left. You can either do that on your own accord or I can call security. It’s up to you.”

      “That’s okay. I have a few more inquiries to make so I’ll leave you to it.” Charlie bid his goodbye and Anastasia and I scurried after him, the feeling of daggers shooting our way following us all the way to the door.

      “That wasn’t very clever, Charlie,” Anastasia huffed. “If you want to antagonize your attacker that was a great way to go about it.”

      “You think he was the guilty one?” I asked.

      “Of course, he was. Did you see how shifty he became when Charlie mentioned Mrs Baker and what she’d seen?”

      I had noticed that, but I wondered if it had more to do with the fact that elfie had been doing her best to listen in to the conversation.

      “Where are we going now?” I asked.

      Charlie had pulled his phone from his pocket and placed it to his ear, pretending to chat with someone. “I’m looking for the post office. Mom said that’s where she saw the other Santa.”

      We quietly made our way along the corridor passing a clothing store, a shoe store and Kmart. I glanced inside and eyed a new set of Christmas print pajamas and made a mental note to upgrade mine as soon as I could. As Anastasia pranced ahead in her Chanel dress and Louboutin shoes, I scowled.

      “Hey Ana!” I called. She raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow as she glanced my way. “The night you died, Charlie said he was out of town and came back to find you dead.”

      She gasped as Charlie frowned. Not a good memory, I guessed.

      “So?”

      “So why were you so dressed up?”

      “What on earth do you mean?” she asked. Charlie’s eyes scanned her outfit, but he remained silent.

      “Well, I’m wearing the outfit that I ‘died’ in,” I said, doing air quotes. “Frank is still in the gown that he was wearing on stage when he died, and Elsie is stuck for eternity in her crocheted hat. That tells me that whatever you were wearing at the time of your death is the outfit that you’ll wear forever.”

      “Is there a point to this?” she asked, her tone bored.

      “Why were you wearing a designer outfit, your make up done to perfection?”

      She stared at me open-mouthed. “I was waiting for Charlie to come home. I wanted to surprise him.”

      “Really? I can understand the shoes, but if it had been me, I would’ve paired them with a sexy little negligee.”

      Anastasia looked me up and down, her lips curled. “You obviously weren’t expecting anyone then.”

      I huffed, but a small smile danced in Charlie’s eyes. I was unsure whether it was her reply that amused him or the thought of me in heels and a negligee, but I didn’t pursue it as I was taught not to ask a question you didn’t really want the answer to.

      Rounding the corner past a discount drug store, we quickly found Santa number three outside the post office, just like Dorothy had said he’d be.

      Wasting no time, Charlie joined the growing queue of kids, Anastasia immediately pushing behind him, as I was stuck at the rear.

      An elf approached us, her smile large, crinkling the corners of her kind eyes. She was far more appropriately dressed, with her red turtleneck tucked up under her ears. Her green jacket sat low on her hips and the hem of her dress fell past her knees.

      “Would you like a photo with Santa today?” she asked, checking behind Charlie. I hoped she was looking for a child, but maybe she was checking out his butt. I knew I was.

      “No, thank you,” he replied.

      Her head darted from side to side. “Is your child close by? It’s just that we don’t allow you to hold a spot in the queue.”

      “I’m not waiting for anyone.”

      “So…you want to meet Santa?” Her smile froze.

      Charlie nodded.

      “Ummm…okay then.” She nodded repeatedly, her smile stuck, yet her eyes were telling the story. She was wondering if Charlie was crazy.

      I giggled as she moved to the mother and daughter who had moved into the queue behind us, then motioned for them to give Charlie some space. It obviously wasn’t a common occurrence for a grown man to visit Santa. Looking towards Declan Perkins grinning out from behind the beard, I didn’t think too many women would want to visit him either.

      By the time we reached the front of the queue, a security guard had moved to stand outside the post office, his gaze firmly on Charlie.

      “Maybe we should come back when he’s on his lunch break,” I suggested. “Chat to Declan when no one is around.”

      “I don’t have time for that,” Charlie whispered out of the corner of his mouth. “We have a boat load of Santas arriving in town soon.”

      “Sure. But we already know which ones were in town the night Mrs Baker died so it doesn’t matter.”

      Charlie once again pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “It’ll be so much harder to tell who’s who when we’re confronted with a dozen or so men in the same suit and beard.”

      I shrugged.

      “Where do we go after here?” Ana asked.

      “We look for Angus, the homeless guy. He had a suit and could be our guy.”

      “I thought he’d be around the shopping center,” I added, searching around me. “It’s freezing outside, and he would go somewhere warm. It’s a bit early for a drink, and not much more is open.”

      “Was he in the bar last night?”

      “I don’t remember seeing him.”

      “Does the church give him somewhere to sleep out of the cold?” Charlie asked,

      “In the past Father Jones tried to, but eventually gave up. Instead he organized a fund raiser to buy Angus a tent and a warm sleeping bag.”

      “Which he keeps under the bridge behind the church?”

      “Yeah. Just in this weather Angus would want to stay warm without much effort. The shops have free heating, so this is usually where you’d find him.”

      “Maybe he overslept,” suggested Ana, rolling her eyes.

      It was possible, but I highly doubted it. Angus wasn’t the youngest resident of Dandelion Ponds and winter was harsh, which is why I often checked on him, ensuring that he had warm food and a hot drink. But this year I wasn’t around to do that. Would someone else take care of him?

      “It’s so easy to get hypothermia in this weather.” Anxiety gnawed at my stomach, just adding to the list of emotions churning away in there.

      Charlie’s gaze fell on mine and he gave me a warming smile. “Checking up on him will be our next stop.”

      “If he’s guilty, prison will keep him warm,” Ana mused.

      “I don’t think he is guilty,” I replied. “Angus is a war vet. He served to keep people safe. I can’t imagine him a murderer.”

      “You’d be surprised what people are capable of if they’re pushed hard enough.”

      “Either way, knowing his whereabouts will be helpful,” finished Charlie.

      We’d progressed in the queue and as Charlie was called forwards, we stepped up to Declan Perkins, AKA Santa.

      “This is an unexpected surprise.” Declan beamed at Charlie, yet the undisguised suspicion in his eyes burned bright.

      “Sorry to bother you at work, but I was hoping to ask you a few questions.” Charlie leaned in close and kept his voice low so that the kids behind us couldn’t hear him.

      “How are you feeling after your run in at the bar last night?” Declan beamed.

      “Fine thanks. I even survived the attack last night.”

      “Attack?”

      “Yeah, Santa tried to kill me while I slept.”

      Declan’s smile faded, but he didn’t look surprised. “Well, that doesn’t sound like a fun night.”

      “Nope, it most definitely was not.”

      “I had nothing to do with that, if that’s why you’re here.” He held his hands in the surrender position and sat back.

      “It’s not, but while we’re chatting about it, where were you last night?”

      “Other than the fact that I own a red suit, what makes you think I had anything to do with it?”

      Charlie shrugged. “Oh, let’s see. You were in The Weed Killer and overheard me chatting to Reece Osbourne about the death of Shirley Baker.”

      “So did half of The Ponds.”

      “Humor me. I’m ticking people off the list.”

      “My money’s on Logan Cutter being the guilty party, but if you must know last night, I was home in bed. With my wife.”

      “She’ll verify that.”

      “If she has to.”

      That didn’t sound promising.

      “Great, will she also tell me you were with her the night Shirley Baker died?”

      “Sure. But what makes you think Shirley didn’t die from an accident?”

      Charlie explained what she had seen. By the time he’d finished, Declan was nowhere near as confident.

      “Look, I had nothing to do with Shirley, and I for sure wasn’t on the water that night. Have you spoken to Wayne in Bloomfields?”

      Charlie nodded.

      “He’d have far more motive to be up to no good than me. I don’t trust that partner of his one little bit.”

      “Wayne has an alibi.” Charlie didn’t add we hadn’t verified that yet.

      “What about his lover? He could easily have borrowed the suit.”

      That was a scenario I hadn’t considered.

      “Do you know what was in the sack?” Declan asked.

      “Not yet, but Shelby is searching for it.”

      “The pond’s deep but eventually whatever is in that sack will surface. Even bodies will surface unless they’re weighted down well. I was watching a documentary on it last night, and the changes that occur in water are different to one that’s buried in soil. As bacteria grows and gases form the body will float.”

      My stomach turned thinking about it.

      “Ask him if he’s seen Angus around?” I prompted, wanting the conversation to move in a different direction.

      “Have you seen Angus lately? I heard he was last seen wearing a Santa suit.”

      Declan laughed. “Yeah, he got it from Cliff after he quit for Bloomfields. Threw it in the bin and Angus found it. Thought it would be fun and would keep him warm, so he pulled it from the skip and put it on over his clothes. Only problem was the belt was missing and the pants keep falling down. It’s the funniest thing.”

      “Have you seen him today?”

      “Nah. He’s probably at the bar.”

      “It’s not open yet.”

      Declan shrugged. “Sorry. Don’t know then.”

      Elf stepped up behind Charlie and coughed to clear her throat. “I’m sorry to hurry you, but you either need to sit on Santa’s knee for a photo or move along. The kids are getting restless and that never ends well.”
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      The main street of The Ponds was full of festivity. The Christmas lights were already twinkling, a banner advertising the annual Santa Contest swung in the breeze as it hung from one side of the street to the other, and the mayor was bustling around the town hall ordering volunteers to clear away any rubbish. Residents rugged up in jackets and scarves scurried about their last-minute preparations for Christmas eve, church bells rang to the tune of Winter Wonderland, and the lights shining from the windows of the shops looked warm and inviting.

      The winter light in Dandelion Ponds was usually dim and dismal, pulling the grey tones out of everything. Today was no exception and I wished snow would hurry up and fall as that made everything magical.

      “Looks like we may have a white Christmas, folks,” the radio announcer blared from the speakers. “So, kids make sure to leave Santa an extra hot chocolate tonight to keep him warm.”

      I smiled. I loved the first day of snowfall, all powdery and fluffy and clean. After a week or so the roads would turn it to slush, the surface of the Ponds would turn to ice, and whatever was in that Santa sack would stay submerged until the weather warmed up.

      Charlie made his way across town towards the church. The trip had been pretty quiet so far as he’d barely said two words to me since we’d left the shopping center. Instead he and Ana had their heads together, their voices low, deep in a conversation I wasn’t a part of. Whatever they were talking about, by the time he pulled the car to a stop, his mood was even darker than when he’d woken this morning.

      He got out and slammed the door, and Ana turned to me and scowled.

      “What?”

      “You know what,” she spat.

      I really didn’t but I honestly didn’t have the energy to argue with her. Instead as the door opened and she got out of the car, I climbed over the seats and straight into Charlie’s energy. Usually it was light and fun loving, but today it was heavy and sad, and as my hand accidentally touched his, a pain shot to my chest and my heart squeezed.

      “Are you okay?” I whispered, my eyes zipping to his. A vertical line between his brows had deepened, as his brow pinched. His lips formed a tight line and a vein in his neck pulsed.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re in pain, aren’t you?” I pushed. “You’ve been overdoing it. You should be home resting.”

      “I said I’m fine.” His shoulders slumped as the car door banged shut behind me. “Let’s just find Angus.”

      I gulped but held his stare, and my heart fluttered before he blinked and spun away from me.

      “Where will we find him?” Ana asked, her tone clipped.

      “Ummm, the bridge over the stream that connects the ponds is on the other side of the church yard. We can take a short cut through the cemetery if you like.”

      They both nodded and I stepped ahead leading the way.

      St Mary’s was Dandelion Ponds one and only Catholic church. It was made of stone, with colored glass windows and a bell tower that sang every Sunday. Not that I ever attended a service, but I could hear them from my apartment.

      We followed the perimeter of the black iron fence and made our way towards the cemetery situated behind the building. The gravestones dated back over a hundred years to when the Ponds was first settled, and I’d spent many a day as a child meandering the laneways between the graves and taking etchings of the headstones. I found them fascinating, but today as church volunteers doubled as grave diggers an unease settled in my stomach. I knew that the grave was for Mrs Baker. When she was buried, her death certificate would say it was an accident and the truth would be buried with her.

      Determination to solve this case pushed me past Charlie and before I knew it, I was running towards the bridge. It felt good to run, to expel some of the tension building inside me. The physical exertion may be missing, but the exhilaration and freedom that came with running cleansed my soul and by the time Charlie and Ana caught up with me, I was grinning.

      “You were in a hurry,” Charlie murmured as he stopped alongside me, his breath steaming in the cold air.

      “That felt so good. You should try it sometime. It’ll improve your mood.” Oops. I probably shouldn’t have added that.

      His eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched, and I got the distinct impression that his mood had an awful lot to do with me.

      “Anyway,” I continued, pretending I hadn’t noticed his glare. “The footbridge is just around the corner. It crosses the stream that connects the ponds, and Angus lives underneath it.”

      Charlie nodded and moved on, with Ana traipsing behind him. Earlier in the shopping center, she’d looked elegant and classy in her designer dress and heels, but out here she looked awkward and out of place. But then my outfit hardly blended either.

      Beneath the bridge a green tent was covered with a blue plastic sheet, a shopping trolley filled with striped bags containing Angus’s life possessions parked alongside it. A ragged blanket laid at the entrance with a cushion propped near a small gas burner, and an American flag was strung over the doorway. He’d once told me that after a life in the military, he never wanted to be controlled again and he was happy with what he had. I’d loved that about him. That he’d found peace without needing to be surrounded by possessions. It was something that I wished I could do, but it turned out that I loved my comfy bed far too much to live in a tent. I just wasn’t the camping kind of girl.

      Charlie visually searched the area before calling for Angus. After a few minutes of silence, he pulled back the tent flap and grimaced. “Urgh.” He crinkled his nose as he surveyed inside.

      I moved to look over his shoulder. Ana had moved to stare into the stream.

      Peering inside Angus’ home, I too grimaced. Food had been ripped from its wrapper and spread across the sleeping bag, mixing with what looked like animal feces. The remains of a dead rat hung in the corner and a feral cat sat on its haunches, its eyes wide as it hissed at us.

      Charlie baulked before turning on the charm and within minutes the cat had calmed and was now rubbing itself against his leg. Dorothy believed her son had a psychic ability to communicate with animals and judging by that display, I figured she was right.

      “I don’t think Angus has been here for a while,” Charlie said, kneeling to pat kitty.

      “It looks like the cat’s been around for a few days. If not, that’s an awful lot of poop for one animal.”

      Kitty glared at me and hissed, her ability to see me obvious in her raised hackles. Charlie rubbed behind her ear and she instantly turned to putty in his hands. Humph.

      “Did Angus ever stay anywhere else? It’s been particularly cold these last few days. Maybe he’s moved inside the church.”

      I shook my head. “I doubt it. I’ve seen him out here in snowstorms that nearly buried his tent. But we can ask Father Jones if you like.”

      “Yeah okay.”

      Charlie cradled kitty in his arms and carried her up to the church, handing her to Father Jones, who jumped back as if being stung, distinct fear in his eyes. Apparently, the cat scared him more than Satan.

      She hissed at him, before disappearing behind the pulpit. Oh well, at least it was warm in here.

      “I’m so glad that you’re searching for Angus.” Father Jones smiled, the deep wrinkles around his eyes depicting just how happy he was. I had a suspicion some of his happiness was that Kitty was no longer in scratching distance, but I knew he did have a soft spot for Angus. “I haven’t seen him for a couple of days and I’m starting to worry.” Father Jones had been the resident priest for the last five years. His kind eyes gave you a feeling of trust, his round belly reflected his love of sweets, and his gentle nature soothed many a soul.

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “Hmmm, let me think. Advent is a busy time around here and with the preparations for Christmas services, I can barely remember who I saw this morning.” He laughed. “But I do recall him in line for dinner at the soup van on Monday. Dave, our lovely postman served him. I remember because he offered to buy him a belt for Christmas as the pants of Angus’ Santa suit kept falling down.”

      Charlie nodded and my anxiety kicked up a notch.
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        * * *

      

      “How do we know that Angus didn’t kill Mrs Baker and then left town?” Ana demanded, her arms crossed over her chest. Even from my position on the backseat of the car I could see her scowl.

      “We don’t,” responded Charlie. “But either way the police need to know that he’s missing.”

      “If he’d left town, he would have taken his stuff with him,” I added.

      “Not necessarily,” she scoffed. “If I’d murdered someone, I wouldn’t pop home to get my tent before I ran for freedom.”

      “You would if it was all you owned.” Charlie’s quiet tone silenced us all. “But we’ll tell the police everything we know. They can look for him from there.”

      Town had definitely woken up in the last hour. Cars now lined the streets as people rugged up in warm jackets darted from store to store doing their last-minute shopping. The town hall had been decorated with signs showing tonight’s contest entrants where to park, and the air buzzed with excitement for tonight’s festivities.

      If only the atmosphere in the car was half as fun.

      Whatever had gone down between Ana and Charlie had been heavy. Her smug smile had been replaced with a scowl and he was no longer making eye contact with her.

      I couldn’t say he seemed any happier with me but at least he didn’t look at me like I’d just killed his cat. No. Instead he looked at me like I’d stabbed him in the heart.

      Charlie easily found a car park at the police station beside Dave, the postman’s bike.

      “You can both wait in the car if you’d prefer,” Charlie suggested, killing the motor.

      “Seriously? I’m your guardian angel. How am I supposed to keep you safe if I can’t even see you?” Ana placed her hands on her hips and stared at him open mouthed.

      “I’m going into a police station,” he replied, pushing the door open. “I don’t think anything bad will happen to me in there. And by the way, feel free to be relieved of your duties anytime you like.” Lifting himself from the car, he didn’t wait for her response.

      “You’ve really irritated him,” I commented.

      “Don’t you start. This is all your fault.” She scoffed and climbed across the seat after him.

      “Hey, wait for me!” I called, hurrying behind her.

      “I really don’t need the parade,” Charlie huffed as I straightened my top.

      “Did anyone tell you that it’s Christmas eve? You’re supposed to be happy. You know, good will to all men and all that.”

      I wasn’t sure he liked my reminder, but I did see the smallest hint of a smile before he turned on his heel and led the way into the station.

      We hurried into the warmth of the station and found Dave leaning against the counter, talking Shelby’s ear off.

      “I’m sorry, I know it’s the holidays, but you should have heard the names they were calling Veronica Bennet. I try to keep my mouth shut about a lot that I see, but sometimes I have to speak up.”

      “You’re not the first person to complain about the Alexanders.”

      My ears pricked at the name and the memory of a recent daydream stirred.

      Shelby sighed and made a few notes as Townsend stood and approached the counter, adjusting his cap as he tripped over his own feet.

      “Had a few eggnogs already?” Dave asked, good humoredly.

      Townsend blushed. “It’s these new shoes. They’re not as pliable as my old pair.”

      “Someone get an early Christmas present, hey?”

      “Nah, my old ones got waterlogged with this darned weather,” Townsend explained.

      Shelby joined in the fun. “This lucky bugger got a new car for Christmas.”

      “What? How did you manage to get that past the missus?”

      “I want to know what he had to promise her for it.” Shelby leaned back on his heels and snorted.

      “It’s not a present,” Townsend defended himself good naturedly. “The old car, like my shoes, had just had their time. They wore out.”

      “Maybe Santa will leave me a new car under the tree. I’d love to upgrade the bike. It’s not much fun riding around town in the freezing cold. Oh, hello Charlie.” Dave jolted as he noticed us standing behind him.

      Charlie lifted a hand in a wave. “Good to see you again.”

      Ana looked bored but I waved despite the fact that Dave couldn’t see me.

      “What can I do for you?” Townsend asked us, as Shelby got back to filing Dave’s complaint.

      “I’d like to report a missing person.”

      “Really? Who’s missing?”

      “Angus.”

      “The homeless guy?” Townsend sounded surprised.

      “Yeah. He hasn’t been seen for a few days.”

      “Who cares?”

      I jolted at Townsend’s tone.

      “Just because Angus chose to live his life different to the rest of us, makes him no less valuable as a person.” Charlie’s brow shadowed his eyes.

      Shelby glanced between the two men as Townsend bristled.

      “Sorry. That sounded rude. I meant who has noticed his absence?”

      “I have. Father Jones has. Declan Perkins has.”

      “Me too.” I raised my hand, earning a small smile from Charlie.

      “I haven’t seen him around for a few days either,” added Dave, his attention straying to our conversation.

      “That doesn’t mean he’s missing. He’s probably had too much Christmas cheer compliments of Brayden and has passed out behind the bar.”

      To be fair, we hadn’t checked there.

      “He was in our cells a few days ago,” Shelby reminded Townsend. “I picked him up during that downpour and gave him a warm place to sleep.”

      Townsend nodded. “Yeah, I know. I was on the night shift. His snoring could have woken the dead.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “Nothing.” Townsend bristled. “He walked from here a free man.”

      “I meant what happened to him once he’d left here?”

      “How would I know? I’m not his carer.”

      Charlie nodded his acceptance. “Okay. But can we still file the report?”

      Townsend sighed, before listening intently, making many notes as Charlie explained what we’d learned. When he’d finished, Townsend leaned on the counter.

      “This isn’t the first time Angus has gone AWOL for a few days, but I’ll start looking immediately. The weather is supposed to take a turn for the worse tonight, and I’d hate to think he’s sleeping off a bender without being protected.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate you taking me seriously.”

      “Don’t thank me. It’s my job.”

      Shelby and Dave had since finished their conversation and were now intently listening in on ours. As the bell above the door jingled and the wind whipped into the room, we all turned.

      Logan shivered and rubbed his hands together as the door closed behind him. His mouth was tucked under the scarf I’d given him last Christmas and his hoodie was pulled up over his head.

      My mind stuttered as he surveyed the group staring at him. He stopped when his gaze fell to Charlie. His eyes darkened and his shoulders tensed.

      Shelby and Townsend both straightened, seemingly preparing for the worse.

      “Good afternoon, Logan,” Shelby called. “What are you doing out on this freezing cold day?”

      Logan snarled as Dave gulped and stepped aside, allowing him to move in next to Charlie.

      The differences between the two men startled me. Charlie held himself with guarded decorum, while Logan oozed hatred. Charlie made me feel calm, whereas Logan pushed my anxiety into the stratosphere, and Charlie had a deep compassion for humanity that Logan just couldn’t get to. The sight of them side by side like this was confronting. My heart squeezed along with my stomach and I thought I might just pass out.

      “I think someone’s been in Daisy’s apartment without permission,” Logan explained, his stare never straying from Charlie.

      I noticed that Charlie had tensed but outwardly kept his smile in place. Ana flanked him, her eyes sharp and alert.

      “Why do you think that?” Shelby asked Logan.

      “Because the clothes I keep there are missing, and there’s dirty dishes in the sink.”

      Uh oh. That had been Charlie after I let him stay because his house had burned down. I made a mental note to pop into Logan’s dream and tell him that it was all okay.

      “Maybe you just forgot to clean up last time you were there,” Townsend suggested.

      “The last time I was there I had a real estate agent appraising it.”

      Charlie’s eye narrowed. “What makes you think you can sell it? As far as I know it’s still owned by Daisy.”

      Heat flushed Logan’s cheeks as his nostrils flared. “Not that it’s any business of yours,” he spat. “But when Daisy wakes up, she’s coming to live with me.”

      I gulped. Oh boy.

      “That’s presumptuous,” replied Charlie.

      Logan pulled himself up to his full height and stepped into his space. “Who do you think you are?”

      “Someone who knows Daisy better than you do.”

      Anger flashed in Logan’s eyes as he clenched and unclenched his fist. The two policemen moved with extraordinary speed and pushed the men apart before any trouble could break out.

      Logan glowered as he leaned towards Charlie, his lip curled.

      “You—stay away from her,” he growled, stabbing the air with his finger. “If I hear that you’ve been to the hospital…”

      “Logan,” Shelby warned, cutting him off.

      Charlie held his hands in the surrender position. “I haven’t been to the hospital since I was discharged after taking a bullet for her. But a simple thank you will suffice.”

      “We should go,” Ana interrupted, touching Charlie’s arm. Pointing her thumb towards Logan, she hissed, “Daisy, I suggest you do something to calm him down. He is your fiancé, after all.”

      I twisted the hem on my shirt, the room spinning slightly in front of me. It was hard to calm Logan once he was in a mood, but if I didn’t do something, he’d probably get arrested.

      Charlie glanced at me as I stepped in front of him and swallowed hard. Pain momentarily replaced the anger that simmered in the green depths of Logan’s eyes and my throat thickened. Reaching out, I placed my hand over his and closed my eyes willing our connection to soothe his sorrow. Only as our souls collided, I felt nothing. No racing heat, no deep-down contentment, and no feeling of belonging. I could sense he didn’t feel it either.

      “Merry Christmas, Logan,” I whispered in his ear, heaviness settling into my heart.

      Ana pulled Charlie away, but as he moved, I could feel more than see him stare at us.

      Once outside, he flung the car door open and allowed Ana to climb inside ahead of him.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, as I moved in alongside him.

      “What for?” He stopped to look at me, his eyes shielding any emotion.

      I lifted my hand and touched his chest where the bullet had entered. His heat burned me, where we connected but I didn’t move.

      His eyes softened and for the first time today, he really looked straight into my soul. “You have nothing to thank me for.” He took my hand and removed it from his chest, leaving a hollow crater in my heart.
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      The volume level inside Dorothy’s house was intense. Frank and Elsie were engaged in a heated argument over which of the Kardashians was the better looking one. Ana sat with two gray haired spirits that I had never met before, huddled on the couch watching a rerun of CSI, and the spirit of a godlike man was watching the cooking channel on a smart phone. I stumbled as I looked at more muscle than I’d ever seen and felt tiny alongside his six-foot five bulk.

      “Hi,” he said, smiling at me.

      I giggled self-consciously and pushed hair from my face as I grinned wide-eyed back at him.

      Good grief, Daisy. Get a grip.

      A tightening in my chest pushed my smile away as I noted Mrs Baker sat huddled on a stool in the corner, her arms wrapped around herself. Sophia frowned down at her, her job of helping the newbie spirits learn the ropes obviously frustrating her today.

      “Shirley, you need to help yourself,” she commanded in her high-class English accent. “I understand it’s difficult being new to this world, and that your life was unexpectedly cut short, but crying all the time is not helping the situation.” She pulled back her shoulders and glared down her perfect straight nose, her papery red painted lips puckering her distaste.

      Clarabelle peeked out from behind a mannequin that Dorothy used for her crocheted clothing, trembling as she hid from Sophia.

      “There’s nothing wrong with expressing your feelings,” Mrs Baker defended herself as she dabbed her nose. “If you don’t like it then you don’t have to stay.”

      Sophia huffed and waved her hands in the surrender position. “Fine! Sit by yourself and be miserable. I have far better things to do, helping other spirits to transition anyway.” Spinning on the heel of her court shoe, she pushed past me, before disappearing with a pop.

      The second she had gone, Clarabelle darted across the room and sat at her owner’s feet.

      “Hi, Mrs Baker,” I said, moving alongside her.

      “Oh Daisy! How lovely to see a familiar face.”

      “It’s all very overwhelming, right?”

      “You have no idea. Or…do you?”

      I shrugged, my palms facing upwards. “I’m not sure what I really know anymore. Six months ago, I never would have believed I’d spend Christmas eve with a misfit band of spirits, in the house of a psychic who I have a suspicion may also be a witch.” I smiled. “But I’m honestly happier than I’ve ever been in my life.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      Mrs Baker gazed around the room. “Huh.” Only after she had stopped to assess each and every one, did she look back at me. “What happened to you, Daisy? I realize I’m dead, but I thought you were going to pull through.”

      “Somehow my body and my spirit got separated and unless I can figure out how to reunite them, I’ll be hanging around like this for a while. But it’s not so bad.” I glanced at Charlie as he stirred a pot on the stove, taking directions from the godlike food lover. “I can’t say I’d recommend dying, but there are worse ways to exist.”

      “I guess I’ll adjust then. And I can’t lie. It is good to see you. Can you see everyone?” She patted the back of my hand and I watched in silence as the air around us moved.

      “Well, each day I can see more and more spirits. I hope it’s because I’m relaxing and not…” I paused as a thought hit me hard.

      “Not what, dear?”

      I gulped. “I hope I’m not slipping closer to the afterlife.”

      Mrs Baker nodded. “That would be a shame. How are you doing? In the hospital, that is.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. I don’t feel any different, but Charlie promised me that we could visit later, and I’ll see for sure.”

      Mrs Baker gave me a kind smile. “He’s a lovely man. It was so nice of him to go and get Clarabelle from the shelter. It helps to know that she’s safe and happy.”

      “He has an affinity with animals.” Kitty, the feral cat from the church was now chomping down a bowl full of kibble on the back porch. Percival hadn’t been overly keen on a new roommate, but one tickle from Charlie and he calmed down pretty quickly.

      “I can’t believe that my daughter gave Clarabelle to the animal shelter. When I figure this whole ghost thing out, I may just have to pay her a visit.”

      I giggled, secretly glad that I wasn’t her daughter.

      “Mrs Baker, we’ve been looking into who’s responsible for what happened to you. Is there anything from the night you died that you can remember that might help us figure it all out?”

      “Let me think.” She screwed up her nose and looked into the space behind my shoulder. “I was ready to go to bed but decided I’d like some fresh air. I was taking a minute on the balcony enjoying the full moon as it found a break in the cloud when I noticed a light out on the water. Of course, I was curious so I clipped on Clarabelle’s lead and made my way along the path that works its way around the pond. By the time I made it to the boat ramp, a man dressed as Santa was walking towards me.”

      “What boat was he in? Was it his own?” Maybe if there was a name or number on it, we could learn who owned it.

      “No. You know that little blue boat that is always tied up to the tree on the south side of the ramp?”

      I nodded. “The one that’s owned by Peter Wilkins?”

      “Well, he’d used that.”

      I sighed. “Okay. Was there anything else that stood out?”

      “Not really. He was tall and dressed in a red suit. His face was covered with the hat and the beard and he didn’t speak. The only thing different from the Santas at the mall was that he was missing the belt.”

      I gasped and sat up straight. “Angus was wearing a Santa suit that was missing a belt!”

      “It wasn’t Angus.” Mrs Baker shook her head.

      “How do you know?

      “Angus isn’t an inch over five foot tall. This guy towered over me.”

      “But we’ve spoken to all the other Santas around town and I’m not convinced any of them did it.” Disappointment weighted heavy on my shoulders.

      “I’m sorry but that’s all I remember.”

      “Okay. But if you recall any other little detail, please let me know. If I’m not here, Frank can always find me.”

      After Mrs Baker agreed that I’d be the first to know, I swallowed my trepidation and made my way towards Charlie.

      He’d finished making the cake with Thor and it was now baking in the oven.

      “Hi,” I said, placing my tush on the nearest stool.

      “Hey.”

      “The ummm, the cake looked good.”

      “Yeah, Jason gave me a few pointers.” He shrugged like it was no big deal.

      “I wish I could taste it.” I giggled to hide my unease.

      “Well, when you wake up, I’m sure I can whip up another.”

      That was a good sign at least.

      “I’d like that.”

      His breath expelled the fatigue that sat in his eyes.

      “I saw you chatting with Shirley. Did she remember anything that would help us?”

      I brought him up to date with what she’d told me about the missing belt.

      “I think we’ve missed someone,” I mused.

      “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

      “Maybe we need to go to the contest tonight and look for Santa without a belt.”

      “I’m sure he’s found a replacement by now.”

      “What else do we have?” I asked, throwing my hands in the air.

      “Nothing, I guess.”

      “Then what do we have to lose?”
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      The town hall was dressed the part. Tinsel streamers were slung from one wall to the other, the Christmas tree lights twinkling in their glittery surface. A temporary stage had been set up on the far end of the room, Santa’s throne sitting proud in the center of it. Baubles were clumped on the walls, a group of carolers stood to one side singing merry Christmas, and the eggnog flowed. Children’s excited squeals blended into the chatter filling the air as thirty or so Santa Claus’ mingled with guests dressed from elves, to Mrs Claus, to snowmen.

      “Mrs Baker said he was really tall,” I reminded Charlie as Ana stomped behind him.

      “That helps a lot,” he replied, sarcastically.

      “It discounts quite a few of them.”

      “Better than none, I suppose.”

      “There’s Shelby,” I pointed out, the dark blue police uniform prominent in the sea of red, green and white. “Maybe you should check to see if he has any updated news.”

      “Good idea.” Charlie meandered through the crowd, wishing those he knew merry Christmas.

      “Evening, Shelby.”

      “Oh Charlie. Good to see you made it. I was wondering if you’d choose a quiet night in resting after your eventful afternoon.”

      “Nah. It’s hard to rest when you know there’s someone roaming around wanting to hurt you.”

      “We’ll catch them, don’t you worry.”

      “Sure. Is that before or after they come to finish me off?” I knew Charlie still believed Logan was behind it and I figured he’d like nothing more than to see him arrested. “Did you ever find any prints on the knife?”

      Shelby shifted uncomfortably. “Ummm, no.”

      “You don’t sound too sure about that.”

      He expelled a long breath. “We lost the evidence. I took it back to the station, put it in the evidence locker and somehow it disappeared.”

      Charlie opened his mouth to respond but stopped as Townsend pushed through the group behind us.

      “Did I ever mention how much I hate Christmas?” he grumbled, removing his cap and running his fingers through his hair.

      “Once or twice,” commented Shelby. “But who’s counting?” He laughed and stepped back knocking the guy behind him.

      Roy, our resident mechanic, AKA Logan’s boss, turned to see who had knocked his drink over him.

      “Sorry, Roy. It’s getting crowded in here.”

      “Ah, that’s alright, Shelby. Merry Christmas to you and yours.” He lifted what was left of the drink into the air and toasted him. “You too, Townsend. What have you done to yourself? That’s some scratch you’ve got there.” He nodded at the large scratch on Townsend’s forehead.

      “It’s nothing. I was rounding up that feral cat in the church yard and it got me.”

      “Someone needs to round that thing up and take it to the vet,” Roy scowled.

      Townsend smiled.

      I bristled.

      “I’ve taken care of her,” Charlie announced. “She’s staying with me.”

      Both Townsend and Roy wrinkled their brows, their mouths hanging open. Shelby laughed and moved away to chat with Father Jones.

      “There’s a crazy in every group.” Townsend laughed.

      Roy chuckled before taking two steps away from Charlie. “Hey Townsend, did I tell you that your old car came into the shop yesterday? The car wrecker you sold it to wants it fixed up. Thinks he can get more for it repaired than by scrapping it.”

      Townsend pulled a drink from a passing tray and took a mouthful. “I don’t think it’s my car,” he said, wiping his lips with the back of his hand.

      “Nah, it’s yours for sure. I think I know the cars I’ve serviced for years. By the way, what did you hit with it?”

      Townsend shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

      “Well, there’s a dent in the bonnet big enough to fit Santa and his sack.” Roy laughed.

      “The wreckers must have dropped something on it,” Townsend replied quickly. “But it’s good that you’re repairing the old girl. I hope it goes to a good home.”

      “I’ll be sure to do her up like new again. Merry Christmas, Townsend, Charlie.” Roy toasted them one more time, as his wife called him towards another group, leaving Charlie and Townsend standing alone.

      “Are you guys expecting trouble?” Charlie asked, nodding to the full uniform the police had donned.

      “Nope, but you can never be too careful,” answered Townsend. “Year before last, the runner up disagreed with the judge’s decision and three Santas ended up in our cells.”

      As he recounted the moment, I drifted out of the conversation, and allowed my gaze to wander the room. It stopped on my family leaning against the bar, my niece and nephew running circles around my sister. Mom cradled her drink, her foot tapping to the music and before I knew it, I had made my way across the room to stand beside her.

      Up close, I could see the effort she had gone to with her knee length white dress accentuated with a red scarf. Her dark hair was pulled back with a gold clip and she had silver and green bauble earrings dangling from her ears. Yet, her eyes held a sadness that caught my breath. I placed my arm around her shoulders, and she shivered.

      Mom and I never had a great relationship. I’d always been a daddy’s girl. But recently I’d seen the photo she kept hidden inside her wallet of me as a child and I realized that despite our differences she really did love me. That tugged on my heartstrings and I vowed that when I woke up, I was going to make a bigger effort to be a part of my family. Even when they pushed me away.

      “I was thinking after breakfast in the morning that I’d visit Daisy in the hospital,” she said to my sister Stacey.

      Stacey and I looked a lot alike. We both had blue eyes, blonde hair and a slight overbite, but that was where our similarities ended. She was a lot more confident than I was, to the point of being bossy, and knocked me down every chance she got. I’d always thought she was jealous of my relationship with our dad, but who knew? Maybe she was just a cow.

      “I don’t know why you’d bother,” Stacey replied. “It’s not like she knows you’re there.”

      I huffed and opened my mouth to say something when Frank appeared in front of me, his face red and his eyes bulging. More than a few chest hairs were protruding from his cleavage and his wig was crooked. It wasn’t a good look.

      “Daisy! Daisy!” he yelled, waving his hands frantically around his head. “Thank goodness I found you.”

      “Frank! What on earth is wrong?”

      Mom and Stacey continued their conversation, completely unaware of either of us.

      “Where’s Charlie?” he puffed, as he scanned the room.

      “Ummm, I’m not sure. He was here a moment ago. I saw him chatting to Townsend.”

      Frank’s eyes bugged as his mouth hung open. “What?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “No. No! We need to find him. Now!”

      “Why? What’s going on?”

      “Sophia and Dorothy are on their way here. Sophia found Angus.”

      “But, but that means…he’s dead?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Oh no.

      “But that’s not what’s important,” Frank gushed.

      “Huh?”

      “Angus remembered how he died. He was hit by a car. He distinctly remembers the engine revving as it powered towards him. He said he ducked out of the way, but it reversed back for a second go.”

      I sucked in a breath, shocked by who would do such a thing.

      “That’s awful. Does he know who was behind the wheel?”

      “Ahuh. That’s why we have to find Charlie.”

      “Why? Who was it?”

      “It was that policeman. Jeremy Townsend.”
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      “Hang on. What? Why would he do that?” I asked, taking a sharp breath.

      Frank gave an overexaggerated eye roll. “Angus said when he spent the night in the cells at the station, he overheard Townsend on the phone. Townsend was talking to Amethyst Alexander in very hushed tones, so Angus pretended to go to the bathroom and listened in on his conversation. He couldn’t be sure what they were up to, but when he heard murder mentioned, he hurried back to his cell, collected his jacket and left the station. He thinks that Townsend saw him and wanted to get rid of him to stop him blabbing.”

      I chewed my lip as a dream I’d had a few days ago surfaced. “I saw them. Townsend and Amethyst. Only I didn’t know it was Townsend. I couldn’t see his face, but Amethyst was stating how she wanted complete domination of this town and would stop at nothing to make it happen. They were forming a plan to kill anyone who stood in their way.”

      “Which brings me back to…”

      “Charlie!” I cried, cutting him off. “Oh my God, Frank. He marched into the station and told Townsend that we were looking for Angus. Townsend would have known he would eventually figure out what he’d done.”

      Frank rapidly nodded, his eyes huge.

      “We have to stop him.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I have no idea. I can’t see him anywhere.” I spun in circles, searching the room for anywhere they could be.

      “But where would he have taken him?”

      “Where’s Ana?” I asked, hoping she’d be with him.

      “Over there, chatting to Jason.”

      “Who?”

      “Thor like spirit.”

      “Oh. Well, can you call her? She might be able to find Charlie before we can. She has some kind of connection thing going with him.” A connection I hated, but at times celebrated.

      Frank cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled over the unaware crowd. “Ana! Anastasia!”

      “I could have done that,” I hissed.

      “Then why didn’t you?”

      “Because, because…well never mind.”

      “Do you have to yell like that?” Ana demanded, appearing in front of us.

      “Yes. Frank tell her what we know.”

      While he spoke, I doubled at the waist and tried to control my racing heartbeat.

      “So, can you find him?” Frank asked.

      Ana’s aura faded as her expression sank. “Give me a minute,” she said, disappearing as fast as she had appeared.

      “Where did she go?” I asked, searching around me.

      Frank shrugged. “I don’t know but I can’t see Townsend anywhere and that can’t be good.”

      I spotted an exit sign on the far side of the room and pushed my way towards it, Frank struggling to keep up with me. It was lucky that I didn’t need physical strength to walk, as it seemed every bit of energy had been zapped. Anxiety snaked through my stomach, my vision blurred, and I had to fight back the nausea.

      “The door’s closed,” I cried, reaching it.

      “You really need to sort this spirit thing out,” Frank snapped.

      “Can you open it?”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      I had no idea.

      “Do your dream thing like you did in the morgue,” Frank prompted. “Surely there’s someone here you can connect with.”

      That was a great idea. Looking to see who was close by, I spotted a child sleeping on a chair nearby. I sidled up to her, closed my eyes and tried to concentrate. It was hard shutting out the sounds of the room, but thankfully the little girl’s mind was easy to infiltrate. I suggested that she open the door for me and then go back to sleep, and within seconds she opened her eyes and did as I asked. As she pushed the handle down, allowing the cold night air to blow her curls from her face, I thanked her and then darted through the opening, Frank hot on my heels.

      “Now what?” Frank asked, his head rapidly moving side to side.

      Outside the snow had started to fall, light flakes drifting down from the sky like confetti. The party inside drifted into background noise as the silence of the night stilled my mind.

      “Where would Townsend have taken him?” I muttered, straining to think clearly.

      “He’s in a shed on the other side of the hall.” Anastasia arrived with a clang. Her cheeks were pink, and her aura was dark. “Townsend has him on the ground.”

      “Oh my God. Charlie will be in so much pain.” The thought caused stars to flit in front of my eyes.

      “We need to help him. Frank, go and find Dorothy. Shelby is around here somewhere. If she can call him and tell him where they are, then everything should be okay.” The tremble in her voice, depicted otherwise, but I chose not to focus on that. “Daisy, you’re with me. I’m hoping that you can get into Townsend’s mind and discourage him from doing anything awful.”

      I nodded as Frank disappeared into the ether. I just hoped that he was quick.

      Ana silently led the way across the gravel drive, then around a fence and to a small building situated a few hundred feet away from the crowd.

      Dull light filtered out through the open window of the council’s mower shed. As I peered inside, I instantly felt Charlie’s fear as he laid on the ground, Townsend standing over him, his police issue gun pointing at Charlie’s head.

      “Just so we’re clear.” Townsend ran his free hand through his hair, his eyes wide. “I didn’t want tonight to end this way. I was hoping for an incident free evening of fun and festivities. I never expected you to go crazy, attacking me so that I had to defend myself, ending with you dead.”

      “That’s not what happened,” Charlie spat.

      “Yes, you know that and I know that, but as far as my report will go, that’s exactly what happened.”

      I stepped through the window as Ana flanked Charlie. His eyes darted to mine, but he remained focused on the gun.

      “Keep him talking, Charlie,” I commented. “Help is on the way.”

      An almost imperceptible nod of his head told me he understood. “When Roy mentioned your car was smashed up and then the scratch on your face, I started to piece everything together,” he explained. “What I don’t get though is why did you do it?”

      “Which bit?” Townsend asked. “Breaking into your house and trying to kill you with a plastic knife?” He threw his head back and laughed. “You should have seen the look on your face when you woke and saw me standing over you.”

      “I don’t get it,” Charlie confessed.

      “At that stage, I didn’t intend to kill you, but you were asking too many questions. I wanted to frighten you which is why the knife was plastic. I knew you’d be groggy and because of your injury you probably couldn’t fight back. I figured you’d go to the station and report it, but then I’d be the one to lose the report.” He shrugged like it was simple.

      “That was some gamble.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t expect your mother to be home, let alone with a gun. Still beats me as to how she knew I was there. I also never expected you to be so smart.”

      “You shouldn’t underestimate people.”

      “Believe me, after the last few days it’s a lesson that I won’t ever forget. Take Angus for example. I pegged him for a good for nothing lazy idiot. When he was in that cell, I thought he was passed out drunk. Never for a second did I think he’d overhear my conversation and then sneak out. But I found him. Can you believe he was heading back to that disgusting tent of his? I tracked him down on the far end of Church Road and saw an opportunity. It only took two goes to run him over. Now, that was satisfying. Only problem with snatching an opportunity like that is I hadn’t thought it through. I considered leaving him on the side of the road, but I know the vicar often walks out that way. My car was pretty dented and as dumb as Shelby is, he could have put two and two together. But then I had the idea of dumping Angus in the pond. He had the sack filled with all his crap anyway, so I stuffed him in there, put the Santa suit on as a disguise, and the rest is history.”

      “What about Mrs Baker?”

      “She was an unexpected surprise, though her death was unintentional. When I realized she was dead, I was going to throw her in the pond too, but the thing is no one was supposed to notice a homeless man missing. I know for a fact that her daughter calls daily and it wouldn’t take long for an investigation to start looking for her. I thought I’d just leave her there and wait for someone to find her.” Townsend shrugged like it was no big deal. “I planted the idea in Shelby’s head that she fell over the dog lead. Like I said, he’s not that sharp, and with no other crime evident he had no reason to investigate further. Until you came along.”

      Oh oh.

      “You can’t kill me,” stated Charlie.

      “What’s stopping me?”

      “Your colleagues will never believe that I went crazy.”

      “Sure, they will. Did you not hear me say that they aren’t that smart? And besides. I’ll get Amethyst to visit their nightmares and then they’ll believe anything.”

      Townsend clicked the safety off as he two handed the gun. Fear shot from Charlie’s eyes as his Adam’s apple bobbed rapidly. It hadn’t been that long since he’d last been shot, and it didn’t take a genius to see that he didn’t like the idea of it happening again. And this time, the shooter was a trained gunman.

      “Ana, we have to do something!” I yelled.

      Her eyes darted around the shed, momentarily stopping on each item. “I’ve never done this before, but I guess now is a good time as any to see if I can.”

      She opened her arms wide and closed her eyes, her lips scrunched with concentration. Throwing her head back she screamed as a can of fuel shot from the shelf, knocking the gun from Townsend’s hand.

      Charlie didn’t hesitate. He pushed up off his feet and rammed Townsend to the ground. I could see the pain flash across his face as he pulled his arm back and punched Townsend hard in the nose. Blood gushed as Townsend screamed, before knocking Charlie to the cement floor.

      Instantly his police training kicked in and he wrestled Charlie on to his back and a fight ensued. Punches were thrown as the two men cursed. Townsend was fighting to get away with murder and Charlie was fighting for his life.

      I tried to help by getting into Townsend’s mind, but it was blocked off, his concentration solely on Charlie. Ana did what she could, throwing items at the men, but when she hit Charlie by mistake, she sat back and cried.

      Townsend kicked Charlie in the back and he fell face first on the hard ground. He grunted as the wind was knocked from his lungs and Townsend took the opportunity to reach for the discarded gun. I screamed as he took a deep breath, put both hands around the handle, his finger on the trigger.

      As he released a maniacal laugh, the door burst open and Shelby stood in the doorway, Frank in all his glory, flanking his shoulder.

      “Give me a reason to shoot you,” he yelled, aiming his weapon at Townsend.

      Townsend flicked his eyes between Shelby and Charlie before deciding to drop the gun.

      Frank cheered, Ana groaned, and I tumbled in a heap, crying.
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        * * *

      

      I stood in ward 4B and looked down at my sleeping body. My ash blonde hair was brushed back off my face, my long eye lashes curled without any help from the mascara wand and my rosebud lips were taped around a large feeding tube. I slept soundly without a care in the world, completely unaware of recent events. Thinking back over how Charlie had to fight for his life, I was jealous of my sleeping self.

      “So, tell me, why does a woman in a coma need a television in her room?” Frank demanded, jabbing at the remote control. “Dorothy, turn it on, will you? I want to see if Miracle on 34th Street is playing.”

      It was Christmas morning and Charlie had kept his promise we could visit the hospital in the hope that I could put myself back together. Yesterday, it was something high on my priority list, but after watching the pain flash through Charlie’s eyes as the doctors had checked him over, restitching some of his stitches that his fight with Townsend had undone, I wished that I could lie down with myself and sleep. I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to wake up. To be that unaware of anything was a blissful state that I longed to be in.

      A tear rolled down my cheek as Charlie moved alongside me.

      “It’s going to be okay, Daisy. You’ll be back with us soon.”

      I nodded but kept the truth to myself.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked him, swiping away the tear.

      “I’m okay. The sleeping pills the doctors gave me last night helped and even though I woke this morning feeling a bit groggy, it’s nice to know that we solved Mrs Baker’s murder.”

      “What will happen to her now? Will she move to the light?”

      “Who knows?” said Dorothy with a shrug, appeasing Frank and switching the television on. “She could hang around forever.”

      “Do you think Thor will hang around for a while longer?” Frank asked, fanning himself. “I wouldn’t mind if he did.”

      I laughed.

      “He has a name, Frank,” chastised Dorothy. “It’s Jason. If you want him around for a while longer, I suggest you remember it.”

      Frank beamed gleefully as the door silently pushed open and Shelby stepped into the room.

      “Merry Christmas.” He smiled as he removed his police cap.

      “Good morning, Shelby. And merry Christmas to you. Why aren’t you home with the family?” Dorothy asked.

      “I’m on my way there now. I’ve just finished some of the paperwork from last night and thought I’d stop by and see how Daisy’s doing.”

      My heart swelled with gratitude that he cared enough to do that.

      “The doctors are happy with her progress, but we still don’t know when she’ll wake up,” Charlie explained.

      “What happened to Townsend?” Dorothy asked.

      “Well, he confessed everything which will go in his favor. He’s locked securely in our cells, waiting for a bail hearing. With his charges, I can’t see any judge granting it though.”

      “Thanks for trusting me last night,” Dorothy said. “If you hadn’t acted on my phone call, who knows how it would have ended.”

      I gulped. That was something I didn’t want to think about.

      Shelby scratched his head, his nose scrunched. “How did you know what Townsend had done?”

      Dorothy glanced my way and smiled. “I’m psychic, remember?”

      “So, you saw it all in a crystal ball?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Maybe you can come and work for me. I could do with some insider information like that.” He grinned.

      “Shelby, will you look for Angus’ body?” Charlie asked.

      “We’re going to search the pond at the first chance we get. The snow is falling pretty heavy now which makes it difficult, but we won’t stop till we find him.”

      “Good. I’d like to give him the funeral he deserves.”

      “That’s really kind of you, Charlie. I’ll keep you informed of what we find.”

      “Thanks.”

      Once Shelby left, Dorothy sat on the chair alongside my bed and changed the television to a different channel.

      Frank gasped. “I was watching that!”

      “I’ll come back to it once the commercial break is over.”

      He huffed and sat on the bed alongside my sleeping body.

      “Daisy, you take up so much room,” he complained. “Can you move over a bit?”

      I laughed.

      Charlie stepped away towards the window. Resting his hip against the frame, he stared through the glass and into the snow filled clouds.

      I found myself drawn towards him, leaving Frank and Dorothy arguing over the best Christmas movie of all time.

      “Where’s Ana today?” I asked, going for nonchalant but not sure if I pulled it off.

      Charlie shrugged, totally nailing it. “Not sure.”

      “I thought she’d be here. It is Christmas, after all.”

      “Yeah, well I’m not sure what she’s doing.” He tensed and I sensed some unrest.

      “Is everything okay with you two?”

      “We’re not a couple. Well, not anymore. In fact, I’m not sure we ever were.”

      “Oh?” I chewed the inside of my cheek wanting to know what had changed, but not wanting to look too eager.

      Charlie exhaled. “Do you remember when you asked her about her clothing?”

      “Ahuh.”

      “Well, it got me thinking. I’d never questioned it before but the night Ana died, she didn’t know I was heading home. Even I didn’t know until an hour before I got on that plane. So why was she so dressed up?”

      I did the palms up thing, even though my imagination was coming up with a pretty good scenario.

      “Did you ask her?”

      “Yeah. At first, she denied it saying that she’d had an inkling I was going to come home and wanted to be ready. Then she said that she was heading out with a friend of hers. I asked who that friend was.”

      “And?”

      Charlie’s voice shook. “Apparently she’d been seeing her ex whenever I wasn’t around. She wasn’t convinced that she was over him but didn’t want to destroy her chances with me while she decided.”

      I sucked in a breath.

      “She was cheating on you?”

      Charlie swallowed hard. “Seems that way.”

      “But she’s your guardian angel!”

      “Death made her reassess her choices. She thought if she looked over me and kept me safe, it would make up for the wrong she’d done to me, and thereby earning her entry into the afterlife.”

      “She used you?”

      He sat heavily on the chair beside the window and stared at his hands. His gaze searched his palm as if they were looking for answers.

      “Oh Charlie. I’m so sorry.” I knelt beside him and placed my hand over his. Instantly heat shot up my arm and straight into my heart.

      “It’s okay. I gave her the forgiveness she wanted.”

      “Did you do that for you or for her?”

      “It doesn’t matter. She should spend eternity with the one she truly loves, not stuck with a guy she feels guilty about hurting.”

      “I’m sure that’s not why she stayed with you.”

      “Either way, I told her I was grateful for all she’d done for me, but it was time to let her go. Whether she found her true love or moved on I’m not sure.” Moisture filled behind his lashes, but he hurriedly blinked it away.

      I didn’t know what to say to make him feel better.

      “You should do the same, Daisy,” he continued, staring into the dismal morning. “When you awake, promise me that you won’t stick around me because you feel you owe me anything. I know I helped you, but I did that because I wanted to. You owe me nothing, and I want you to live your life free to love whoever you want.”

      As he turned to face me, his lips were tight, and a muscle in his jaw spasmed. His eyes were wide, and his nostrils flared as he sucked in a breath.

      I nodded rapidly, as tenderness filled my heart. “I would never do that to you, Charlie. You deserve better. You deserve a soulmate who loves you completely. One who can give you all of her and has no attachment to another man.”

      When I woke up, I intended to do just that.

      His eyes held mine and I tried to find the right words to say, to express how I felt.

      “Daisy!” Frank yelled across the room, breaking the spell between us. “Daisy, what’s wrong with your heart monitor? It’s going crazy.”

      There was nothing wrong with it. It was just reacting to what was happening inside me.

      Charlie glanced at it before once again looking at me. I held my breath as his smile slowly started to spread, lighting his face and causing his dimples to crease and his eyes to shine.

      I guessed I didn’t need to explain anything to him then.

      I beamed as my heart fell into a steadier rhythm and the monitor settled down.

      “Something must have excited her,” Charlie called.

      Frank frowned.

      “Maybe it was the movie?” I suggested, not wanting to share my true feelings just yet. “I do love this version of Miracle on 34th Street.”

      Dorothy tutted good humoredly as a loud pop startled us, and Elsie burst into the room.

      “I thought I’d find you all here. Merry Christmas everyone!” she called, adjusting her crocheted hat.

      “Merry Christmas, Elsie. Glad you’re here,” said Dorothy, as we all murmured our greetings. “Now can you please tell Frank that It’s a Wonderful Life is the best Christmas movie of all time?”

      Frank crossed his arms and huffed.

      Elsie scrunched her nose. “Well, that is a good movie, but personally I like Love Actually. Hugh Grant is just so yummy.”

      “I can’t argue with that,” replied Frank. We all laughed.

      It was good to be together for Christmas morning. With Charlie and his group of misfits, I had a kindred connection that I’d never had with my family, and I cherished every second of being with them.

      “I thought I’d stop by and tell you that Shirley’s heard the news about her killer,” explained Elsie. “She’s so happy and grateful that you solved the case, she’s decided she’s going to hang around for a while. She likes our group, apparently.”

      “We do make a good team,” said Frank.

      “I agree! Kind of like that show back in the 80’s. What was it called, Dorothy?” Elsie asked.

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “Are you talking about the A Team?” Dorothy asked.

      “That’s the one. We could be like them and solve mysteries, only we’d help people move to the afterlife.”

      “Should I point out that Mrs Baker hasn’t yet moved to the afterlife?” I quietly asked Charlie.

      He grinned.

      “Let’s do it!” whooped Frank, jumping up from the bed and doing a happy dance around the room.

      “We could call ourselves the Ghost Detectives,” suggested Elsie.

      “I’m in.” Frank smiled.

      “Sure. Why not?” Dorothy added.

      They all turned to Charlie, their eyes large and excited.

      He studied the group before turning to me. “What do you think?” he asked. “I’m in if you are.”

      Oh boy. Looks like the Ghost Detectives were in business.

      
        
        The End
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        Thanks for reading!

        Continue the Dandelion Ponds Mysteries Series in book two, That’s the Spirit here: https://bethprenticenovels.com
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        Would you risk your life to save Christmas?

      

      

      

      When witch Lily discovers another witch stealing from a major department store, little does she know what she’s about to get herself into. Being Christmas, she doesn’t want to dob the woman into the Paranormal Investigation Bureau and have her arrested, but when Lily confronts the woman and things take a dramatic turn, she has no choice.

      Lily calls her mentor and PIB boss, Angelica, who questions the woman and finds out what’s really going on. The woman has a good excuse but also needs their help tracking down and saving Christmas’s most important person—Santa.

      Lily and Angelica undertake a secret and dangerous mission to save the big man in the red suit. If anyone finds out he’s real, the world will never be the same, and if the women can’t find him before Christmas, millions of people will have the worst Christmas ever, not to mention Mrs Claus would be heartbroken.

      With the help and hinderance of Santa’s sexy elves, Lily and Angelica do their best to save Christmas, but can they wrap it up in time for Christmas Day, or will an evil organised-crime gang rain all over their Christmas parade and burst their Christmas baubles?
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      Christmas music played through the speakers in the bright, shiny Harrods Outlet store in Westfield Shopping Centre London as Liv and I wandered around looking for Christmas presents. Being in a Westfields was almost like being at home—all the huge malls in Sydney were Westfields. This shopping centre was just as huge and shiny as Sydney’s, but we didn’t have Harrods in Australia. A rather large reminder that I wasn’t actually at home. I frowned, but it didn’t last long because, well, I was in London, and that was an awesome place to be.

      “Care for some perfume?” The slim young woman, dressed in white, had a smile that was too big for her face. I gave her a polite closed-mouth smile and was about to say no thanks, but Liv, my best friend, beat me—not to it, but she just beat me.

      Liv stopped walking. I lifted my hand, about to push her gently in the back, but I was too slow. “Ooh, yes please.” Doh.

      The woman held up a business-sized card and pumped two sprays from the bottle she was holding onto it. The spritz sailed across and hit me in the face. I coughed. My eyes watered, and I sneezed. And the taste. I gagged, stuck my tongue out, and wiped my fingers over it, trying to remove the offending scent. The woman stared at me, an affronted expression on her face.

      “Don’t mind her,” Liv said in her refined English accent. “She’s from Australia.” My friend smirked. Very. Freaking. Funny.

      The woman nodded slowly. “Ah, I see.” What the hell? What did she see? Aussies weren’t always uncouth. Some of us had allergies to stuff. Sheesh. Not to mention how rude it was to spray people with chemicals they didn’t ask for. I would’ve defended myself, but I didn’t want to stand in the cloud of eye-wateringly distilled, artificial floweriness any longer. Another sneeze tickled my nose, and I turned away, trying to hold it in. Or maybe I should’ve just sneezed on her and returned the favour of having something sprayed on you that you didn’t want.

      “That’s lovely,” said Liv. “I might be back later. We have a few things to grab first. Thanks.” She linked her arm through mine. “Let’s go.” I let her lead me to a handbag display where we stopped.

      I looked at Liv. “Admit it—that perfume was too strong. I can still taste it.” I made choking noises.

      She laughed. “Yeah, it was pretty terrible.”

      “Oh my God. So why did you tell her you’d be back later?”

      “I was being polite. You should try it some time.” She winked.

      I rolled my eyes. “I wasn’t the one who sprayed someone with stinky chemicals. I had every right to have an allergic reaction, thank you very much.”

      “I know. I’m just teasing.” She grinned. “So, you said you might get a handbag for Angelica. See anything that suits?”

      “Hmm….” I slowly gazed around at the bags. Angelica, who was not known for her frivolity, was a hard person to buy for. She had pretty much everything she wanted—being a senior agent and a witch at the Paranormal Investigation Bureau gave her the money and power to buy just about anything that could fit in a house, or even an actual house, for that matter. But she wasn’t into fashion. She worked almost every day and was always in her uniform—black trousers or skirt, white shirt, black tie, black jacket. Boring, boring, boring. But functional and imposing. Which was all you really needed when arresting witch criminals. I spied a mid-sized black leather handbag and took it off the shelf to examine it. “This is just big enough to fit a wallet, keys, phone, lippy, and a gun. Perfect.” I checked the price tag. Yikes, a hundred and twenty pounds. I wasn’t made of money, but I had been saving because I lived in Angelica’s house and paid no rent, so I could afford to splurge on her present. I’d never spend this amount of money on myself.

      “That looks so Angelica—minimalistic and functional yet timelessly stylish.”

      “Yep. I’ll get it. Still, it seems so… boring. What if she hates it?” My shoulders slumped.

      “She won’t hate it. She’ll appreciate that you went to the effort. Plus, what’s to hate about a black handbag? They’re fairly inoffensive.” She gave me an encouraging smile. “So you only have James to buy for now?”

      “Gah, you’re no help, and yep, only James’s pressie to go. You only have your dad left?” James, my brother, would be easy. He’d be happy with clothes. Liv didn’t have any siblings, and I knew she’d already grabbed her mum and boyfriend something.

      She nodded and smiled. “Where to now?”

      Magic prickled my scalp. I scrunched my forehead and turned, trying to find the source. Witches were a secret—non-witches would likely be alarmed enough at our advantages to want to kill us all, so we had a policy of not divulging our existence. Performing magic in public, unless it was something subtle, was a no-no. Maybe the person magicking had forgotten their phone and had popped it subtly into their bag? But maybe that person was doing something obvious or….

      Oh dear.

      The culprit was an older woman, chubby, dressed in emerald-green trousers and matching loose jacket over a pink shirt. Her dishevelled salt-and-pepper hair fell to her shoulders. The waffle iron she was staring at disappeared. I raised a brow. Was she stealing? It seemed too out there for her to be magicking the items to a shopping trolley sitting in plain sight. A lock of hair fell over her face, and she blew it out of the way, then turned to the display of teapots and cups behind her. Her magic—strong, kind, and smooth with a hint of nervousness—prickled down my nape. A blue tea set winked out of sight.

      Wow. Some people had no shame.

      “What’s wrong?” Liv’s brow wrinkled. She wasn’t a witch—although she knew about us and worked at the PIB with Angelica and my brother. She’d sworn an oath to never tell a non-witch soul about us. This oath was backed by magic and had serious consequences. Most oaths included a promise to forgo an appendage. Jail time was also a possibility, and sometimes even death. Not fun.

      “That woman over there just used you-know-what. I have to find out why. It looks like she stole something.”

      As the woman walked towards the toy section, I followed. Liv hurried to catch up to me. “What are you going to do if she did steal something?”

      Okay, so I hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I don’t know yet.”

      “You can’t arrest her. If you say anything, she might just disappear, and then you’ll never catch her. Plus, you’re not an agent.”

      “True. Although, I could make a citizen’s arrest.” All I knew was that if she was committing a crime, I had to do something. The woman halted in front of a pyramid of board games. I stopped behind a life-size blow-up Santa and pulled my phone out of my handbag, Liv overshooting Santa, then quickly backtracking to hide next to me.

      Time to get some proof, just in case she ran away when I confronted her. I held my phone up and switched it to video. The Santa had one arm raised in a jolly wave, so with my body hidden behind his, I peeked through the gap between his neck and arm and filmed.

      The woman jerked her head this way and that, likely checking for observers. I ducked, counted to ten, then slowly leaned out again with Liv peering from under Santa’s arm. Phew. The lady hadn’t seen us. I pressed Record in time to nab her magicking the middle row of board games away. The games on top of those slowly hovered to land quietly on the ones that had been below that missing row.

      Liv and I looked at each other. I nodded. “I at least have to question her. If I can’t get a good answer, I’ll call Angelica.” She was otherwise known as Ma’am and was my brother’s boss at the PIB. It was their job to deal with witch criminals, but this woman looked too old and nice to be a hardened criminal—at least that’s what her magic told me. Maybe she’d just fallen on hard times? “Come on, Liv. Let’s get this over with.” I hated confrontation. And I had to be extra careful because we were in public. I couldn’t risk using any obvious magic.

      As the woman reached the next toy display, we caught up to her. I looked at her with my other sight. She wasn’t packing any spells, but I put up my return to sender—you could never be too careful. I drew more magic from the ever-flowing river to cast a hold spell. It would ensure she couldn’t go anywhere, at least magically. “Excuse me.”

      She jumped and turned. “Oh, my. You shouldn’t sneak up on people. It’s not nice.” Her cultured English accent came out in a firm but quiet tone. She glanced around again, then looked back at me. “You could give someone a heart attack.”

      I smiled, trying to put her at ease. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to surprise you. I just wanted to ask about something.”

      “Please make it quick. I have Christmas shopping to do.” She fiddled with one of the trinkets on her charm bracelet.

      “Have you managed to find anything yet?” I didn’t want to totally embarrass myself. If she was transferring them to the counter—maybe a witch was serving today?—me accusing her of stealing wasn’t going to go down too well. “You can speak freely in front of my friend. She knows.”

      “Whatever are you talking about? Do you see any items in my hands? Of course I haven’t found anything yet, which is why I have to hurry. I’m running out of time.”

      “Right, so you were stealing, then?”

      Her grey eyes widened, and she stared at me. “I… I…”

      I held up my phone. “I have proof, if you’d like to see. Tell me why I shouldn’t call the PIB right now?”

      She blinked a few times. Her magic tingled my scalp, a panicked scritch to it. I watched for a doorway, ready to throw my hold spell at her. But she hadn’t built a doorway.

      Her magic smacked into my return to sender, jolting me back a step. The shockwave sent a dull ache through my stomach, but it quickly dissipated. By the time I’d recovered, it was obvious what she’d done.

      Liv stared at the woman who was frozen with her mouth open and one arm in the air pointing at me. “Is she all right?” Liv walked around her, then stopped next to me again. “Um, what happened?”

      “She must’ve tried to freeze me with a spell, but I had my return to sender up, so she copped it.” I glanced around the shop. “I think it’s our turn to leave. If anyone sees her, they’re going to wonder…. How are we going to get her to the toilets?” Witches travelled via doorways, but so we’d remain unseen by the public and have lots of safe—albeit stinky—landing places, we used public toilets. Whenever you see Out of Order on a toilet door, you can bet it’s being saved for a witch.

      “Maybe we can pretend she’s a mannequin?”

      “I guess we could. But she’s not going to weigh the same as one.” I cocked my head to one side. “She’s going to weigh at least eighty kilos.” I was young and fit, but I certainly couldn’t carry someone who weighed twenty kilos more than I did.

      “You’ll just have to….” Liv lifted her hands and waggled her fingers at me, as if she were casting a spell.

      I laughed. “Yes, I suppose I will. But what? I don’t exactly know all the spells.”

      “Can’t you just think about what you want and ask?”

      “I suppose I can.”

      Liv stared over my shoulder. “You’d better hurry up.”

      I turned. “Crap.” A saleswoman was heading towards us. How was I supposed to explain a frozen woman? And how long did we have until the spell wore off? Would it even, or would we potentially be stuck with this lady indefinitely? Gah. I’d just have to hope for the best. I focussed on my stomach and drew magic from the river of power. “Make the frozen lady hover five inches above the ground.” Oh my God, she hovered. “Yes!” I threw my arm around her waist and whispered to her, “Sorry for touching you, but I didn’t have a choice. Come to think of it, you were going to freeze me and leave me here for Liv to deal with. Maybe I’m not sorry.”

      “Can I help you, ladies?” The shop assistant’s smile was as fake as mine.

      “Just looking.” Hmm, yeah, just wandering around carrying a mannequin, like all normal shoppers….

      The thirty-something, dark-haired woman looked my possession up and down. She glanced around the shop. She was probably trying to figure out if I’d nabbed it from them.

      “It’s a beauty, isn’t it!” Liv grinned. “Lily’s grandmother died a year ago, and she had a mannequin made to look just like her. They’re going to put her next to the Christmas tree.” The woman stared at me, mute. Oh, great. Now I could never come into this shop again—they’d peg me as a loony.

      Oh, well, I supposed I’d just roll with it. “Ah, yeah. Unfortunately, they couldn’t make one where the legs could bend too. We’ll miss her at the dinner table.” I donned my best sad face. “Anyway, I’ve got lots of shopping to do, so we must be off. Bye!” Before the woman could stop me, I turned and headed for the exit. I had to keep telling myself not to run.

      Liv, hurrying behind me, snorted. “Oh my God, that was hilarious. Did you see her face?”

      “Hmm, yes. Very funny. Now I can never come back here.”

      Liv chuckled but managed to keep her thoughts to herself on our route back to the toilets. She held the main door open for me as I wrangled our bulky captive through. There was no give in her stiffly fixed limbs.

      Clunk.

      Liv’s hand shot up to cover her mouth, her eyes wide. I pressed my lips together and raised my brows in chagrin. “Oops. Sorry about that.” Hopefully our cargo wouldn’t have a headache later. I mean, her head didn’t hit that hard. Yep, you tell yourself that, Lily.

      We found the out-of-order stall. One of the other cubicles was occupied, so I had to whisper to Liv, “There’s no way we’re all going to fit in there. Can you go in first? I’ll make the doorway around you, so you have to make sure you don’t move—I’d hate to accidentally cut something off.”

      Her brows shot up. “You inspire such confidence.”

      I smiled. “You know it. Just. Don’t. Move.” I winked.

      She rolled her eyes and slid into the stall. With one arm around Miss Mannequin, I held the door open just enough with my other hand so I could see Liv. I then drew on my magic and carefully made a doorway around her. Heat built in my stomach, and my magic felt heavy. It must’ve been the effort of maintaining the hover spell at the same time as making a doorway. Did the weight of the hovering item make a difference as well?

      Liv gave a small wave and stepped backwards, then disappeared. I took a deep breath and wiped a forearm across my forehead to soak up the sweat—gross for sure. This was like going for a jog. Right, suck it up, Lily.

      Now came the trickier part—getting the stiff woman through my doorway without any accidents. I drew a deep breath and opened the door wider.

      The toilet in the next stall flushed. Crap. I had to hurry it up—seeing two people going into a cubicle wasn’t a good look, even if one of those people didn’t seem to be a real person.

      There wasn’t much room to manoeuvre, and I couldn’t let her touch the sides of my doorway. It was difficult placing her in the right spot when I was half in, half out of the cubicle.

      The door rattled on the one next to me. It was time to move… whether I wanted to or not.

      “Here goes,” I whispered to myself as I squeezed into the stall and pushed my cargo through my portal. We emerged into Angelica’s reception room, all limbs intact. Phew!

      Liv had unlocked the reception-room door and held it open for me. Tiredness weighed me down as I walked through. I hurried to the living room. “Help me, please.”

      My friend hurried to stand next to me. “What do you need?”

      “Grab her ankles and help me place her on the Chesterfield. The hover spell is draining me big time.”

      Liv’s eyes popped open. “Oh, gosh, okay.” She grabbed the stranger’s legs, and I grabbed her shoulders. We tilted her, positioning her over the couch, where she hovered. There was a five-inch gap between her and the soft padded leather.

      Once we were clear, I dropped the spell. The woman landed on the couch, and my relief was immediate, the heat in my stomach dissipating. I plonked onto the Chesterfield opposite, and Liv sat next to me. “Now what?” she asked.

      I magicked my phone to myself and held it up. “Angelica or James? What do you think?”

      Liv cocked her head to the side. “Angelica’s more likely to put her in jail, but then again, she lives here. How do you propose to hide this woman if James agrees not to charge her?”

      “I could just lock her in my room.”

      “Isn’t that akin to kidnapping?”

      “Um…. Maybe? It’s not like she can go anywhere. But I guess that’s the other thing—she’ll eventually starve if she can’t eat. Gah! Angelica is bound to find out sooner or later, and when she does, I’ll get in trouble for not calling her first.” I sighed and dialled her number—there was no avoiding the inevitable.

      Liv nodded. “Good choice.”

      “Hello, dear. What is it?” You could always trust Angelica to get straight to it, niceties be damned.

      “We have a… situation at home that I’d rather not talk about on the phone. Can you maybe pop home and check it out?” I didn’t want to alert anyone listening in as to what the actual issue was. If the PIB bosses were spying on their employees, and they caught them doing the wrong thing, they would lose their jobs at the very minimum. And I was still hoping I could talk Angelica out of arresting the woman, at least until we found out what her problem was. If she was poor, and she really was trying to help her family, arresting her would be awful. Although why she needed so many of one board game was a mystery. My shoulders slumped as I conceded that she was likely stealing to sell them on eBay or something.

      “Don’t worry. You’re doing the right thing.” Liv gave me a small smile.

      “Thanks. I know, but it’s still depressing. Also, do you think she’ll be able to unfreeze her?” Undoing someone else’s magic was difficult—sometimes impossible—and I didn’t have the experience to try. Something could go horribly wrong if I mucked it up. But if anyone could figure it out, it was Angelica.

      “Unfreeze who, dear?” I turned quickly. There she was, imposing in her black PIB uniform, immaculate bun in place, coming through the door. Stealthy witch—her black court shoes made nary a clicking on the floorboards.

      “I didn’t hear the reception-room door close, or your footsteps.”

      She smirked. “Years of habit. Being an undercover operative will do that to a person. Now, what do we have here?” She walked around the couch Liv and I sat on and stood in front of the one opposite. She bent and stared at the woman’s unresponsive gaze. Then she poked her cheek and placed her hand in front of her nose. “Okay, so she’s breathing.” She straightened and turned to me. “Care to explain?”

      If I’d had a pound for every time I’d had to explain something I’d inadvertently found myself in the middle of, I’d be able to buy a townhouse in the centre of London. At least this one didn’t take too long to convey.

      When I finished, Angelica had assumed her poker face. “Good to know you had your return to sender up. Did you check her for ID?”

      “Um… no. I was too busy getting her back here without causing a scene.”

      “You’ve had ample time since you returned.” Why did Angelica have to be so critical? It wasn’t as if I was an agent.

      Time to change the subject. “Can you unfreeze her and find out what she was doing stealing that stuff before you incarcerate her? What if she’s struggling and was just trying to get presents for her family?”

      She shook her head. “Always the bleeding heart. It’s an admirable quality to care about others, dear, but when they’ve committed a crime, the law has to take precedence. She could be part of a stolen-goods syndicate. They steal millions from retailers each year.”

      I regarded the harmless-looking woman lying on the couch, one of her arms pointing towards the ceiling. “She doesn’t look like a hardened criminal. If she was, wouldn’t she have done something worse to me? A freeze spell is pretty harmless, as long as you can figure out how to reverse it.”

      “And if you can’t?” Angelica raised a well-manicured brow. “A person will die if left in that state long enough. Even a couple of days will give you cramps and could result in blood clots if someone isn’t around to turn the body. Anyway, enough of this chatter.” She looked over at the Christmas tree in the corner of the lounge room, to the side of the fireplace. She seemed to be considering things. Eventually, she turned back to me. “Right. I’ll unfreeze her—which could take a while—and question her. If I don’t like what she has to say, I’ll arrest her.”

      “But—”

      “That’s as good as I’m offering, dear. Like it or lump it.”

      Liv gave me a sympathetic look. I rolled my eyes. “Fine. You win.”

      “Always.” She smiled, then turned to the stranger. Angelica’s magic prickled my scalp. “Right. She has no ID.” A dining chair from the kitchen appeared behind my mentor, and she sat. “This might take a while, ladies. Olivia, if you’d like to have a tea, feel free. Lily, pull up a chair and watch with your other sight. You might learn something about unpicking a spell. This is my Christmas gift to you.”

      “Oh, how… kind.” I would’ve laughed at the ridiculousness of it, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t joking—Angelica did have a dark sense of humour, though, so you never knew. I magicked another chair from the kitchen and placed it next to Angelica’s.

      “Lily, I think I’ll go see Mum. She wanted help wrapping some presents.”

      “Okay, not a prob. I’ll let you know when we’re done.”

      “Bye.”

      As Olivia left, Angelica drew magic. I turned on my other sight, which I usually didn’t use because I hated seeing people’s auras. They were so distracting. Not as bad as a flickering fluorescent light, but almost.

      I blinked. Whoa! Angelica’s magic—a glowing blue thread stretching from the hand she’d placed on the woman’s shoulder—slithered into the faint-yellow aura surrounding her. It stopped at a knot of power. The squiggles and lines spun around each other until it was like tangled sewing thread. It took me back to when I was seven and my mum taught me how to sew a hem. My messy attempt had made her smile. Bittersweet tears burned my eyes, and I blinked them away. Now was not the time to cry—I couldn’t bring my parents back, and I had things to learn. I glanced at the Christmas tree and back at what Angelica was doing. Focus, Lily.

      Angelica’s power edged into the spell maze. Her mouth moved as she worked, maybe directing the flow of her power? For a lesson, this was a dodgy one, but I supposed the intention was important.

      “I’m trying to find the heart of the spell. Once I do that, I can unravel it. I’d like you to be ready with another freeze spell, Lily, just in case she panics and tries to disappear or attack us.”

      “Okay.” I formed the spell and held it, my magic an almost imperceptible hum in my tummy.

      Angelica leaned closer to the woman, peering at the symbol that was the visible manifestation of the spell. Her blue thread glowed brighter. Angelica stopped moving her lips. Her magic vibrated my scalp as she sent a burst of power along the line. The scent of ozone tickled my nose, and I sneezed. “Sorry,” I whispered, but if I’d been worried about surprising her and ruining her concentration, I was wasting my time. She didn’t so much as flinch.

      After a couple of minutes, her magic flared brighter, and an invisible force buffeted me. The spell unravelled, snaking around like an out-of-control garden hose. And then it disappeared. Angelica sucked in a deep breath and sat back, releasing her breath slowly. The patient blinked. Her hands moved, then her arms, as if she were trying them out for the first time. She turned her head to gaze at Angelica, then me. I would’ve expected confusion to have seized her face, but her eyes were calm, assessing.

      She sat up slowly and smoothed a hand over her somewhat messed up hair. Her magic tingled my scalp, and her hair was once again immaculate. Her lack of worry was…. I didn’t know what it meant except that I was confused.

      Angelica’s businesslike tone left no room for the woman to think she was playing. “No thanks necessary. Although I could’ve left you frozen indefinitely.” Angelica only gave the woman enough time to raise her eyebrows before continuing. “I’d like to know why you were stealing. And before you deny it, I have witnesses who will swear in court.”

      The woman lifted her chin enough that she appeared to be trying to look down her nose at Angelica. She had some guts—I’d give her that. “And who, in the jingle bells, are you?”

      I bit my lip hard, trying not to laugh. Someone who used seasonal curses. Interesting. Also interesting was Angelica’s expression. Queen of the poker face, there was nothing pokerish about the single raised eyebrow and “you’ve got to be kidding me” glint in her eyes shining brighter than the coloured lights on our Christmas tree.

      “Angelica DuPree, but you can call me Ma’am. I run operations at the Paranormal Investigation Bureau, and I’m looking for a reason not to arrest you, so I suggest you cooperate. I’m in no mood for timewasting. I’ve got other things that need my attention. The only reason I haven’t arrested you yet is that Lily”—she briefly turned to look at me before turning back around—“insisted I give you a chance.”

      The stranger stared at me. “How did you turn my own spell on me?”

      Angelica took the reins, and I wasn’t stupid—this was her show, and I’d let her run it. Christmas would be a lot nicer for all of us—well, okay, for me—if I kept my mouth shut when it came to investigations. She had, in an unexpected show of Christmas spirit, agreed to do things my way to start with—a concession that was rarer than a white Christmas in Sydney. As far as I knew, it had never snowed in my home city, which was something I’d been looking forward to in England. Happily, I’d gotten my wish a few days ago. “That’s on a need-to-know basis. Now, you have no ID. What’s your name?”

      The woman’s lips slid into a snarky smile. Oh, great. She’d be in the basement cells at the PIB before afternoon tea. Well, I’d tried. It wasn’t my fault she wouldn’t cooperate. Hopefully Angelica wouldn’t hold it against me every time I asked for a favour from now on. “That’s on a need-to-know basis.” She folded her arms, sat back, and crossed her legs. “Feel free to arrest me at any time.” Wow, nothing looked guiltier than someone who wouldn’t talk. I sighed.

      Before I knew what was happening, my mouth was moving. Oops. “Why did you steal that stuff? There’s no shame in being poor and wanting to give your family presents.” Angelica gave me a shut-up glare. I did the least sensible thing available to me—I kept talking. “Well, your way isn’t working. I just want to know.” I looked at the woman. “Look, I didn’t want to see you go to jail, but that’s where you’re headed, and it’s not nice—let me tell you. I’ve spent time there.” I shuddered. Reliving the memories was unpleasant, but if it helped this woman, it would be worth it. “You have a toilet in your cell, so it’s stinky, and there’s no privacy. Weeing practically in public is not my idea of fun, and don’t get me started on number twos. But if that’s what you want, that’s up to you. Maybe rather than not answering us, you could help us help you? If you don’t want your family to know what you’ve done, that’s fine—we won’t tell them, but please talk to Ma’am. It’s the only way she can help you.”

      The woman’s brow wrinkled—the first sign of her mask cracking, or so I hoped. She turned her head and looked at the Christmas tree. After staring at it for a minute, she turned back to Angelica. “I’m in a… predicament.” She picked at the end of her jacket sleeve.

      Angelica sat next to me. “Care to elaborate?”

      “Can I see your ID?”

      Angelica’s nostrils flared. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I’m somewhere strange. How do I know you’re who you say you are? Put yourself in my position. You could do anything to me, and nobody would know.” The woman tilted her head to the side, her face serene as if to say, you know I’m right.

      Angelica’s poker face returned. “We could have already done whatever we wanted. I’m the one who freed you from your self-inflicted prison. But just so you know I’m not joking around—I will put you in jail if you don’t explain yourself to my satisfaction—here is my ID.” Her magic tingled my scalp, and a small plastic card appeared in her hand. She gave it to the woman.

      The woman looked the card over and handed it back. “Thank you.” She gave Angelica an assessing gaze. “I could actually do with your help, but I’m reluctant because I have secrets I need to keep—and, no, they’re nothing to do with stolen goods, or crime, for that matter. I would need you to agree to a forget spell when you’ve finished helping me.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not how it works. If you’ve committed a crime, it’s my job to make sure you’re charged and front court. I can’t do that if I don’t remember, now, can I?”

      “Okay, then. What if I tell your assistant and spell my words to only be memorable for one minute? That gives her enough time to think about whether my reason is good enough to avoid jail. She can give you her opinion about whether it’s necessary to invoke the forget spell for after it’s all over.”

      I cleared my throat. Why did I have to have all the pressure put on me? What if I made the wrong decision? But then again, the worst that would happen is that we were letting a thief back into the world. Stealing wasn’t good, but it wasn’t murder or assault.

      Angelica nodded slowly. “We must know you’re telling the truth. I’m happy with that if I can cast a truth spell on you before you start.”

      “Sounds fair.” The woman held her hand out. “Let’s shake on it.”

      Angelica shook her hand. Well, that was settled. Funny how I got no say in it. Story of my life. Squirrels didn’t have to put up with this crap. I was definitely coming back as a squirrel if there was any such thing as reincarnation. The only question was whether I wanted to be a grey or red one. Hmm. Decisions, decisions.

      “Lily?” Angelica was waving her hand in front of my face.

      I jerked my head up. “Oh, sorry.” I shrugged. She knew I zoned out sometimes. There was no need to explain. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

      Angelica’s magic tickled my nape. “When you speak to Lily or me, only truth we will see. After thirty minutes under this spell, falsities again you may tell.”

      Then the woman’s magic caressed my scalp. “The following words are for Lily’s ears only, and within sixty seconds to be forgotten entirely.” She smiled and spoke without lowering her voice. “This will be hard to believe, but I’m Joanne Claus, Mrs Claus, if you will. My husband has gone missing. I was stealing those toys because we have no money…. We did have money, but he’s gone, and with it, our billions of pounds. But the witch children still need their presents, as do the poorer witch adults. I was keeping account of what I’d spent, to pay back when I find my husband and the money, but until then, Christmas must go on. I can’t tell anyone because there would be an uproar, not to mention, no one knows who we are. You can’t repeat it to anyone.”

      My mouth fell open. Oh. My. God. I stared at her. Since she couldn’t lie, this information was legit. Unbelievable but the truth. And what the hell had happened to Santa? I shook my head. Un—be—lievable. I supposed I should tell Angelica what I thought before I forgot everything. “We can’t charge her. Those presents aren’t even for her. Trust me. When you hear what it’s all about, there’s no way you’d put her in jail.” Dizziness hit me, and I shut my eyes to steady myself. When I opened my eyes again, Angelica was staring at me. “What?”

      “You look a bit pale, dear.”

      “I was just dizzy.”

      “So, she’s deserving of our help?”

      “Who?”

      Angelica looked at me as if I’d just jumped on the coffee table and started twerking. “Her.” She directed her gaze to the stranger on our couch.

      “Oh, um, if I said so, then yes. I forget.”

      Angelica stared at me for a moment before turning to the woman again. “Right, so Lily has given you her seal of approval.”

      I whispered a seal bark to myself—who could resist? “Argh, argh.”

      Angelica looked at me. “Did you want to say something?”

      “Um… no?”

      She stared at me, then pressed her lips together. Eventually she gave up and turned to the mystery woman. “How are we going to do this, then?”

      “I do need your help to solve my problem, which is extremely time sensitive, but I don’t need you remembering everything when we’re done. Would you consent to a forget spell when all this is over, and a confidentiality spell while you and Lily are helping me? We can’t tell anyone else. I have a talent for both spells, so your health won’t be at risk at any time, and I’m willing to build in an illegality clause—if anything you discover incriminates me in any way, I’m happy for you to remember that and act as you need to. But I’m sure that you’ll find I’m behaving in an above-board way to achieve a charitable outcome. I’d bet all my Christmas decorations on it.”

      Angelica nodded and sat quietly for a moment, likely considering her options. I couldn’t remember what the woman had told me, but the need for her to say yes pressed against my ribs, a force of emotion I couldn’t quite understand. “Please say yes.”

      Angelica wrinkled her brow as she regarded me; then her face resumed its usual poker-ready stance as she turned to the woman. “Okay, I’ll accept your conditions, including the illegality clause. I also want a clause built into the spell that if you damage my or Lily’s memories, you will hand yourself into the PIB for that particular misstep. Do we have a deal?”

      “Shiny Christmas balls, yes!” She smiled and held her hand out to shake Angelica’s.

      “Let’s get to this, then, shall we?” Angelica shook the woman’s hand.

      The stranger’s magic tickled my scalp as she incanted the spell. It was one of the most convoluted spells I’d ever heard. At the end of it, Angelica and I both agreed to all the terms and conditions, and the woman agreed to keep up her end of the bargain. Once we’d done that, an electrical current ran through me, and it, I assumed, was done.

      The woman sat forward, her green suit shimmering. Red tinsel earrings appeared in her ears. That was new. “I’d like to introduce myself, even though you’ll forget later. I’m Joanne Claus. You might know me better as Mrs Claus.” She magicked a framed photo to herself and held it up for us to see. “This is Erik—Santa—and me. It was taken last year before he put his talent to good use and magicked the presents everywhere.”

      My mouth fell open. So, Santa was a witch. Who woulda thunk it? I never even knew Santa was real. Did that mean the Tooth Fairy and the Easter Bunny were real? I blinked and refocussed on the photo. Erik and Joanne were standing in front of a massive pile of presents that were arranged in a colourful pyramid that reached their two-storey-high ceiling in the foyer of what looked to be a grand house, a curved stairway sweeping up to the level above, behind the presents.

      So, so, so many questions jostled for dominance in my poor brain. Luckily not much phased Angelica. “So, Erik’s talent is translocating multiple things untold distances simultaneously?”

      Mrs Claus smiled, pride brightening her eyes. “Yes.” Her smile disappeared quicker than a pavlova at Christmas lunch. “But he’s missing. I don’t know how I’m going to buy all the presents, let alone send them. I’m worried about him. He would never just get up and leave like that at any time, least of all just before Christmas.”

      Angelica’s tone was understanding. “Is he suffering from any health problems? Depression, dementia?”

      “Elderly life crisis?”

      Both women looked at me as if I’d killed Rudolph. Was there even a Rudolph? What about flying reindeer? Angelica cleared her throat. “We can do without your interjections, Lily. You’re not helping.”

      I thought my question was legit—he wouldn’t have been the first man to up and leave his family without so much as a Merry Christmas. “You never know. Were you having marital problems?” I winced. It was hardly the question you were supposed to ask Mrs Claus. Maybe they’d been thinking of me when they invented the Grinch?

      Mrs Claus sniffed. “No. We were not having marital problems. We have our moments, like any other couple, but we’re happy. We’re a team—the team who make sure Christmas happens every year for families who need it. Besides, he would never ever abandon his Christmas duties, even if he wasn’t happy with me. This is his life. He took a witch oath many years ago. If he breaks it willingly, he’ll be struck down, killed. Does that answer your questions?”

      “Yes, thanks.” My smile was so sheepish, it almost grew wool and bleated.

      Angelica frowned. “This is serious, then. When was the last time you saw him?”

      “Two mornings ago. He made me tea and toast for breakfast. After that, he went to his study and then disappeared.”

      “How did you discover he was gone?”

      “I went to check on him at lunchtime, and his study was empty. He didn’t leave the house the non-witch way. He took his laptop with him, too, but not his phone. I have absolutely no idea where he went. I thought he might have had some last-minute Christmas stuff to do.” She took a deep, shaky breath. “If it wasn’t for the elves reassuring me everything would be fine, I’d be an absolute wreck by now. They’re the ones who encouraged me to shoplift. Before Erik left, we had two billion pounds in our account. Now it’s empty.” She shook her head slowly and put her hand on her heart, apparently still shellshocked. To be honest, I didn’t blame her. Not only was the man she loved missing, a crazy amount of money had disappeared. I wasn’t sure what would be more upsetting. What? Two billion pounds was a lot of money. Also, let’s not forget elves. Elves were real too? It was lucky I was going to forget all this in a few days because my brain couldn’t take much more.

      “So, you obviously use your substantial funds to buy presents?” Trust Angelica to keep things sensible.

      “Yes.”

      Trust me not to. “I thought the elves made the presents. What’s the point of having elves if they don’t do anything?”

      “They help us wrap everything, and they help me with buying the right things for people. They go through the tonnes of mail we receive every year. They really are invaluable.”

      Angelica scratched her ear. “Right, so we’re on a tight timeframe. Christmas Eve is in two nights. We have to find Santa by then.”

      Mrs Claus nodded. She picked at her jacket sleeve again. “How do you even know where to start? Anything could have happened to Erik.” Her eyes glistened with tears. She took a deep breath and blinked them away. “Would you like to see his study?”

      Angelica gave a gentle smile. “That would be an excellent place to start. Also, does he have any enemies?”

      Mrs Claus looked at the ground, then back up at Angelica. “There’s Charles at golf—he can’t stand that Erik usually wins their weekly matches. There’s also our neighbour Patrick. We complained about noise once, six years ago, and he’s never forgiven us. He throws threats over the fence every now and then, but I thought it was all just hot air. Maybe it wasn’t?”

      “What kind of threats?” Angelica asked.

      “That he’d ‘get rid of us.’ He also said there’s a special place in hell for people who complain about other people’s noise, and he’d help Erik get there faster. He hasn’t said anything to us for at least six months though. I figured he’d finally gotten over it.”

      Angelica nodded slowly. “And is he a witch or non-witch?”

      “Non-witch. Erik’s golfing partner—well, there are four of them who get together every week—he’s a witch. They all are.”

      Angelica stood. “Right. Are you ready to go?”

      She nodded and gingerly stood. I supposed she might be a bit stiff after having been frozen for a while. My bottom usually fell asleep if I sat for too long. “Would you like me to make the doorway for all of us?”

      “I’d rather have the coordinates—in case I have to go back and forth without you. I’ll be forgetting them when this is all done anyway.”

      “Shiny Christmas balls, I suppose you’re right. Here you both are.”

      Golden numbers appeared in my mind—the coordinates for Mrs Claus’s reception room. I stood and walked to the middle of the room where there was open space, built my magical doorway, and stuck the coordinates on.

      Hmm, what would Santa’s house look like?

      I guessed I was about to find out.
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      Christmas wrapping—tiny little Santas flying sleighs over a green background—covered the walls in the Clauses’ reception room. A four-foot-tall Christmas tree stood in the corner. Mrs Claus had arrived seconds before me, and she was unlocking the door. As she stepped through into her home, she said, “Please come in.”

      I followed her, with Angelica not far behind. We came out in a double-height foyer—the one from the photo Mrs Claus had shown us earlier. There was the gigantic Christmas tree, full of gold, red, and blue tinsel and similar-coloured baubles. Fake icicles dripped off the branches of the pine tree. There was one thing very different to the photo—only a small pile of presents sat under and behind the tree.

      I frowned. “Are those the presents you….” Stole wasn’t quite right, but neither was borrowed. She’d kind of bought them with a delayed payment.

      Mrs Claus’s face reddened. “Yes.”

      Angelica’s gaze roved the vestibule. “Can you show us the study, please?”

      “Of course. This way.” Mrs Claus led us to a door at the far end of the entryway, then into a hallway. After a few steps, she ducked into a doorway to her left. Santa’s study had dark wood floors, rusty-red walls, and a large mahogany desk under the window. Two filing cabinets sat side by side on the wall to the left of the desk. A large chestnut-coloured leather chair sat in front of the desk.

      Angelica approached the desk. “Where was the laptop supposed to be?”

      “Just there.” Mrs Claus pointed to the middle of the desk.

      “Was there anything else missing?”

      She shook her head. “Not that I know of.”

      While they conversed, I gazed at four silver-framed photos on Santa’s desk. One was the one of Santa and Mrs Claus she’d shown us earlier—she must have magicked it back here when we were done. One of the other photos was of Santa in his red suit and hat surrounded by a large group of smiling kids that seemed to range in age from four to twelve. Another picture was Santa and his wife at a beach somewhere in normal clothes, and the last photo had me fanning my face. Four hot, shirtless guys wearing jeans and green hats. There were three blonds and one with black hair. Were they their children?

      Angelica cleared her throat. “You can stop panting, dear.” I tore my gaze from the photo in time to see her smirk. “Try and be a little more professional.”

      My cheeks burned. I resisted the urge to cover them with my hands. Pretending I wasn’t embarrassed was the way to go. At least that’s what I told myself. Mrs Claus smiled kindly, maybe missing the point. “They’re my elves! Aren’t they handsome? Don’t let their looks fool you though—they’re so helpful and kind and very smart. The last thing they’d do is strut around like peacocks. If it wasn’t for them supporting me the last couple of days, I don’t know what I would have done.” Hmm, I bet having four gorgeous guys hanging around did wonders for all sorts of problems.

      Angelica looked at Mrs Claus. “Do you mind if I have a word with Lily? I need to remind her of operational procedures.”

      “Ah, jingle bells, of course. As long as she’s not in trouble. Honestly, she’s done nothing wrong.”

      Angelica gave her a fake smile that looked rather like a shark baring its teeth. Whilst she didn’t have as many rows as a shark, I was betting she could do just as much damage. “Nevertheless, I need to have a word. Excuse us for a moment.” Angelica nodded at the door. I didn’t need to be told twice. Normally I got into trouble for not obeying directions, but I didn’t think she was such a prude. This was the first time I’d been in trouble for perving—and the pervees hadn’t even been in the room. Sheesh.

      Once we were in the hallway, she shut the door and created a bubble of silence. She chuckled. “Don’t look so worried, Lily. You’re not in trouble. I need you to magic your phone to yourself and take some photos. We need to know what Erik was looking at when he decided to leave. Something tells me what we need will be on his computer; otherwise, why take it with him?”

      My shoulders relaxed. Phew. It was nice not to be in trouble for a change. “How do I explain what I’m doing to Mrs Claus?” My talent of seeing the past through my camera or phone had to stay secret—my talent made me a target because it meant I could find out what happened in the past. Criminals and keepers of secrets would fear what I could uncover. Only a select few knew what I could do. Hmm, that rhymed. It was important to stop and appreciate accidental awesomeness.

      “Leave that to me.”

      “Okay.”

      Angelica disappeared her bubble of silence and led the way back into the study. Mrs Claus placed one of the framed photographs back on the table and turned to face her. “Have you formulated a plan?”

      “Yes, of course. Now, I’d like to speak to your neighbour. While we’re doing that, Lily is going to do a sweep of this room, make sure there are no spying devices, no signs of recent spells, etc. If there are any magic signatures, I’ll check them in our system. Obviously, your or your husband’s magic signatures could be here, but as they fade fairly quickly, there probably won’t be any clues in that regard—but we have to check. Now, let’s visit your neighbour.”

      Mrs Claus looked at me. “When you’re done, you can just wait here. I’d rather you didn’t wander around the house.”

      I was a teeny bit offended, but whatever. I was a stranger, really. “Of course. Feel free to lock me in here. I don’t mind.” I smiled. And I really didn’t. As long as there was a chair for my lazy bottom to sit in, I was as happy as a dog at dinner time. Mmm, food. My stomach grumbled. It had been a long morning, and I hadn’t eaten since eight.

      Angelica looked at my noisy midsection. “Are you all right, dear?”

      “A bit hungry, actually. Is it okay if I magic some food to myself?”

      “No. I’d prefer you didn’t eat in here.” Oh, okay, Mrs Jingle Bells. That wasn’t very Christmassy of her. Maybe Mrs Claus wasn’t what we’d all imagined—the happy, caring, and eager-to-please wife of our jolly master of all things Christmas. My reality had been checked. Come to think of it, I hadn’t even thought she existed in the first place, so, really, how disappointed could I be? Meh. I’d get over it.

      “Just do what I need you to, dear, and you can eat when Mrs Claus and I return.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” I wasn’t going to call her Angelica in front of a client…. I supposed that’s what Mrs Claus was—not that PIB agents were spies for hire or anything. This was just a weird situation. It wasn’t every day an iconic person needed help.

      Angelica turned to Mrs Claus. “Let’s go.”

      Once they’d shut the door, I magicked my phone to myself and got to work. I wasn’t going to check for magic signatures—I didn’t really know how to. I was pretty sure Ma’am had managed to do it without anyone noticing. She was gifted like that. I drew a small bit of magic, opened my camera app, and asked the powers that be to show me Santa last time he was here.

      The image on the phone screen changed. Oh, Santa wasn’t wearing a red suit. How disappointing. Instead, a large man with messy shoulder-length grey-blond hair sat in the chair, his back to me. He wore a navy-blue jumper. I snapped off a shot, even though there was nothing remarkable about the scene. I walked to the side of where he sat and snapped a photo of his bearded face, his bright-blue eyes staring at the screen of the laptop in front of him on the desk. His eyes were open wide, his mouth pinched in what I could only assume was disbelief. Click. Click.

      I pointed the phone at the laptop screen. Oh. My.

      Click.

      The web page was his bank account, and a funds transfer had just cleared for 2,123,455,072 pounds. The Clauses’ bank balance comprised of the biggest, fattest zero in the history of zeros. Yikes.

      “How did this happen?” I asked, not knowing if I was being specific enough for my magic. I was also assuming the computer held the answers. I could always ask another question if this didn’t get me anywhere. Thankfully, I didn’t just get three questions when using my talent.

      Nothing came up. Gah. I wasn’t specific enough. But I had no idea what to ask next. I turned my head to look at the door. They’d be coming back soon, and I had to do this before they returned.

      The door opened.

      I spoke too soon. Or did I? My mouth dropped open. All my Christmases had come at once. I shook my head to clear it. No, Lily, you already have someone. Stop staring. To be fair, I was a twenty-four-year-old woman who appreciated the aesthetics of an attractive man. I was pretty sure that made me normal. And right now, I was being as normal as possible.

      The aesthetically pleasing male with the tousled blond locks and long fringe smiled. How was it that he had a golden tan in the middle of winter? Maybe it was a special elf thing. Also, this guy was not the kind of elf you saw on TV. I was sure more women would believe in Santa and his elves if this is what was advertised… probably some men too. “Joanne asked me to come check on you five minutes after she left. So here I am. I’m Sven.” He had a distinctly Norwegian accent. That might have been the only thing that didn’t surprise me. Actually, I didn’t even know if we were still in the UK. We could be at the North Pole, although I doubted there would be an annoying neighbour living there.

      “Hi, Sven. I’m Lily. Lovely to meet you.” I held out my hand to shake his. He obliged. “Were you here at the time Santa went missing?” I was pretty sure he wasn’t a suspect, but maybe he remembered something that would help.

      He shook his head. “No. I was playing rugby with my brothers.”

      “So close to Christmas? Don’t you have a lot of presents to wrap?” For some reason only my subconscious could figure, his answer didn’t ring true. Maybe I was on edge because Santa was missing? Or maybe this guy was just so attractive that I didn’t trust him. Super-good-looking people could get away with murder—their hotness melted people’s brain cells. At least that’s how I figured it happened. One grin from this guy and coherent thought went out the front door and down the street where it was run over by a double-decker bus full of screaming children.

      For a flicker in time, his smile didn’t reach his eyes. As soon as I noticed, the annoyance was gone. “It takes no time at all with our magic skills. We have time to work and time to play.” He winked.

      My damn cheeks heated. Honestly, Lily, he’s not even really flirting with you. He’s trying to distract you. I cleared my throat. “How many presents did you have to wrap that day.” I gave him an intense look as if to say, I’m watching you, buddy—your suaveness can’t fool me.

      He fanned his face. “Is it hot in here?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “No, it definitely is.” His magic—cheeky with an undertone of strength—prickled my scalp, and his jumper disappeared, as did whatever else he’d been wearing under it. He flexed his pecs.

      I blinked. Thank God he’d left his jeans on. I wasn’t going to say anything in case it gave him ideas. “Do you always rush to get naked when you don’t like what someone’s asking you?”

      He shrugged. “It usually works.”

      “Well, it ain’t gonna work with me. I grew up at the beach where buff guys get around without shirts on all day. That”—I waved towards his impressive torso—“isn’t going to impress me.” I waited a moment for fire to consume my pants. Nope? All good? Right. “Are all elves this bad?”

      He chuckled. “Pretty much. Are you sure I can’t distract you?” He waggled his eyebrows.

      No. “Yes.” I was hoping he gave in before my resolve did. If he took too long, I might find myself accidentally poking one of those pecs to see how firm it was. Bad Lily!

      He pouted. “Fine, then. It’s a bit chilly to be walking around without a shirt anyway.” His magic pinged my scalp again, and his jumper returned.

      I smiled. “Great. Now, care to answer any more questions?”

      The door opened. Mrs Claus walked in, followed by Angelica. Was an invisible thundercloud following them? Whatever had entered the room with them was angry. I could feel it. It was bobbing above both women’s heads, dark and ominous, ready to crack open and smite the next unsuspecting idiot. “What happened?”

      Angelica looked at me, then at Mrs Claus. “Patrick Jamison happened, that’s what. The rudest, most infuriating man ever.” She pressed her lips together, then swallowed and composed herself. By the time she’d taken a breath, her face had resumed its poker position. She turned her gaze on Sven. “I assume this is one of your elves?”

      Mrs Claus smiled. “Yes. This is Sven. Sven, this is Ma’am. She’s going to help us find Erik.”

      He gave Mrs Claus a quick look that seemed to be asking “are you sure?” He turned to Angelica and held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Ma’am.”

      She shook his hand. “Did you see or hear anything unusual the day Santa went missing?”

      “No. As I explained to Lily a few minutes ago, I wasn’t here. I was playing rugby with my brothers.”

      Angelica stared at him, maybe looking for any telltale signs of lying. As an experienced agent, she was way better at spotting stuff like that than I was. I was just a photographer who happened to have a magical talent that could help the PIB solve crimes, but I wasn’t an actual agent. “Right.” Angelica looked at me. I knew she wanted to ask if I found anything. I stretched my mouth in a straight line, a not-quite-smile, trying to indicate that it had gone okay, but not awesomely. I needed more time to ask more questions, but it looked like that opportunity had gone.

      Sven turned a concerned gaze on Mrs Claus. “What happened with Petty Paddy?”

      Mrs Claus rolled her eyes. “You know what he’s like. He answered the door with a scowl, and it went downhill from there. He made suggestive comments to Ma’am. Then he threatened to call the police if we didn’t get off his land. He said he didn’t do anything to Erik, but he wished he had. I wanted to dump reindeer manure on his head by the time he’d finished ranting, but I couldn’t, you know….” She waggled her fingers in the air as if creating a spell. She gave Angelica an annoyed look. “The laws are too strict. Honestly, witches should have some leeway.”

      Angelica cocked her head to the side. “It doesn’t work that way. Give people an inch, they take a mile, especially witches. Eventually someone would get sloppy, and we’d be discovered. No good can come of that.”

      Mrs Claus sighed. She shook her head as if to clear it. “What do we do now? You’re supposed to be helping me, and so far, we’ve got nothing more to go on than when I brought you here. The longer it takes to find him, the worse the outcome will be. I know this from watching crime shows. We have to find him ASAP, not to mention Christmas Eve is in two days. I just don’t have the talent to magic all those presents to everyone who needs one, and I haven’t even bought them all yet.” Her eyes glistened. “I don’t even have the money to buy them.”

      Sven threw his arms around her and pulled her to him, comforting her as a son would his mother. That was sweet. Maybe he wasn’t all bad—okay, being flirty wasn’t bad bad, but something with his alibi didn’t sit right. And it wasn’t really an alibi… or was it? Hmm. “Don’t worry. We’ll find out what happened, and we’ll get him back.”

      The fact that all that money had been taken from their bank account must be the place to start. “Mrs Claus,” I asked, “did you report the missing money to the bank?”

      She stepped back from Sven. “Yes, of course. They’re looking into it, but they haven’t gotten back to me yet.”

      My eyes widened. “That’s ridiculous. With such a mammoth amount of money, you’d think they’d be updating you every hour, for goodness’ sake.” I bit my bottom lip. “Um, do you have access to the same email account as your husband?” Some people shared email addresses, especially older couples. Maybe there’d be a clue there?

      She shrugged. “I do, but I never log in. It’s all business stuff. Boring. I let Erik deal with all that.”

      “When was the last time you checked the emails?”

      She rubbed her nose. “Hmm, jingle bells, let me think. About two months ago?”

      I wasn’t sure if I should be shocked or envious. The amount of crap that came through my email was depressing—newsletters from people and companies I never signed up for, advertising for cheap printer cartridges, and offers of millions of dollars from scammers if I’d just accept some prince’s generosity or collect gold bars. Everything else was bills. Oh, the joys of email. “I’d start by checking your emails, then. The bank might have sent you information that way.”

      Mrs Claus’s brow furrowed. She looked at Sven. “Can you check for me?” Her cheeks reddened. “Last time I needed to read an email, I got so confused. Erik was out at the time, so Sven helped me. I’m useless with technology.” My heart went out to her. Learning new things could be so confusing, and I was no tech wizard, although my email game was solid. I’d actually cried once when a photo-editing program wouldn’t work properly. No matter what I did, I couldn’t get it to open. I’d spent two hours diving down the rabbit hole of online information. Eventually, I’d given up and bought a different one. So embarrassing and disheartening.

      “Doesn’t matter who checks, as long as we get into it.” I smiled.

      “While Sven does that, I’ll need a moment, Lily. We have to go over what we know so far.” She looked at Mrs Claus. “This is technical PIB stuff I must discuss with Lily, and there’s no need to cause you further stress. We’ll be back in ten minutes.” She gave a nod, and we left the room. Angelica didn’t stop in the hallway but went to the front door and outside. Freezing air sluiced through my jumper. I shivered, then blinked. “Snow?!”

      Angelica looked at me as if I were stupid. “That’s usually what that white stuff’s called, dear.”

      “Yes, but it’s everywhere. Look how thick it is by the side of the road. And there’s mountains over there. Where are we?”

      “Going by the coordinates, we’re in Switzerland. Lucerne, to be exact.” Witches could tell where they were going by the coordinates they were given, but I didn’t pay attention to the little map you could view with your other sight when I’d slapped the coordinates on my doorway. I really should take more notice of things.

      “I’ve never been to Switzerland.”

      “Yes, well, we don’t have time for sightseeing.” Angelica made a bubble of silence. “I’d like to see the photos.” She held out her hand. I unlocked my phone and passed it to her. She scrolled through the pictures I’d just taken. “You don’t have many.”

      “I know. Sven interrupted me. Bloody annoying elf. I also think he’s hiding something.”

      “Why do you say that, dear?”

      “He just seemed suspicious. I asked him what he was doing at the time Erik went missing, and he said he was playing rugby.”

      “He very well could have been.”

      I shook my head. “It was as if he were lying. I can’t say why, but my spidey senses were going off.”

      “Did he say who he was playing with?”

      “Yes. His brothers. Not sure if he meant that in a sibling way or a mates way.”

      “Well, we’ll have to interview them and see. As horrible as the neighbour was earlier, we can rule him out. I used a detect-lying spell. I asked him if he had anything to do with Erik’s disappearance; he said no. When I asked him if he’d stolen any money lately, he answered no to that as well. Took great exception that I would ask him, considering he lives in such an expensive area.”

      “Does he speak English?”

      “No, German. But I can speak three languages other than English.”

      “Oh, wow. You’re full of surprises.”

      “Nobody likes to be predictable, dear. Now, we need to get to the bottom of Sven’s excuse for not being here. I’m not ready to call it an alibi yet. Let’s go.” She dropped the bubble of silence and turned.

      Sven stood on the front porch, waving at us. “Ma’am! Come quickly. We’ve found something.” Without waiting for a response, he turned and hurried back inside. I took one last look at Switzerland’s whitewashed landscape and followed, bemoaning the fact that I hadn’t had time to suggest Ma’am use a detect-lying spell with the elf. But maybe she couldn’t because it would offend Mrs Claus. What if elves were immune to our spells? That was something else to consider. But then again, Sven’s magic felt similar to every other witch I’d encountered. Were elves special witches, or was it just a stupid title he’d given himself? Gah, too many questions. And what did it matter anyway? When this was all over, I was going to forget everything anyway. Would I be confused and wonder where two days of my life had gone? That wasn’t going to be good. Maybe I should write a note for myself? It was probably against the rules, but we hadn’t actually covered it in our negotiations—although we had agreed to forget, so I’d remember that. Yep, it made total sense. Besides, we were helping. I didn’t need to remember that Santa was real, only that I’d been on a secret assignment. We shouldn’t suffer for our involvement, and I knew I’d go nuts trying to figure out what I’d done for those two missing days.

      Sven hadn’t gone back to the study; instead, he’d ducked into a door to the right of the vestibule, through a large living area, and into a kitchen-cum-family room. The sloping ceiling with exposed timber beams and stone fireplace gave the room a real chalet feel. Well, we were in Switzerland, so I shouldn’t be surprised. A long granite breakfast bar separated the kitchen from the family room. Mrs Claus sat at it, her laptop open in front of her. Sven pulled out a stool and sat next to her. Two other good-looking young men I recognised from the photo on Santa’s desk were sitting next to each other on her other side—one had blond hair, the other black. Sven’s brothers?

      Angelica’s black court shoes tapped on the tile floor as she strode across the room. At least my sneakers were as quiet as their name suggested. I hated making an entrance. Mrs Claus looked up, her face tight with what I assumed was worry.

      Angelica and I reached the breakfast bar. “What have you got for us?” Angelica asked. So, we weren’t going to get an introduction to the rest of the elves. They all had light eyes and olive-tanned skin. Was it a snow tan?

      Mrs Claus turned the laptop around. “It looks like Erik was emailing with someone.” She shook her head, and her shoulders sagged. “I think he was scammed. How could this happen?” She blinked back tears. “How could he be so naïve?”

      Sven patted her back. “It will be okay. Don’t worry. We’ll get him back… and the money.” His gloomy face didn’t match the confidence in his voice.

      Angelica and I read the email exchange. The first one had an eBay logo at the top. Oh dear.

      Hello dear customer. We have detected some Activity that violates our Services Agreements by the account. To confirm your account, you’ll need to sign in again, confirm your adress, and we’ll call you after submit our Customer Service.

      Please select the confirm button to verify your identify and access your account. If our technicians are required to help, you may suffer a small fee.

      Angelica and I shared a look and kept reading. It seemed he’d clicked on the link and received an email confirming he’d put in his details, but it hadn’t worked properly, and they would be in touch by phone. A day after that, the money must have disappeared because Santa had sent them an email asking where his money went. He’d also included some choice insults, which surprised me and elicited a little cheer for him. At least he’d clued into the scam eventually, but it was too late.

      The criminals had responded with a rude email thanking him for his money and telling him to fly away, but not in quite those words. And that was the last email, which was sent two days before he disappeared.

      I folded my arms. “Do you think he cast a spell and found out who took his money? Is that even possible?” I didn’t know nearly enough about magic as I would’ve liked.

      Angelica cocked her head to the side. “Not that I know of. Although, it’s not impossible, especially if the criminals aren’t witches—they wouldn’t know how to hide their tracks 100 percent.” She scrolled further down the email list, then clicked on one. She read it out loud.

      “Hey, Erik. I’m glad you reached out. After looking at the emails and checking the number they called you from, I’m afraid these are likely the scammers who stole your money. I did a bit of research, and I’ve traced them to a commercial building in Russia. The idiots had a video security system I was able to hack into. It’s a room of maybe twenty guys—a mini call centre. In any case, here are the coordinates. But be careful. These scams are usually run by large criminal organisations. It’s dangerous. I’d advise you to give this information to the police. Anyway, let me know how you go. And, as much as I hate agreeing to keep this a secret, I promise I won’t tell anyone. Stay safe. Matt Butcher.”

      Sven’s mouth dropped open, and the elf on the other side of Mrs Claus’s eyes widened. His lips pressed together, and he snorted a breath out of his nose. “I can’t believe it.” His gaze fell to the countertop, and he shook his head. This must be hard on all of them. I had no idea how the Santa-elf relationship worked, but surely they’d pay them, or at least give them a place to live. This disaster affected everyone’s livelihood. The other two elves look at each other and frowned.

      Mrs Claus sucked in a noisy breath. “Oh, my starving reindeer! You don’t think he went after them, do you?”

      Angelica’s poker face was ironclad—I was guessing it took all her skill and determination not to perform an epic eye-roll. “Yes, I do. I also think he’s in a lot of danger, and we need to move now.” She turned to me. “Fancy a trip to Russia, dear?”

      “Count me in.” Why did I not know when to shut up? But then again, I couldn’t let Angelica go by herself. She might be a top agent at the PIB, but she was someone I cared about, and it sounded as if this was going to be a dangerous assignment. And she couldn’t call in the team to help. Gah. Why had we promised to do this on the sly? Oh, that’s right—the world would freak out if it knew Santa was real and he was a witch. Pretending something was real was a whole lot easier, apparently.

      I hid my sigh and magicked on a thick coat and beanie from home. I didn’t know much about Russia, but I did know it was freezing at this time of year. Unfortunately, I had a feeling I was about to learn a whole lot of other stuff I didn’t want to know.

      Ah, Christmas, what a joyous time of year. Ho freaking ho.
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      Angelica made our doorway. I checked my return to sender was up and stepped through. Icicles of frigid air prickled my face. Unfortunately, not even freezing temperatures could lessen the stench of gross public toilet.

      I magicked a neck warmer on. Momentary dizziness had me blinking. Oops. I’d had to use more power than usual because I was so far from home. Rookie mistake.

      Once I’d recovered, I fumbled open the stall door and got out. I didn’t fancy being squished in there with Angelica. She was prickly at the best of times, and dawdling when she was in a hurry was not something on my to-do list. I also congratulated myself on the neck warmer. Breathing through that took away the sting of cold and grossness. Seemed like public toilets were the same the world over.

      I pushed my way out of the main door and into the snow. The dark and oppressive sky seemed to press in close to the ground. Did that mean snow was coming? Then it really hit me: I was in Russia. Russia! I shook my head slowly. Back in April, when I’d first arrived in the UK, the last place I would’ve expected to be at Christmastime was here, and damn, I wasn’t even going to remember it.

      Funnily enough, it didn’t look that different to some other places I’d been. Well, except for the Russian writing on some buildings. There were roads, cars, and even a railway line across the street. Naked trees, slumbering until spring, lined the footpath. Most of the buildings were single storey, with the occasional two- or three-storey one. The architecture was a mixture of late 1800s to 1970s. Going on the average-looking surroundings, we weren’t in a tourist area. There were no onion domes or spires. At least this place was worth forgetting. I felt mean thinking that, but it was true. If we’d been somewhere pretty, like St Petersburg, I would have been sad that it would all be forgotten.

      The door slammed shut behind me, and I jumped. Angelica appeared at my side. “Highly strung, as usual, dear?”

      I made sure to put sass into my tone. “Incredible observational powers still working, I see?”

      “Touché, dear. Touché.”

      “Is it far from here? And what’s the plan?”

      She created a bubble of silence. “It’s about a mile and a half that way.” She pointed up the street. “As for a plan, we’ll discuss it along the way.”

      “So, you haven’t figured out how we’re doing this yet?”

      She gave me a smirk but said nothing. Typical Angelica. Either she did have something and was being smug, or she didn’t, and she wasn’t willing to admit to it. She knew that I wouldn’t be able to glean much from that. Such a poker face, even when she was smirking.

      She started walking through the snow, and thankfully, we were soon on a cleared footpath. The biting cold wasn’t good for my hands, so I kept them in my pockets. I didn’t want another dizzy spell, so magicking my gloves to me was out. Walking would probably warm me up anyway.

      “Do you think they’ve killed him?” What a surreal question. I was still coming to terms with the fact that Santa was real, and I was already wondering if he’d been murdered by scam artists. Why had Mrs Claus bothered swearing us to secrecy? It wasn’t like anyone would believe he was real. His realness wouldn’t totally sink in until I actually met him…. Well, if he was still alive. Yikes.

      “I have no idea. Let’s hope not. From what Mrs Claus said, they distribute presents to over five million poor witch families every year and even a few million non-witch ones. They sometimes pretend the presents are from a philanthropical organisation, which I suppose they actually are. Except now they have no money and no Santa. There will be a lot of devastated kids and hungry families this Christmas if we can’t track him and the money down.”

      “Maybe those elves should do a sexy calendar. They’d rake it in. They could wear green pants and elf hats.” I chuckled. “I’d grab one for Imani and one for Liv for sure.” My friends would’ve enjoyed that.

      “Just don’t get me one, dear. It wouldn’t be appreciated.” She gave me a sideways glance.

      “Are you sure?” I grinned.

      She raised a brow and gave me a look I should’ve feared but strangely enough, didn’t. Note to self: buy Angelica a sexy fireman calendar for Christmas.

      “How much further?”

      She zoned out for a moment—she was probably consulting the magical world map in her mind. “A few minutes. We just have to keep walking as we are.”

      “Care to fill me in on the plan? Are we just going to barge in there, magic blazing, or are we going to pretend we’re lost and looking for some other business?” I was sure there were other scenarios open to us, but those were the only ones I could think of.

      “We don’t speak Russian, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

      “So that’s not one of the four languages you can speak?”

      “I’m afraid not. And I don’t have a translation talent. There are no spells that can keep up with a fast conversation—it takes too much power, and it’s complicated.”

      “So, how are we supposed to know if they have you-know-who there?” Even though Angelica had a bubble of silence up, you never knew who had broken through it and could be listening. It wasn’t likely, but it was possible.

      “We’ll have to go in stealth mode. I’ll have to check if there are any witches in there. If not, we can use no-notice spells and maybe dress like cleaners.”

      “What if they don’t use cleaners?”

      She shrugged. “I might have to use an illegal spell. We’ll see.” Things were serious if she was suggesting that. As a senior member of the PIB, she did things by the book.

      “I guess if we can’t remember it later, it never happened, right?”

      She smiled. “Yes. My conscience won’t have to struggle with it. What we don’t know won’t hurt us.” She winked.

      Hmm, what I didn’t know was likely to get me killed if the past was anything to go by. Not that I was dead, obviously. But I’d come close a few times—it was becoming a bad habit. At least surviving also seemed to be a habit of mine. I’d just have to make sure I kept that one up.

      “What happens if we don’t get to Santa in time? Will we help Mrs Claus get some presents together and send them?”

      “Let’s not worry about that right now—we have enough to get through in the next hour. We need to concentrate on keeping ourselves safe. No distractions. We’ll deal with Santa being missing or dead when we come to that point, not before. Wasting energy worrying about what ifs serves no purpose—it only confuses things. We need laser focus right now, dear. We’re going to deal with one problem at a time. And right now, our first problem is getting into the building without being discovered. Then we still need to locate Erik or find a clue. That’s it. Got it?”

      I sighed and pushed all my what ifs out of the way. “Yes, Ma’am.” Using her work moniker would ensure she realised I was serious, and it would hopefully stop whatever lecture she had up her sleeve.

      A couple walked past us going the opposite way. I smiled to myself at their Russian conversation. Trying to work out what we were doing had me forgetting exactly where we were. I mean, one minute I’d been in the UK, then Switzerland, now Russia, all within an hour. My brain couldn’t keep up. Seeing new countries excited me, and ever since I’d gotten to the UK, I’d wanted to visit the rest of Europe and take photos. I’d never even considered coming to Russia, yet here I was, and I wasn’t going to sightsee. The world was a cruel place sometimes.

      “We need to turn left here.” Angelica walked into me, her shoulder steering me around the corner.

      “You could’ve warned me.”

      “I was busy checking the map in my head. Just stay alert. Put up your no-notice spell, please.” I did as asked. It was important to set our spells up early. If there was a witch on-site, they might sense our magic, and then they’d be on high alert. Angelica patted her side, likely checking for her gun. The tang of fear invaded my mouth. I swallowed it. You can handle this. There’s no backing out now. Angelica needs you and so does Mrs Claus and all those poor families who will have a potentially miserable Christmas without Santa’s gifts. Some of those presents were probably food hampers. Sadness drifted through me at the injustice of the world, that some people could have so much and would be throwing away leftovers after a few days, and some people had nothing.

      God, I hoped Santa was still alive.

      “Stop, dear.”

      I halted and looked back at Angelica, who’d stopped walking. “Oh, what is it? Are we here?” I gazed around. Across the road was a single-level industrial building, and behind us was a bike shop.

      “It’s just down there. See that three-storey older building?”

      “Yep. So, what comes next?”

      “There could be more than one business in there, so we’ll scope that out first. It’s irritating that we didn’t have time to do our own due diligence before we left. I also didn’t want anyone at headquarters cottoning on to what we’re doing. The last thing I want is to raise alarm bells when I promised not to. It’s the kind of information I’d need support on. We have a couple of agents in Russia, but they’re undercover, and I wouldn’t risk unmasking them for something like this.”

      “Fair enough.” A small gust of wind buffeted me, its icy claws slithering into the minute gaps between my coat and skin. I shivered. A few flakes of snow drifted across in front of me. Within seconds, the clouds started shedding their heavy load, a thick swarm of flakes smothering visibility until it was impossible to see more than a few feet. At least we could travel home without returning to the toilets—no one would be able to see us. “If things go wrong, and we have to get out of there quickly, do we go back home or to the Clauses’?”

      “Home, definitely. It will be much easier for you to remember those coordinates and not make any mistakes. If that happens, we’ll regroup there.”

      “Sounds good.” The armchair in front of the fire in the living room was calling my name. Unfortunately, we had a job to do here first.

      Angelica’s magic prickled my scalp. “Here, dear.” She handed me a mop and bucket. Oh, that’s right, we were supposed to be cleaners. She drew more magic, and a vacuum cleaner appeared in her hands. At least she’d given me the lighter things to carry.

      Guilt got the better of me. “Here, let me carry that. You take these.”

      “I’m stronger than I look. Now, are you ready to go in?”

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Lion’s den, here we come.
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      As we stepped through the front door and into a drab hallway with brown vinyl-tiled floors and cream-coloured walls, I engaged my other sight. I didn’t want to be caught off guard by a witch. At least if the people we came across were non-witches, we wouldn’t have to worry—our no-notice spells would protect us. But witches were immune to those spells, and we’d need to think of an excuse fast or leave.

      There were two timber-framed opaque glass doors on this floor. Both had Russian writing on them. I, of course, had absolutely no idea what they said. The only thing I did understand was the one and the two.

      Angelica stood in the middle of the hallway and took in the doors—one on her left and one on her right. “They’re in suite five, according to that email.” Angelica started up the stairs in ninja mode—she must have changed her court shoes for boots just as she’d left the Clauses’. Smart move, considering the snow that awaited. Trust her to know what we were going to find when we arrived.

      My heart beat faster, and adrenaline heated my veins as we neared the first landing. Non-witches we could deal with, but witches…. If anything happened to us, would Mrs Claus raise the alarm? Crap. Why had we agreed not to tell anyone anything? At least Liv knew we’d come across a strange woman. I had to hope James would figure it out, although, how could he? Ooh, I had my phone on me. I put my bucket on the floor and leaned the mop against the wall, then pulled out my phone and sent a quick text to Liv. We’re in Russia. Don’t ask, but if anything happens, look for us there. And don’t tell anyone unless we don’t come home by later tonight. I typed in the address and pressed Send.

      Angelica, who’d been inspecting the two doors on this level, stared at me. She gave me a “what were you doing?” look. I guessed she wanted to be as quiet as possible. I stood next to her and whispered, “Sending Liv our location. I’ve told her not to tell anyone unless we don’t make it home. I didn’t tell her why we were here, but what if we don’t make it back?”

      She pressed her lips together, then slowly shook her head. She whispered, “Fine.” At least she acknowledged we needed to take some precautions. We’d made a promise to Mrs Claus, but I wasn’t willing to die for Santa. I’d die for my brother and the people I loved, but I didn’t even know the jolly dude in the red suit—and was he even jolly, or was that just marketing? I wanted to help save him, but not at any cost. Maybe that made me horrible, but at least I was honest. I was probably on Santa’s naughty list right now, but whatever. Could Santa read minds? Could Mrs Claus? Would she know what I’d been thinking when we got back? Gah, why did my brain torture me so?

      I crashed into Angelica’s back at the top of the next flight. She turned and scowled. I mouthed, “Sorry.” Daydreaming was going to get me killed one of these days, and probably not by a bad guy….

      This was the top floor. There were two doors, but only one had writing on it. Did that mean one company took up the whole floor or was that office empty? And now what? Did we open that door and look in? Were there any witches in there? Did that door even lead to the scammers?

      My breath plumed in the frigid air as I huffed out a frustrated sigh. There was no way of knowing anything until we did the most dangerous thing so far today.

      Open both doors.

      Angelica leaned in, close to my ear. Her bubble of silence was still up, but precautions were always good, and it was a useful habit to be in. Who knew when you’d forget to create a BOS. I was the queen of forgetting stuff, so this applied to me more than Angelica. “Just follow my lead and let me do the talking.”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t dream of doing otherwise.”

      She raised a brow. Okay, so there had been a few times where I’d forgotten my place and jumped in where I shouldn’t have. Meh, I did my best. I wasn’t perfect. Besides, Angelica knew what I was like, yet she still brought me on assignments. So, really, if I did anything wrong, it was to be expected…. Okay, my logic was ridiculous, but that was me—ridiculous.

      She placed the vacuum cleaner on the floor, then pressed her ear to the door that had no writing. It was a shame she couldn’t use a listen spell. If she drew magic now, any witch on this floor, or even in the building, would feel it. The last thing we wanted was to put nearby witches on alert. They might think it was another witch who works here, but maybe they had a no-magic policy at work, or maybe there was only one witch in the building, and then they’d be out here looking for us in no time.

      As Angelica listened, I flicked my gaze from the staircase to the other door, expecting someone to come upon us at any moment. My heart pulsed loudly in my ears, and I squeezed the mop handle tighter.

      Angelica slowly, quietly turned the handle, testing the door.

      It didn’t budge. Locked.

      But then came a quiet click. She must have used a minuscule amount of magic to pick the lock—she wasn’t in the top echelons of the PIB for nothing.

      She picked up the vacuum cleaner and pushed the door open as if she had nothing to fear. That was unexpected. But if we were pretending to be cleaners, we shouldn’t be skulking around, so I guessed that worked.

      I followed her in… to an empty room. The acrid odour of cigarette smoke stung my nostrils. Ew. One of my least-favourite smells in the entire universe.

      Angelica placed the vacuum cleaner on the floor and slowly walked a lap of the large rectangular space, her boots silent on the rough timber boards. I placed my mop and bucket on the floor next to the door and quietly shut it. I turned to take in our surroundings. It wasn’t an awful space. Trendy industrial lighting hung from exposed timber beams, and wan daylight filtered in from two skylights cut into the roof, although snow was quickly covering them. Shutters covered the windows—for privacy, security, or to keep the cold out?

      I approached Angelica, who was checking out a door in the far wall, which ended up leading to a storage cupboard. “How long do you think this office has been vacant?”

      She turned to me. “Judging from the lack of dust, I’d say not long.” She scuffed the floor with her boot. Hmm, she was right.

      I flicked one of the light switches on the wall. The four steel-looking pendant lights hanging over this half of the room flicked on. Interesting. “You don’t normally pay for power for a vacant office, do you?”

      “No, dear. I don’t believe you do.” She put her hands on her hips. “Right. I’ll get to work looking for a magic signature, and I’d like you to put your camera skills to good use.”

      “Cool.” I slid my phone from my back pocket. Liv had responded to my text with an Okay, be careful. Yay for technology. I tapped on my camera app and drew a tiny bit of power from my natural reserves—using a talent normally didn’t take much power, so you didn’t have to draw from the portal to the river, where our magic originated. It made having a talent a good thing when you were trying to be sneaky because using your own stores didn’t send a vibration to other witches.

      “Show me this room at this time yesterday.” I figured I’d establish a baseline of when people were here last. The scammers might never have been here—they might be across the hall right now—but we had to cover everything while we could because if this was where they’d been, we’d be one step closer to finding Erik.

      The lights were on, and everybody was home, so to speak.

      I stepped to the side because standing in the middle of someone’s desk was just weird. I shuddered. I panned the phone around to take in the whole room, and I clicked off photos as I went.

      Back-to-back desks lined each side of the room, computer screens providing minimal privacy between them. Six-foot-tall cubicle dividers sat between the desks that were next to each other. About half the seats were occupied. Twelve men wearing headsets with mouthpieces stared at their computer screens. Some had mouths open, talking. One guy was laughing, and another was smiling—probably joyous that they’d just scammed another unsuspecting person. Grrrr. I wanted to walk through and smack each one upside the head. Unfortunately, they weren’t sitting there in now time. Another man in his forties, a bit taller than me, stocky, and cranky-looking was standing in the middle of the room, arms folded. Was he the boss? I approached him and zoomed into his face, then snapped a shot. An ugly scar jagged across his cheek, and a chunk was missing from the top of one ear. He looked as if he’d been in one too many fights. With a supervisor like that, everyone would stay in line.

      Once I was done with the supervisor guy, I took photos of each computer screen to analyse later. Maybe we could help others who’d been scammed by these horrible excuses for humans. Even though we hadn’t confirmed it, this looked like a call-centre set-up, which was how these guys usually operated. There was a way I could confirm it.

      I lowered my phone, then lifted it again. “Show me the people who scammed Santa.”

      I smiled grimly. Same desks, some of the same guys, and a couple of different ones. This time, the thug-looking supervisor held a cigarette between thick, yellow-stained fingers, the smoke curling up to the ceiling beams, then drifting around the room, sinking and settling around the workers to hover a few inches from the ground in a toxic fog. I coughed, even though that smoke had long since dissipated. Either Russia didn’t have no-smoking rules, or this guy didn’t give two hoots.

      So, one of these guys definitely was to blame. Unfortunately, my talent couldn’t always pinpoint the exact person, but we had the group. I went from computer screen to computer screen, taking photos we could hopefully get information from later. Not that I could show anyone. If anyone found out about my talent, I’d be a massive target for any witch worried about what I might unearth in the future.

      I’d only taken about half the photos I’d wanted when the door swung open. Angelica and I both jerked around to face the newcomer. I turned on my other sight, held back an expletive, and slid my phone into my pocket where it would be safe… hopefully.

      The supervisor, vibrating with the barely contained energy of a thug deprived of violence, stood in the doorway, his witch aura shining around him, an evil smile exposing yellow teeth. He said something in Russian, his hard-edged voice echoing in the empty room.

      Angelica adopted a relaxed pose, even though her magic was likely bubbling under the surface ready to go. She shrugged and turned to me. “Do you speak Russian, dear?”

      I shook my head, ignoring the buzz of adrenaline ratcheting up my heart rate. “Can’t say that I do.” I guessed there was no way to pretend we were cleaners now. He would know we were both witches too. I opened the portal to the river of power, just in case. I stared at his aura. He had a return to sender up as well. That made things trickier. How fast could I make a doorway?

      “What are you doing here? This is private property.” His thick accent made him hard to understand, but he could clearly speak English. I supposed if you ran a crime ring that ripped off people in English-speaking countries, you needed to know the lingo.

      I was going to let Angelica answer—I had promised, after all. “Why, cleaning of course.” She indicated the vacuum cleaner, mop, and bucket near the door.

      “You don’t look to be cleaning.” He nudged the vacuum with his foot, then took a few steps closer, but he was still closer to the door than to us. Interesting. Maybe he could tell we weren’t pushovers in the magical sense? “Why are you here?”

      Angelica gave a serene smile. “Why do you think?”

      “I asked you first.”

      “I know.” Her throwaway comment hit its mark, and he scowled.

      “Listen, lady, answer my question or else.” His magic scratched my scalp, and a pistol appeared in his hand. Black and deadly. Was that why guns were black, because it was more intimidating? I didn’t suppose having a yellow one with pink flowers would have the same effect.

      Angelica magicked her gun into her hand… which left me the only cowboy without a gun. Being the odd one out was no fun, especially when it made me a huge target. I drew my magic. I’d never done this spell before, but now was as good a time to try as any. “Encase me in a bulletproof shield.”

      Everything turned bright yellow, and were those little pink flowers? Oops. My cheeks heated. You had to be very specific in your thinking when creating spells. It seemed as if that gun idea had lingered. I should have said invisible. I sighed and corrected my spell. Phew, that was better—I could see again.

      “Good thinking, dear, although your execution was rather amateurish. You should practice more.”

      “Yeah, thanks.” She was always so full of compliments… not.

      My incompetence had amused our adversary if his bemused smile was anything to judge by. He laughed. “You’re an idiot. Good.”

      Wow, judgemental much? “And you have ugly yellow teeth. I think that’s worse.”

      His heavy brows drew down, and his eyes got that crazy look people had just before they snapped. Angelica didn’t take her gaze off the Russian, but I could feel her disapproving energy. Okay, maybe I was imagining it, but I knew it was there. There was no way she would be happy about me goading this guy.

      “You know what we do with trespassers?” He gave no time for us to answer before shooting at me.

      Two bullets hit my shield, and my ears rang. Another shot exploded from next to me—Angelica. My magic repelled the bullets, thank God, but sharp pain lanced my stomach. I doubled over and gripped by middle but didn’t fall. It was about now that having a yellow shield with pink flowers would have helped. It felt like my invisible shield was still up, but was it really?

      Russian Guy held a hand to his stomach, but there was no blood—Angelica must have shot his shield. What a shame that he’d managed to put one up. Angelica kept her gun pointed at him. “Where is he?” Looked like all pretence was gone.

      Russian Guy sneered. “I don’t know who you’re talking about, you crazy woman. You come into my office and shoot me?”

      “Yeah, right. Someone’s been drinking way too much vodka.” Damn. There went my mouth again. Yellow-teeth guy growled and gave me the evil eye.

      Angelica spoke as if nothing had just happened. “You do know who I’m talking about. You stole two billion pounds from him just the other day.”

      This guy was likely a professional liar, considering he was a scammer for a living, but his eyes widened, and his facial expression was entirely believable. He must be good at his job. Pig. Actually, that was an insult to pigs. I needed a better insult repertoire. Something to work on when I had nothing else to do. “Look, lady, you think I’d be here if I had two billion pounds?”

      I folded my arms. “You weren’t exactly here when we showed up. Looks like you and your crew did a runner.”

      “I just follow orders. If you’re not gone from here in five minutes, you will die. Dasvidaniya.” He gave us a final scowl before making a doorway and stepping through.

      Crap. “How are we supposed to find Erik now? And what was that last word?”

      “I don’t know, Lily—on both counts. We’ll just have to figure it out, but we’ll do it from home. Come on.”

      She made her doorway, and I made mine. At least today wasn’t our day to die… I hoped.

      Unfortunately, the day wasn’t quite over yet.
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      We reconvened at home in the living room, in front of the fire. Hands wrapped around a cup of coffee, I sat in one of the armchairs, and Angelica sat in the other. She held my phone, having just finished going through the pictures I’d taken. “Right, so we know we have the right organisation. I’m just so irritated that you didn’t get time to take more photos. You could’ve asked if Erik had been there.”

      “Tell me about it.” I sighed. “Stupid thug guy. Do you think they had an alarm or cameras in the place?”

      “Probably both—it didn’t take long for that man to come looking. I checked the door for alarms before I picked the lock—both the magical and the noisy type. And when we were in there, I didn’t get a visual on any cameras, but I didn’t want to use magic to find any hidden ones because if any witches had been in the office next door, my magic would’ve been a red flag.” As useful as magic was, it wasn’t without limitations.

      “I figured that last one.” I shut my eyes and enjoyed the warmth from the fire as it seeped into my skin. That office had been absolutely freezing. I yawned and opened my eyes. If I kept them shut, I’d probably fall asleep, and we had more work to do. Some people were already on their Christmas break, but not us. Oh, no. That would be too civilised of the universe to give us a rest. “So, now what?” I’d texted Olivia to tell her we were safely at home and that I’d let her know when we went out again. Hopefully, we’d figure this out before Christmas was ruined for the year. I had no idea if Erik had someone to pass the Santa mantle to when he died, but if he did, at least next year wouldn’t be a complete bust if we failed.

      Angelica’s forehead wrinkled as she stared at one of the pictures on my phone. Her magic tingled my scalp, and a piece of paper appeared in her hand. She compared details on the paper with what was on the computer screen in the picture. “This account isn’t Erik’s.” She looked at me. “I’m going to magic these account details to Olivia and ask her to look them up. I know she’s not at work today, but she can get remote access on her computer. If anyone asks, I got the details from a security camera. They’ve been stealing from a lot of people. We need to find these victims, try and get their money back, and shut these criminals down.”

      “But what about Santa and the secret?”

      “We don’t have to tell anyone about Erik. This is a separate crime altogether. We have a couple of hacking experts who can look into this. I’ll start it as a new investigation. Whether we find Erik in time for Christmas or not, these guys are going down.” Her gaze was harder than the tiles that lined the floor in front of the fireplace.

      I smiled. “Sounds good to me.” I hated thieves—I mean, who didn’t? Unless you were a thief, I supposed. “How will you explain how you know about the crimes?”

      “I’ll show them your photo. I’ll tell them I had insider information that I can’t disclose and they gave me access to security footage.”

      “Great. I’m covered, then.”

      She gave me a serious but caring look. “I would never compromise your safety, Lily. Unless things change drastically in our world, I’ll take your secret to my grave.”

      I shivered. Talk of graves creeped me out. “Thanks. So, now what do we do about Santa. Time’s ticking.” I frowned. I didn’t want any kids to miss out on Christmas.

      “Well, it was clear he wasn’t in that office. I think we need to return tonight and look through every other office when people aren’t there. Then we’ll go to the top floor, and you can ask the question about whether Santa’s been there or not. I’ll have a doorway ready to go. We’ll get in and get out.” She pressed her lips together. “Hmm, they may have posted guards since we left. That’s what I’d do. It complicates things.”

      “Maybe we should take some distractions?”

      “Like?”

      “The elves. We could have them pretend they’re drunk Russians fighting loudly in the street? Any guards would be sure to check it out, especially since they’d be able to see their witch auras.” That was a decent plan, at least I thought so, but…. My shoulders sagged. “What if they’ve taken Erik off-site? How are we ever going to find him? They could’ve chopped him into little pieces and made a hole in a frozen lake and chucked him in.”

      Angelica’s eyes widened. “Lily! How could you think of something so gruesome? That’s horrible!” She huffed out an exasperated breath. “You could be right though. Even so, we have to do our best to find him. We promised. Until we know one way or the other, we’re in this.”

      Why did my brain have to make me sad? Please still be alive, Santa. “I know.” I clung to the belief that he was still alive—why else had the universe asked us to get involved? Maybe it wanted us to get rid of scammers? But we could have discovered that at any other time. It wasn’t as if that group had just started ripping people off, surely.

      Angelica pulled out her phone. She brought up her contacts list and dialled Liv. “Hello, dear. Yes. I need something. I’m going to text you an address. I’d like you to look up the owner and get us his address.” She listened for a moment. “Yes. If it’s a company, find out who owns it…. Okay…. Bye.” She typed a text and sent it. “I’d say our next port of call will be whoever’s running the show. I’m sure a few threats, even to a crime boss, would be useful.”

      I blinked, incredulous. “You’re going to get us killed.” Angelica was one of the most powerful witches around, but this was going too far.

      She folded her arms and looked down her nose at me. “You disappoint me, dear.” She unfolded her arms and stood. “Enough of this ridiculous talk. We’re going back to Mrs Claus’s to grab those elves.”

      Wow, she’d agreed to my dodgy idea straight away. That she couldn’t think of anything better didn’t bode well. “Are you sure we can trust them? I mean, I know it was my idea to get them involved, but—”

      “Have they given you any reason not to trust them? And I’m talking factual evidence, Lily, not an airy-fairy opinion.”

      Hmm…. Right. I was all out of hard evidence at the moment. What a shame my opinion was as relevant as a troll’s comment on the internet. “I guess the answer would be no.”

      She smiled. “I thought so. Now, Russia’s two hours ahead of us. I think returning at 8:00 p.m. our time will ensure no one is still there and that the streets will be deserted.”

      I nodded and bit the inside of my cheek to stop a smile. I knew she meant there would be no one in the street, but a desserted street popped into my head. Streets paved with lemon meringue pie, pavlova, chocolate mud cake, cheesecake, all the good stuff. Mmmmmmm. My stomach grumbled. “That gives me time to eat dinner. I can get on board with that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course you can.” She shook her head. “In the meantime, I have some more work to do. I’m going into headquarters. I’ll see you back here in a couple of hours; then we’ll go and explain things to Mrs Claus and the elves.”

      She made a doorway. “Toodle-pip.”

      Once she left, I went to the kitchen and magicked up some chocolate cake and coffee. As I sat down to eat, one thought repeated in my head. Please don’t be my last meal. Angelica might be one of the best in the business, but she didn’t have the whole PIB team on her side this time. It was just her and me. As much as I was overjoyed whenever she deigned to pay me a rare compliment, the implied one in this situation wasn’t warranted.

      I wasn’t good enough to back her up against a mobster. Not even close. I was likely to get us both killed.

      And that was the yucky marzipan icing on the fruit cake.

      We’d need a Christmas miracle to live through what was coming. The problem was, I didn’t believe in Christmas miracles. If they existed, I would’ve found out what had happened to my parents by now because there’d been more than enough Christmases since they’d disappeared—ten to be exact. So, yeah, as far as I was concerned, they didn’t exist.
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      That night, Angelica came home, and we went via her portal to the Clauses’. Sven answered the reception-room door. Worry lines marred his tanned forehead under his blond locks. His weary smile and greeting seemed genuine. “I’m so glad you’re back. We were worried you’d abandoned us.”

      Angelica gave him a reassuring smile and stepped into the foyer. “Never. I had some research to do and a few things at work to deal with, but we have a plan, and we needed to wait until well after work time in Russia.”

      “Oh, okay.” He shut the reception-room door and locked it, then led the way back to the kitchen and the family room beyond it.

      Mrs Claus sat on a four-seater lounge, tissue clutched in one hand, eyes red. Two elves sat on one side of her, and one sat on the other. Sven looked at Angelica, then me. “Please sit.” He nodded at a two-seater couch, and then he sat on a leather armchair.

      Mrs Claus opened her mouth to speak, but the elf on her left put a hand on her thigh and shook his head. If you imagined he looked like Sven but had a slightly bigger nose, you’d know what he looked like. He fixed blue eyes on Angelica and spoke in an accusing tone. “Where have you been? You said you’d help, and then you disappear for half the day.” Before Angelica could answer, he turned to Mrs Claus. “I think you should cut them loose. They’re no help. Let us find Santa.” By “us,” I had to assume he meant him and the other elves.

      Mrs Claus sniffed loudly. I coughed and tried not to gag. That was a hell of a lot of snot getting sucked up. Even Angelica’s poker face wavered before she got a hold of herself. Sven gave me an apologetic look. I shrugged and managed a small smile. It wasn’t his fault. At least I’d forget all of this in a few days.

      Oblivious to all the distressed nonverbal communication, Mrs Claus sniffed again and looked at her disgruntled elf. “It’s almost Christmas, Lars. We need all the help we can get.”

      “We can do it. We don’t need them. The older one is past it anyway, and the younger one”—he looked me up and down and scowled—“probably wouldn’t know where to start. Look how young she is.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Stupid elf. I wished I could put him on a shelf and leave him there. “Judgey much? You’re no older than me, from the looks of you. And to be honest, I’d rather be home in front of the fire reading a good book. Instead, I’ll be walking into danger to find your employer. We’re here to help save Santa because it’s the right thing to do. So many families will miss out this Christmas if he isn’t found, and Mrs Claus is devastated. Since you’re so clever, why don’t you tell us how you plan to find him, Larsy baby?” I folded my arms. Angelica, to my surprise, watched silently.

      His nostrils flared. Ignoring me, he turned to Mrs Claus. “I can’t believe you’re going to let them insult me. Surely you can’t think they’d do a better job than your elves. We love you and Santa. We’d die for you.”

      She patted his hand. “It’s okay, Lars. These people have more knowledge than you realise. They’re from the PIB.”

      He stared at us with a gaze frostier than a northern winter. One of the elves—the dark-haired one—sitting on Mrs Claus’s other side shook his head. “Lars, just calm down. Maybe we can all help?” He turned to Angelica. “I’m sorry for my brother’s outburst. He tends to get angry when he’s worried. We do need your help. What is this plan you mentioned? Please elaborate.”

      “And what’s your name, young man?” Angelica was the epitome of British politeness. It was probably also good practice to gather information, and a name was an important piece.

      “I’m Anders. Pleased to meet you.”

      “Likewise, I’m sure.” Once the introductions were over, Angelica explained our plan. Lars folded his arms and slammed his back into the couch. I never thought I’d live to see an elf tantrum. Just wow. Lucky that little kids around the world couldn’t see this. What a crappy example. If I were Mrs Claus, I’d be putting Lars on the naughty list for sure. “And that’s it. So, we’ll need you to come along and cause a distraction.”

      Mrs Claus’s eyes opened wide, as if she were a bewildered child. “But what if something happens to them too?”

      Lars turned to her. “Nothing will happen to us. We’ll be fine. We need to help. How can we sit around and let others do everything? What good are we if we do that? We’re Santa’s elves for Christmas’s sake.”

      Sven leaned forward in his chair. “He’s right. We’ll all be fine. Don’t worry.” He looked at Angelica. “When do we go?”

      “There’s no time like the present, as they s—”

      “Hang on a minute.” Oh, great. Lars was going to question something. “How do you know Santa was in the building?”

      “We don’t know for sure.”

      He rolled his eyes. “So why are we going there? He could be anywhere. Why would you want to rush off and cause a scene if you’re not sure?”

      Angelica stared down at him. “Let’s just call this a professional hunch. And if he’s not there, we do have another place to investigate. But we must rule this place out. It’s where the scammers were operating from. We were disturbed before we could gather all our information. This visit will at least give us a more accurate picture of where he is if he’s not there.”

      “What other place?” Gah, stupid, annoying elf. Why did he have to be so prickly? I supposed elves had different personalities like normal people. And there was always one annoying person in the workplace, wasn’t there?

      “None of that matters.” Mrs Claus’s magic tingled my scalp, and a pile of letters appeared in her lap, so many that some slid off, onto the floor. She picked up one and read. “Dear, Santa. My daddy’s gone to heaven, and my mummy stays home and cries all the time. She said we can’t have Christmas this year, and that Santa’s busy. Is it true? If it’s not true, can I please have Daddy back? If not that (Mummy says that’s impossible), then the Lego friendship bus would be nice. I hope you get this. I love you, Santa. Molly.” Mrs Claus wasn’t the only one crying by the end of that. Tears burned the back of my throat and trickled down my face. That poor kid. I wanted to give Molly a big hug and buy her every Lego set there was. “We have to pull together, Lars. If Erik misses Christmas, he’ll never forgive himself.”

      Lars nodded. “That’s true—he’d be devastated.” He looked at his brothers. “I suppose I’ll do this if one of you will.” Lars turned to look at Angelica. “You only need two of us, right?”

      Anders stood. “We should all go. We all want to help.”

      Lars shook his head, the de facto leader of the group, it seemed. “Someone needs to stay here with Joanne. And what if a miracle happens, and Erik makes it home? You can call us, can’t you?”

      Mrs Claus nodded, hope in her eyes. “Yes, of course. I think Lars is right. I’d feel so much better if two of you stayed here… just in case. Anders and Bjorn can stay.”

      Angelica looked at me and raised a brow. I wasn’t sure exactly what the frustration was, but I assumed it was that it took so long to get to the point we were in, in the first place. Lars had managed to complicate everything for nothing. “So, we’re good to go now?” Her tone was very schoolteacher who was scraping the last of her patience from the bottom of her deepest drawer.

      Mrs Claus nodded. “Yes please. If I haven’t said it already—I know I’ve been in a bit of a panic—but thank you for helping me.…” She looked at her elves. “Or, us, rather.”

      Angelica’s voice softened. “It’s our pleasure. It’s what we do.” Her gaze hardened, as did her tone. “Bringing criminals to justice is my passion.”

      I put my hand up. “Um, excuse me, but I have a question.”

      Angelica looked at me, and if her irritated expression was anything to go by, she assumed my question would be either stupid or inappropriate.

      She was probably right.

      “Go ahead, then, dear.”

      “Mrs Claus, I’m hoping we find Santa, but if we don’t… um… if something permanent has happened to him, does the mantle pass to someone else?”

      Mrs Claus gasped. Tears shone in her eyes. Lars narrowed his eyes. “What a stupid thing to ask. Of course it gets passed on, but full points to you for asking an insensitive question.”

      My cheeks heated, and a stone of shame landed heavily in my stomach. “Sorry. I want more than anything for Santa to be okay, but I’m also worried about everyone who needs him. That’s all. I really didn’t mean to upset anyone.”

      “Enough of this.” Angelica made her doorway to the public toilets in Russia. “It’s time to go. Lars and Sven, start your fight about ten minutes after we get there, and make it loud. Use a bit of magic if you have to, something a witch would notice but not a non-witch. If things get tense, make a doorway and come home. Lily and I will only need a couple of minutes in the top office, so if you could drag it out that long, or even longer, it would be ideal.”

      They both nodded, and Sven said, “Consider it done.” As Lars stepped through Ma’am’s doorway, Sven turned to me. “Don’t worry, Lily. Joanne and I know you didn’t mean anything by what you said. You’re doing everything to help us, and for that, I thank you.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.” I gave him a small smile, which he returned. Then he stepped through her doorway, and after a few seconds of giving him room to get out of the way, I went through too. It didn’t take long for Angelica to join the elves and me in the oppressive darkness outside. It was as if the universe knew what was coming and was giving us time to back out. But we were committed. Was I the only one feeling the silent alarm? Lars’s mouth was set in a firm line, and two vertical divots had ensconced themselves between Sven’s eyebrows. Angelica had her poker face installed. Typical. I supposed she faced danger like this every day, and this was same old, same old for her. At least I wasn’t the only one quietly freaking out.

      We walked quickly and spoke little. The cold air scoured my throat, so I lifted my scarf to cover my mouth. Our shoes scrunched in the snow—at least a foot had fallen since we’d been here earlier. A miasma of doom reached out from the darkness, and I jerked my head this way and that, searching for danger.

      But it was just us. Walking. The occasional car drove past, but even that sent shock waves through my adrenaline-infused body. Why was night-time so different to day? I’d been tense this afternoon but not nearly as frazzled as now. It was only a lack of light, for goodness’ sake. I needed to breathe slowly and get a hold of myself.

      Just before we turned left into the street the building was in, I made sure my return to sender was up. I used my other sight. The elves didn’t have them on—whether that was because they didn’t know the spell or they didn’t want to hurt themselves in their fake fight, who knew.

      Light shone from a few windows in a couple of the houses, but further down the street, where there were more factory-type properties than not, no cheery yellow glows emanated from windows. The only illumination came from anaemic street lamps.

      With about a hundred feet to go, Angelica stopped. “We’ll leave you boys here. Watch where we go. Ten minutes after we enter the building, stand across the street from it and start your fight.”

      They nodded, and Lars said, “Okay.”

      A gentle puff of Angelica’s magic caressed my scalp, and the street light closest to the building went out. She made a total bubble of silence and didn’t include the elves. When she started talking and they couldn’t hear anything, Lars gave us a dirty look. Sven pouted but then shrugged. He probably didn’t mind because he knew we were helping his boss. “We’re going to have to be careful of the cameras, Lily, and also hope they don’t have anyone standing guard. I can’t see anyone from here, but you never know. Be ready at all times, just in case.” I nodded. Then she continued. “We’ll look in each room as we make our way up. I’d like you to have your camera ready to ask if Santa’s been in there. Once you know, give me the thumbs up for yes and thumbs down for no.”

      I nodded. “Will do.”

      “A fast game’s a good game, as they say. Are you ready?”

      I smiled. “Always.” Okay, so I might have been lying, but now wasn’t the time to second guess myself or what we were doing. Santa needed saving, and we were it.

      Angelica started towards the building, and soon enough, we were at the front door. She took a couple of small metal tools from her trouser pocket and picked the lock the non-witch way. We were too close for her to risk using magic without any on-site witches sensing it. Even though she’d unpicked the office lock easily before, this lock looked more heavy duty, and if they’d posted witch guards, they’d be on the lookout for magic.

      I held my breath and strained my hearing as she opened the door. Phew, no squeaks or creaks. We quietly hurried in, and she closed it gently, soundlessly. Angelica got to work on the lock to office one while I readied my phone camera. In less than half a minute, Angelica was opening the door and sneaking in. I was right behind her.

      The office was pitch-black. Angelica carefully felt her way around the room, maybe looking for clues her own way, but I didn’t need to do that. I stood just inside, to the left of the door. I wanted a solid wall at my back—otherwise, with my luck, someone would sneak up and bash me over the head. I pointed my phone at the room and whispered, “Show me Santa Claus, Erik, here in the last week.”

      Nothing happened to the black screen. I would’ve given Angelica a thumbs down, but she’d vanished into the darkness, and her ninja skills ensured I couldn’t hear where she was either. I peeked outside, saw nothing in the gloomy shadows, and turned back to the office. A presence stood in front of me, and I slammed my hand over my mouth to cut off my scream. I whisper-hissed, “Don’t do that. Jeebers. Do you want me to scream out that we’re here?”

      “Ah, but you didn’t, did you, dear.” Even though her voice was quiet, her amusement still came through. Yeah, the whole thing was hilarious. “Did you get anything?”

      “No.”

      She stepped to the side of me and through the door, out into the hall. I followed. She quietly turned the lock in the knob, then shut the door. We moved onto office two across the hall. No sign of Santa yet, but also no sign of Smoker Thug. I was calling that a win.

      As Angelica unlocked the door, I held my breath to listen for any sign we’d been discovered. Sweet, sweet silence. The faintest click and Angelica opened the door. I let out a relieved breath that we were getting things done quickly—time was running out before the fight started.

      I carefully walked in after her and stood near the door, my back against the wall. “Show me Santa Erik here in the past seven days.”

      Blackness, again. “Nothing,” I whispered. Without waiting for Angelica to scare the crap out of me again, I went back to the hallway. She was soon out and locking the door. I started up the stairs, my hand on the bannister, my heart slamming against my ribs. Walking up stairs when you couldn’t see anything was more terrifying than I’d anticipated. One misstep and I’d be smashing my face into concrete. I gingerly felt with one foot, then the other, until my fingers reached the bannister corner. I slid one foot in front of the other, confirming there were no more steps. I found the wall and waited for Angelica to pass me and reach the next door.

      Before Angelica could unlock the door, a shout came from outside. I swallowed the metallic tang of adrenaline. Had those stupid elves already started their fight? The click of the lock sounded, and I started. I took a deep breath, trying to compose myself. I’d have a heart attack if I didn’t calm myself.

      Angelica opened the door. I felt my way to the door and entered. Faint light came through the office’s two windows. Angelica went and looked out one of them—she’d obviously had the same thought as me. We had limited time, so I lifted my phone and said, “Show me Santa Claus in the last week.”

      Big, fat nothing. Angelica’s growl outdid my sigh. “What are they doing?” she gritted out. Oh dear.

      I made my way over to her, managing to bump my hip once on the corner of a desk. I bit my tongue against the pain. Stupid sneaking in the dark. When I was close enough to be heard, I whispered, “Do we want to hurry to the next office or just go upstairs now? I didn’t get anything this time either.”

      She snorted a frustrated breath out of her nose. “Upstairs. Those dolts have started fighting early.” She hurried past me and to the door, closing it quietly. “If they’re waiting upstairs, they’ll come past here.” I joined her at the door. “Let’s just listen for a moment.”

      More shouting came from outside and a scream of pain. Gee, I hoped they were only faking it. That sounded serious. Angelica put her ear to the glass door. I trusted her hearing, so I waited, breathing as quietly as I could.

      And there it was, the tap, tap, tap of shoes on the hard floor. A light briefly shone as maybe two people ran past the office. Please don’t come in here. Please don’t notice us. I swallowed the fear.

      The footsteps clattered down the stairs and faded. Angelica opened the door. I wanted to tell her no, keep it locked, but we didn’t have a choice. She peered out. It was dark again. Nothing to see. She ushered me out and locked the door, then hurried to the stairs. A glimmer of light filtered up from downstairs. Then the main door opened and slammed shut. The light extinguished.

      Angelica grabbed my hand. I sucked in a breath. If I got out of this without a heart attack, I was going to Costa and having two double-chocolate muffins and a large coffee. Okay, so they weren’t open this late, but I’d be there first thing in the morning. Angelica tugged my arm—she was on the move again. We carefully made our way to the stairs and up to the top floor.

      Santa better be the pot of gold at the end of this Russian rainbow. If Smoker Thug found us, we’d be in huge trouble… and by trouble, I meant dead. There was nothing merry about dying at Christmas.

      By the time we reached the office door, my breathing was heavy and shallow. I tried my best to quieten it, but being in the dark, waiting for someone to come back and find you wasn’t exactly a stress-free situation. I bit my lip while Angelica listened briefly at the door. She whispered, “It’s open a crack. Be careful, and be aware.” She pushed it open wider and stepped through. As I positioned myself to take a photo, she opened the shutters to one of the windows, letting in faint light.

      I quickly raised my phone. “Show me Santa Erik here in the last seven days.” My surprised breath was sharp and echoed in the empty room.

      The lights had gone on—at least in the image on my phone screen. A man stood just in front of me, Smoker Thug stood in front of him, a gun pointed at his chest. I clicked off a shot and moved around them until I stood next to Smoker Thug. Santa’s blue eyes were wide but not filled with fear. Anger shone from them brighter than a home swathed in Christmas lights. I clicked off a couple more shots.

      A flash came from outside, illuminating the abandoned office. I looked up from my phone. Screaming, which abruptly cut off; then the downstairs door slammed. Crap. “Do we need to get out of here?”

      I could just make out Angelica’s form in the wan light coming from outside. She made her way to me. “I would love to, my dear, but not this time.” She glanced at the door, then looked back at me. “Get ready to fight.”

      I slid my phone in my pocket. “He was here.”

      “I know.”

      What the hell? “What? How?”

      “Not now, dear. Move back and face the door. Get ready.” She grabbed my wrist and led me to the far side of the room whilst walking backwards and drawing her gun. She had skills. I would have asked why we were staying rather than running, but she wasn’t in the mood to answer questions. Instead, I pushed my fear away and opened the portal to the magic river, ready to draw power. Angelica dropped my hand and pointed her gun at the doorway.

      It had sounded like two people running downstairs before, but, if I wasn’t mistaken, three sets of footsteps slapped up the stairs and along the hallway. I fought the urge to crouch and make myself as small as possible. Imitating a hedgehog would not look the least bit threatening, but could anyone blame me for wanting to make myself as small a target as possible? Chances were that whoever ran through that opening had a gun. I didn’t, which totally sucked. But I had my magic, and it would have to do.

      I bent my knees slightly, my hands open by my sides, ready to run, ready to fight.

      The footsteps reached the doorway and stopped.

      Adrenaline buzzed through my body, warming my stomach and chest.

      Ready. Set. Go!

      Three shapes entered the room, their magic prickling the back of my scalp and neck like a swarm of agitated ants. The light flicked on, harsh and cold, revealing Smoker Thug, another beefy, tall, bald guy, and something that was an unfortunate revelation. Standing on one side of Smoker Thug, a loathsome smirk on his face, was someone I knew.

      Lars.

      My mouth dropped open. His smile widened. Damn my lack of poker face.

      Angelica shifted slightly—the only sign of her surprise. Her expression was fixed into an unflappable mask of confidence.

      Oh my God. Lars walked to the front of the group. He was the boss? I blinked. How could he do that to people he knew so well and supposedly cared about? And where was Sven? Had he hurt him? “Wow, you’re a despicable piece of sh—”

      “Now, now, Lily. No name-calling. It’s not ladylike.” He folded his arms and lifted his chin slightly so he could look down his nose at me.

      I shook my head. “Yeah, thanks for the mansplaining. I’ll lady however I want, and if it annoys you, all the better. Speaking of appropriate behaviour, stealing from Santa isn’t elflike. Now, where is he?” Okay, so he probably wasn’t going to answer that, but I couldn’t help asking.

      He laughed. “This isn’t a movie—there isn’t going to be a long-winded explanation or happy ending… well, at least not for you. I’m long overdue a holiday after thirty years of Christmas slavery.” Thirty? He looked to be my age—twenty-four. Elves must have special DNA because surely he hadn’t started working the day he was born. Lars held his hand up, pointer finger out, then flicked it towards us. His attack thugs moved to stand in front of him. Their return to senders were up, as were their guns.

      Angelica’s magic tingled my scalp. Something shimmered in front of me. An explosion cracked the air and flashed against the shimmer. I slammed my hands over my ears too late. Thank the universe Angelica had been just in time. She must have created a shield. It meant she couldn’t shoot them, but yay that they couldn’t shoot us. The rage emanating from Smoker Thug towards me made it obvious that it was his shot that had been denied. My shoulders ached with tension. I felt my stomach to make sure there was no blood—there was no way I was taking my eyes off the evil trio. I exhaled in relief when my hand came away dry and clean.

      I did the only thing I could think of because I was a total badass when it came to combat… not—I stuck two fingers up at him in a rude gesture. “Bad luck, mate. You’ll have to try harder if you want to kill me.” I gave him a serene smile that did not come from deep inside. Maybe I should’ve been an actor because I was pretending the crap out of this. What I really wanted to do was make a doorway and run far, far away. If only I didn’t have three reasons to stay: Santa, Angelica, and Sven. I hardly knew the elf, but he’d been nothing but nice so far. I crossed my fingers that Lars incapacitated him without hurting him, although no one would survive tied up in the snow for long, assuming that’s what he’d done. We needed to hurry this up.

      “You are a stupid witch. Come to Papa.” Smoking Thug said something in Russian, and Angelica and I jerked forward. I sucked in a breath and slid towards him, protective bubble and all. Angelica and I briefly shared a “what the hell” look. I mean, wouldn’t it have been easier for the guy to walk to us? He was expending a lot of power. Maybe he was just showing off. Now would’ve been a good time for Angelica to drop the shield, when one of our enemies was otherwise engaged.

      I drew my power, just in case she could read my mind—although I wasn’t sure what I could do to him since he had a return to sender up. My veins thrummed with energised warmth as my magic chased the fear away. Had Angelica thought about where Sven was? I eyeballed Smoker Thug. “Hey, Stinky. Where’s Sven?”

      Sweat popped out on his forehead—likely from drawing so much power—and rage glowed from his eyes. Lars cackled a laugh. The hairs on my arms stood on end. That had to be one of the evilest laughs ever, and it didn’t bode well for Sven. Weren’t they supposed to be brothers or at least best friends? Was Sven in on this too… were the other elves? Gah. I glanced at the window—if only I could have a quick look outside. If Sven was lying in the snow and still alive, he wouldn’t last long in the sub-sub-zero temperature. Not knowing whose side he was on was a distraction I didn’t need. And was Mrs Claus safe at home with the other elves?

      We needed to wrap this up.

      My mouth fell open. That was it!

      Thug number two pointed his gun at Ma’am. I slammed my palms over my ears as he fired. The shield protected her, but the force of repelling the bullet had wiped her poker face away. Her brows drew down with the strain of holding the shield together.

      “You deal with this, lads. I have other business to attend to.” Lars made a doorway and grinned at us.

      “No!” I screamed. “Drop the shield!” The spell I needed was already in my mind as I sucked in as much power as I could without burning myself out.

      Angelica’s eyebrows rose, but she immediately did as asked. The thugs raised their guns again and pointed at us. But I was faster.

      Just as Lars’s power prickled my scalp, I threw my palm out—not that I needed to, but drama was my middle name. I released my power. Lars had one foot in his doorway when a gigantic piece of wrapping paper adorned with tiny elves appeared in the air and wrapped around the men. To finish off, thick red ribbon spun around the package one way, twisted, then went the other and tied itself into a bow.

      I smiled and folded my arms. “Merry Christmas.”

      Angelica blinked and put her hands on her heart. “For me?”

      “Yes. I think this would look nice at headquarters, in the cells, don’t you?”

      “Definitely. Nobody gives us presents anymore.” She smiled. “The pattern on the paper was a nice touch.”

      “Why, thank you.”

      Grunting came from the package, then something aggressive in Russian. Likely a swear word.

      Angelica shook her head slowly. “How did you do that, dear?”

      “I made it so anything wrapped inside couldn’t travel, use magic, or escape.” Sweat trickled down the side of my face. “It’s using a lot of power, to be honest. Can you take them to headquarters, and I’ll look for Sven? I can’t hold it much longer.” The comforting warmth running through my veins was heating up to uncomfortable levels as the men tried to escape using magic.

      She hesitated. I gritted my teeth with the effort of keeping them tied up. Thankfully, Angelica knew my limits. “Stuff it.” She made one of the biggest doorways I’d ever seen around the grumbling present, and it disappeared. “Go straight to Mrs Claus’s when you’re done.” And with that, she stepped through and left me alone.

      I took a deep breath, pulled my phone out, and turned on the torch app. Then I ran for the door. When I was halfway down the stairs, the strain of holding the spell dissipated. My chest relaxed, and I could breathe deeply again. Angelica must have taken them straight to the cells, where magic was blocked for everyone but a select few agents. How she would explain having arrested them, I had no idea, but she’d think of something—she was one of the top agents at the PIB after all.

      I reached the ground floor, yanked the door open, and sprinted outside. My breath burned in my throat. Damned glacial air. It took mere seconds to find Sven— a dark shape lying in the snow by the side of the road. As soon as I reached him, I dropped to my knees with a crunch—fortunately it was the snow and not my knees—and felt his neck for a pulse. His skin was cool but not cold. I held my breath and moved my finger around, trying to find something. “Come on, Sven. Don’t be dead.” I stared at his face hoping for a twitch, a groan, anything. The swollen black eye and dribble of blood staining his face from a split lip wasn’t a good sign.

      I wrinkled my brow. Was that a weak pulse? I leaned over and put my cheek next to his mouth. After a couple of seconds, it came—the warmth of a faint breath. He wasn’t well, but he was alive. Thank God for that. Angelica had told me to go back to Mrs Claus’s, but what if the other elves were in on the crime and finished what Lars had started? But if they had been in on it, surely they would have been here to help fight Angelica and me. As it was, they’d failed miserably, although we still didn’t know where Santa was.

      I shook my head and looked at Sven’s gorgeous, still face. He needed to be somewhere warm, but I couldn’t take him home. If anyone other than Angelica came home—other agents dropped by frequently—what the hell would I tell them? This whole thing was top secret, and while Angelica could probably make up an excuse as to how and why she’d arrested the three men, this might not be as easy for me to explain, and we’d sworn to secrecy. I might accidentally let something slip and suffer the magical consequences. Yeah, no thanks.

      “Sorry, mate, but we’ll have to take a chance on Mrs Claus’s place. Let’s go.” I made a doorway around us, and we were transported to the Clauses’ reception room. Ah, the warmth. My cheeks and nose were instantly grateful. Hopefully Mrs Claus wouldn’t mind the melted snow seeping into the rug.

      I stood and willed my breathing to even out. A clear head was needed. I raised my fist, hesitated, then knocked loudly. My return to sender was up. I debated making another doorway to spirit us to Angelica’s in the event of an attack—even with the risk of discovery, it was by far the lesser of two evils if I was about to be ambushed.

      But I was out of time.

      The door opened.

      I whooshed my breath out. “Mrs Claus. Where are the other elves?”

      Her eyebrows drew down. “In the living room, waiting for news.” Her gaze found Sven. Her hands slapped the sides of her head. “Oh, jingle bells! What happened?” She pushed past me and knelt next to Sven. She tapped his cheek. “Oh, my darling boy. Wake up. Sven…. Sven!” Slap. He groaned, and I cringed. That had to have hurt.

      I put my hand on her shoulder. “Don’t slap him. He’s already been beaten up.”

      “What happened? Who did this?”

      “Lars.”

      She whiplashed around to look at me, her eyes wide with the indignation of a protective and clueless parent. “No! My Lars would never do this.” Yeah, that’s what they all say.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I’m sorry, but he did. Now isn’t the time to argue. We need to get Sven warm and healed. Do you have someone you can call?” Witch healers could fix just about any illness or injury by combining their skills and the host’s magic. A smaller level of healing was possible in non-witches, but due to the animosity between them and witches and the fact we had to keep our powers a secret for fear of lynching, hanging, or burning, we refrained from helping them unless they were special to us. It was a shame, though. What a world it would be if we could cure the nice people and give them more time with their friends and families. Maybe one day it would change, but today wasn’t that day.

      “Anders can do it.” She held out her hand, and I grabbed it and helped her up. She went into the hallway and shouted, “Anders! Anders!” My ears had only just stopped ringing from the gunshots. Her ridiculously powerful voice started them again. I sighed.

      Anders, the elf with the dark hair, ran in. His eyes widened at seeing me. Then he gave his undivided attention to Mrs Claus. “What happened? Are you okay?” He looked her up and down, probably thinking I’d hurt her.

      She waved to the reception room. “Sven is in there, unconscious. He’s been hurt.”

      Anders glared at me on his way past and into the room. Yeah, thanks for nothing, elfie. “I’m pretty sure I saved his life, Anders, but don’t say thank you or anything.” I stood in the doorway. “I could have left him in the snow to die after Lars and his Russian goons attacked him.” Maybe now wasn’t the time to get things straight, but it mattered to me. They needed to trust I was on their side. Besides, I wasn’t to blame for any of this. It wasn’t my fault Lars was a criminal. At least he was in jail. Hmm, should I tell them now or let Angelica deal with it? One look at Mrs Claus’s tear-stained face decided it; Angelica could have the honours. I was generous like that.

      Anders knelt next to Sven and placed one hand on his head and one on his chest. Magic tickled my scalp… magic I’d never felt before… Anders’s magic. He shut his eyes and stayed that way for a few minutes. Mrs Claus stood next to me in the doorway, leaning on the frame. The only sound was Anders’s quickened breathing. Healing could take a huge amount of power and exhaust both the healer and the healee, depending on what was wrong.

      Something occurred to me. If Angelica came back now, she’d land on the men. I was pretty sure that she wouldn’t appreciate it. Could I interrupt in the middle of a healing? What if Anders was at a critical moment and a break in concentration ended up killing Sven? Was that possible? After eight months in the witch world, I really didn’t know enough about magic, and I didn’t know if I ever would. There was just too much to know. I bit my lip. Should or shouldn’t I?

      Damn it. I used a soft voice, something designed not to startle. “Um, Angelica will be coming through soon. Do you think you could finish in the hallway?”

      Anders didn’t answer immediately. After another minute, Sven’s colour returned somewhat, and he groaned. His eyes slowly opened. Anders looked at his friend. “Can you crawl into the hallway?”

      Confusion contorted Sven’s face, but he said quietly. “Yes.” Anders helped him turn around and get on all fours. They must both be exhausted. If I knew where a mattress was, I would’ve magicked one onto the hallway floor. “Mrs Claus, do you think you could put a mattress here?”

      “Yes, Lily. That’s a good idea.” Her magic tickled my scalp, and the mattress appeared. I helped Sven onto it as the air shimmered, and someone stepped through a doorway into the reception room.

      I looked up. Oh, crap. It wasn’t Angelica.

      Lars laughed. “You’re not as smart as you thought you were. Your pathetic magic is no match for mine.” Damn. Things weren’t as wrapped up as I thought. Had the other two made it to the cells, or was I a complete failure?

      Mrs Claus hurried to Lars. I grabbed her arm as she passed me, but she jerked out of my hold. “No, Mrs Claus! Stay away from him.”

      She scoffed at me. “Nonsense.” She turned back to Lars. “What’s going on? What happened to Sven? That girl tried to tell me you hurt him, but I told her that couldn’t be true.” Boy, was she about to be in for a big surprise. I almost felt guilty, but I had tried to warn her. Sometimes you just couldn’t save people from themselves.

      Lars put his arm around her, and his gaze fell on Sven. Sven lay on his back, Anders kneeling by his side. The newly healed elf had paled again and was trying to say something, but his voice was so quiet, I couldn’t make it out. Lars spoke over the top of him. “It’s so nice that you don’t believe her, even if you’ve never fully appreciated me. I’ve worked hard for you, as have my fellow elves, and whilst I’ve enjoyed living in this lovely home, it’s beginning to feel like a prison. In thirty years, I haven’t even saved enough to buy my own place, and all those promises of bonuses are about as believable as flying reindeer.”

      “You’re not happy?” Mrs Claus looked up at him with wide eyes that spoke of surprise and cluelessness.

      “Not happy?” He grunted. “You’re a billionaire… were a billionaire, and you paid us minimum wage for the honour of working for you and living here.”

      “But we need that money for the poor. How do you think we can buy presents year after year for so many?” She frowned.

      “To be frank, I don’t care.” He tightened his arm around her. “And you’re about to find out how little.” His magic grazed my scalp, and I shuddered. Anders jumped up. But it was too late. A doorway formed around Lars and Mrs Claus, and they disappeared.

      Crap. How were we ever going to find them? Or would Lars dispose of her and come back to finish the rest of us off… well, attempt to? Next time, I wouldn’t hesitate to do whatever it took to stop him.

      Anders stared at the space they’d been, his eyes as hard as granite. He turned and directed his furious gaze my way. “Please look after my brother for a moment.”

      “Okay.”

      Anders stomped off towards the living area, and I sat next to the mattress. Dark circles rimmed the skin under Sven’s eyes, but at least the black eye was gone. “How are you feeling?” It was a stupid question, which I only realised after it was out of my mouth. Of course he felt like crap. I’d been healed before, and it was no picnic, or maybe it was a picnic where it took half an hour to find parking, ants got into the food, wasps came and stung you, the weather turned horrible, and you were smashed with golf-ball-sized hail. Why anyone would go on a picnic was beyond me.

      “Lily? Hello?” Sven’s soft voice broke through my internal tirade.

      I blinked and smiled. “Sorry. I tend to drift off with the fairies.”

      He chuckled, then coughed. “As long as you’re back now.”

      “Yep. And I really should pay attention. Lars could return at any time. I want you to know that I’ll protect you, so don’t worry.”

      Lines etched into his forehead. “But he’s strong… the strongest of all the elves here.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe he attacked me… him and his bruisers. Thank you for saving me. I thought I was dead. Lars was supposed to be pretending during our fight, so I wasn’t prepared. He smashed me in the face, and then enhanced his strength with a spell. Before I knew what was happening, one of his mates, the one who stinks of smoke, whacked me in the guts. After that, someone smashed me over the back of the head, and that was it; I was out.”

      I winced. Just hearing about it was painful. What evil witches. “Well, don’t worry. Angelica and I will make sure they pay. The thugs are already in jail at the PIB. Now we just have to get Lars.” Yes, I had my fingers crossed behind my back. Surely if none of them had been trapped in the wrapping paper, Angelica would have called me by now.

      “And find Santa.”

      “Yes, and Mrs Claus.” And all before Christmas.

      Sheesh. If we managed that, we’d deserve an extra helping of pavlova at Christmas lunch. Mmm, pavlova, my favourite dessert. Double-chocolate muffins were my second-favourite sweet thing. Luckily, I had ready access to those in Westerham. Thank you, Costa. “I hate to ask, but is it true about the elves being treated unfairly?”

      Sven licked his lips, and what sounded like a resigned sigh escaped him. He shrugged. “In some ways, but we’ve never asked for anything more than what they offer. Well, I never have. Who knows what Lars has done over the years. He always was the feisty one. Most of us chose this path, for the honour more than anything. We’re all from wealthy families, and to be honest, I’m happy here. It’s the family I never had. My parents always gave me any money I asked for, but they’ve never been there for me in emotional ways. They’re both workaholics. I had a nanny when I was young. Lars, though… he’s from a poor family, but he doesn’t say much. I figured he appreciated what Mr and Mrs Claus do more than anyone. Guess I was wrong.”

      I swallowed the tears that threatened. Sven had just been betrayed by someone he called a brother. Most of what he thought he knew about Lars had just been proven a lie. “I’m sorry, Sven.” Inadequate words, but other than that, what could I say?

      The air shimmered again. I jumped up and drew my magic, my stomach tensing. I sighed out a huge breath of relief when I saw who it was. “Angelica! Boy, am I glad to see you.”

      Her poker face didn’t waver. “Yes, I figured you would be. Imagine my surprise when I unwrapped your generous gift to find only two criminals rather than three. I’d say it would have to be the most disappointing gift ever. My expectations were certainly not met, Lily.”

      I knew she wasn’t happy, but was she kidding or rubbing it in? I cocked my head to the side, assessing. Hmm. Damn her poker face. “Sorry.” At least two had made it over, though. “It wasn’t a total failure. You just don’t have the full set. We still have time to grab the third one.”

      Angelica didn’t look convinced. “True, but I prefer a job done right the first time.” Yes, yes, of course she did. She approached me as Anders and his other elf brother came into the foyer. “At least you managed to save Sven. Now, tell me everything that’s happened since I saw you last.” I gave her the rundown. She nodded a couple of times and didn’t appear the least ruffled when I got to the part about Lars kidnapping Mrs Claus. “Well, he didn’t waste any time, did he?”

      “What are we going to do?” asked Anders.

      She raised a brow. “Why, get them back, of course.”

      Of course.

      If only I shared her confidence. They could be anywhere. Where in the hell were we even supposed to start?
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      Seemed Angelica had more tricks up her magical sleeve than I’d given her credit for. She’d offered one of the Russian thugs a plea deal. In exchange for information on Lars, she’d get him a reduced sentence for scamming people and provide him with a new identity when he finally did get out of jail. Apparently, Lars had a fair-sized criminal network of low lives. Hopefully, if we succeeded, that network would come crashing down once he was in custody. Still, Angelica couldn’t tell anyone the details of this investigation, so we were still on our own in bringing Lars down. If finding Santa wasn’t time sensitive and a secret, we could have lumped it all into a scamming investigation. Bummer.

      So now we were back in Russia, standing in a dark reception room. I swallowed my need to cough in the stinking place. I couldn’t see anything, but if the lights had been on, I bet I’d see yellow, tar-stained walls. Angelica had gotten the address of a home that belonged to Smoker Thug—they were using it as a headquarters. From what the other Russian crim had said, they’d taken Santa there. It stood to reason that Mrs Claus would be there too. The only risk was if Lars figured his goons would talk. Hopefully he believed in their loyalty more than that.

      As quietly as possible, Angelica placed a key in the lock—the crim had been kind enough to provide it. Once he’d squealed, he probably wanted to make sure Lars was caught ASAP.

      My heart kicked up a notch as cool air blew over my face. The interior of the home wasn’t any warmer than the reception room, but it was at least a bit toastier than it had been at the offices. We stepped through into a room that was dimly lit by a lamp in the far corner. A round, shabby-looking timber dining table with four chairs sat in the middle of the room, a large silver urn thing in the centre. No one was in here. I didn’t dare ask what next if we didn’t find them. At least Anders and his brother were looking after Sven, and they were going to text us if Lars returned.

      Angelica held her gun out in front as she searched the gloom. I’d been gifted the magic-cutting-off PIB-issue handcuffs. Lars knew what a return-to-sender spell was, so this fight wouldn’t necessarily be won on magic skills. And two against one meant things were in our favour… except an angry elf with nothing to lose might have more motivation to win. Oh, and had I mentioned he might not be the only gang member here? Those billions weren’t just going to Lars, although he was getting the largest share. Five criminals were in on this scam, and only two were in jail.

      Something banged in another room. I started. Angelica spun around and pointed her gun in that direction. My heart smashed against my ribs as I strained to make my rapid breaths quiet. It was as if the air had become heavier. My back itched with the sensation of being watched, and I shivered.

      The sooner we got out of here, the better.

      Angelica crept towards where the noise had come from. I turned and looked behind us, just in case. No one was there, thank the universe. I followed her, cringing with every footstep, waiting for the creak that would give us away. I was not made for this stuff. Why couldn’t I be in the main street of Westerham doing what I loved and taking photos of Christmas lights and festive bustle? I was a photographer, not a spy. Yet, here I was. Stop whingeing and focus, woman. I took a deep breath and reset myself. Freaking out was not going to help us catch Lars.

      A woman’s voice cried out, “Why?” Another thump and a scream. Silence. Crap.

      Angelica lengthened her stride and quickly reached the door. Light leaked from the gap underneath it. She snapped her head around to check where I was, then gave a nod. She turned back to the door. Just as she put her hand on the knob, footsteps came from the reception room.

      I sucked in a breath and turned. A hulking witch walked through the door. He saw us and jerked to a stop. Damn. He said something in Russian. I smiled. His thick brows drew down. He spoke again. I smiled. Well, I figured if I seemed friendly, maybe we wouldn’t look like we’d broken in and shouldn’t be here. For all he knew, we were new recruits. That’s what was known as wishful thinking. Massively wishful.

      He shouted, “Lars!”

      Angelica, who was behind me, nudged her hand under my arm and whispered, “Block your ears.” Oh, crap, not again. I slammed my hands over my ears as she pulled the trigger. A booming crack. The man stumbled backwards, his hand on his chest. He looked at us, shock and disbelief weeping accusingly from his eyes. I swallowed the bile coming up my throat. What if he wasn’t a criminal? Why did Angelica shoot him, and how could she kill in such cold blood?

      He fell to the floor with a thud as the door behind us opened, and we both ducked, landing knees-first on the ground. Lars held a pistol. Anger frothed from his mouth. He swore. “You shot Michail!” He pushed the tip of his gun against Angelica’s temple, which was at his hip height. My eyes widened. But Angelica was a top agent, and there was no way she was going to let someone shoot her in the head. She slammed her wrist into his, forcing the gun to discharge into the ceiling. In a lightning-fast move, she swivelled around on her knees to face him and lowered her head close to the floor, in between his ankles. She cupped the back of his heels with her palms and pushed her shoulders against his shins.

      He fell backwards and slammed onto the floor. I jumped up and ripped the handcuffs from my back pocket as Angelica pushed her gun into his chest. All I had to do was get this onto one of his wrists.

      Lars smirked and pointed his gun at her head again. “Don’t move, Lily, or the old lady gets it.”

      Crappity crap crap. I froze. What the hell do I do now? Also, Angelica wouldn’t take too kindle to being called old. He was in so much trouble if we survived this.

      “Cuff him, Lily.” Angelica’s voice was steel. She didn’t take her eyes off Lars, though, which was the sensible thing to do, really.

      “Don’t even try. Move one inch and that’s it.”

      “You’re happy to commit suicide? Because that’s what it would be.” How my voice wasn’t shaky, I didn’t know. Hopefully this stupid conversation would buy me enough time to figure out a solution. I drew my magic. The present thing had sort of worked. If I could magic the cuffs onto hi—

      “Drop your magic or I shoot.”

      “You’ll die, too, if you shoot.”

      “I don’t care.” His manic grin was not elf-like at all. “What’s the point of surviving this if I can’t enjoy my billion pounds?” Looked like he was taking home the lion’s share of Santa’s two billion. I supposed he’d led the gang to Santa, so he deserved the biggest cut. Well, he wasn’t getting any now, so there.

      Now, to distract him with my epic acting skills. “All right. You win.” Not! I sighed as if he’d won. Mid-sigh, I unleashed my spell. The handcuffs appeared on his arm, the one holding the gun. It was enough to cut off his magic. Unfortunately, he still had his finger on the trigger. I hadn’t thought that through. Before I could rectify the situation with magic, now that his return to sender was disabled, he pulled the trigger.

      “Nooooooo!”

      I launched at him, my hands aimed at his wrists. I sucked magic through my portal and imagined he couldn’t move. He dropped the gun. “You piece of crap! You shot Angelica!” Tears burned my eyes. I punched his arm a couple of times–I would’ve punched his face, but I didn’t want to break my hands. My next blow was aimed at his stomach, but he curled into a ball.

      “For goodness’ sake, Lily. I’m fine.”

      “Huh?” I stopped attacking Lars and got off him. Angelica and I stood at the same time, and sure enough, she was fine. “How?”

      She smiled. “While you were busy with your magic, I was busy with mine. I erected a shield. It was slightly late—the bullet made it halfway in.” She looked at the floor. A gleam of metal shone where the projectile had fallen when she’d dropped the spell.

      I swallowed the nausea begging to break free and let the tears run unhindered. “I’m so sorry. That was too close.”

      “I figured you might do something. You’ve never been one to back down, you stubborn little witch.”

      “I’m taking that as a compliment.” She opened her mouth, but I put up my hand. “Let me have my fantasies. Okay?”

      She grinned. “As long as you realise it’s fiction. Now”—she turned Lars onto his stomach and slapped the other cuff on, then stepped over him—“I believe we have a couple of people to rescue.”

      Two bodies lay on the floor, eyes closed—Mr and Mrs Claus. Were they dead or alive?

      Angelica rushed to them and felt for their pulses. She grimaced. “They’re alive, but they need urgent attention. Healing is not one of my skills, but I’ll do what I can. I at least need to stabilise them.”

      The effort of keeping Lars incapacitated took its toll. The sweaty forehead was back, and waves of fatigue smashed over me again and again. Dizziness had me blinking, so I sat. Even though Lars couldn’t access his magic, the look in his eyes told me that if he could move, he’d kill me, even with his hands tied behind his back. I wanted to beg Angelica to hurry, but I didn’t want her to stop in case the Clauses really were critical.

      Finally, she sat back on her haunches and wiped the back of one hand across her forehead. She looked at me. “I’ll get him to headquarters. If you can get Mr and Mrs Claus home, that would be great. We got to them in time… barely.” She stood.

      “Okay. I have just enough left for an awesome doorway.” I smiled, then yawned.

      “Let’s do this.” Angelica jerked Lars to his feet—she was way stronger than I thought. “You can drop the spell, Lily.” As soon as I let my magic dissipate, she made her doorway and dragged him through.

      I shut my eyes and breathed for a moment. How were we all still alive? I’d have to thank the universe yet again. But why we had to go through all this in the first place was beyond me. I opened my eyes and wobbled to my feet. The Clauses were asleep—the healing had taken its toll—but I spoke anyway. Like people in a coma, you never knew if they could hear you or not. “It’s time to take you both home. It’s no sleigh, but it’s the best I can do.” My smile was all relief as I drew power and built a doorway around us. Saving them, and Angelica not being dead were surely Christmas miracles—the best present ever. Shame I wasn’t going to remember any of this…. Well, Angelica shooting that guy dead, that was something I wouldn’t mind forgetting. And what was Angelica going to think when they told her she’d arrested people and she couldn’t recall doing it?

      I laughed.

      Oh, this was going to be interesting.
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      By the time I reached the Clauses, exhaustion overcame me. Anders and Bjorn got Mr and Mrs Claus into bed and showed me to the guest room. I’d texted Angelica, and she agreed I should stay the night and she’d come by in the morning to check they were fine and that the money was back in the account—the snitch had been very helpful indeed.

      So, it was morning. Time to see if the Clauses had recovered enough to save Christmas. I’d slept in my clothes because last night I’d been too tired to magic myself clothes from home. This morning, I’d regained most of my energy, so I jumped in the shower and magicked new clothes to myself and the old clothes home for a wash. Being a witch made life so much easier.

      I found the elves, Angelica, Santa, and Mrs Claus eating breakfast in the kitchen. Mrs Claus smiled and stood. “Good morning, Lily. Did you sleep well?”

      I returned her smile. “Yes, thanks. How are you both feeling?”

      Santa, who was dressed in his red suit, shook his head. “Thanks to our good elves, I’m fine. Just tired.” He stood and came to me. “I’ve already thanked Angelica, but I want to thank you too. What you did was above and beyond, so thank you.” His large, warm hand engulfed mine as he shook it. Wow, I was touching Santa. Something I never thought would happen, mostly because I didn’t think Santa existed.

      I chuckled. “It was my pleasure. I’m just sorry Lars turned out to be a… disappointment.” I’d almost called him something rude, but I didn’t want to get on Santa’s naughty list so soon after making a good impression.

      Santa frowned, and sadness shone from his eyes. “Yes, well, it was quite a shock when I discovered who was behind it all. The only thing stopping him from killing us straight away was that he’d known us for so long. I played the parent card. Goodness knows we looked after him as if he were our own child. Anyway, we need to move past this and do our job, which you’ve kindly helped us with. I hate to think what would’ve happened if all those families missed out this year.”

      “Yes, thank you,” said Sven. “We owe you.”

      Angelica wore a haughty expression. “Pish! It’s our job. Now everything is sorted out, Mrs Claus has a spell to unleash, I believe.”

      Sven came and gave me a hug. Can’t say I complained. It wasn’t every day I was embraced by a gorgeous elf. “We’ll miss you, Lily. Thanks for coming back for me. You saved my life.”

      My cheeks heated. Why I found compliments hard to take, I never knew. “How could I not? You’re a good person, Sven.” I grinned. “I’d say I’d miss you too, but I won’t even remember you, which is pretty sad. I’m just glad you’re okay after what Lars did.”

      “Hear, hear,” said Anders. “Safe travels.”

      Angelica and I thanked him as Mrs Claus approached us. She took our hands. “Are you ready, ladies?” We nodded. Her magic tickled my scalp, and she mumbled something. Sleepiness overcame me. A doorway formed around us, and as the disorientation of the portal took hold, sleigh bells faintly rang, and I checked out.
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        * * *

      

      I yawned and stretched. What time was it? I rolled over and picked my phone up off the bedside table. Three seventeen in the afternoon. What the hell? Why was I in bed in the middle of the day?

      I slid my legs over the edge of the bed and sat up. Okay, I’d gone to sleep fully clothed. Had I had a huge night? That was silly because I generally didn’t drink much. Maybe I should go downstairs and have a coffee. That would surely help because coffee fixed almost anything.

      As I traversed the downstairs hallway towards the kitchen, Liv poked her head out of the living room doorway. “Lily, you’re up!”

      “Apparently, I am. Why was I even in bed in the first place?”

      “I can’t tell you much, except that we found a strange lady stealing stuff at the shops. You and Angelica had to help her but also swear to secrecy. It took you just over a day to fix things, but you succeeded, apparently. And that’s it.” She smiled as if that was going to cut it.

      “Why would I agree to that? I hate not knowing stuff. Why would I say yes to amnesia? Now I’m going to try and remember. I mean, what if I did something stupid or embarrassing while I was helping this woman? Did I run down the street naked? Did I kill anyone? What did I get up to?”

      “Killing someone is hardly embarrassing, Lily.”

      “No, I guess not, but it’s not good. Do I need to have a heavy conscience or not?”

      “Considering you and Angelica thought it important enough to agree to, you must have done good things. Not saying you didn’t kill anyone….” She laughed.

      My track record wasn’t great. I’d killed quite a few people since I’d landed in London in April, but they were all in self-defence, and I hadn’t meant to kill all of them; it had just turned out that way. Anyway, moving on….

      I continued to the kitchen, Liv on my heels. I probably didn’t even need to come in here to magic my coffee into existence, but it was a habit I enjoyed—sitting at the kitchen table eating breakfast and drinking my cappuccino… although after three in the afternoon was hardly breakfast time unless you were a shift worker.

      There was something in the middle of the rectangular table. I picked it up. “Hm, a packet of Christmas crackers. Did you buy them?”

      She shook her head. “No. Neither did Angelica.”

      I laughed. “I could’ve told you that. She’s not a Christmas-cracker type of person.”

      “No, she’s not. They turned up around the same time you did.”

      “Oh, look, there’s a note.” I pulled the little card off. It had a jovial Santa on the front. I opened it and read, “To Angelica and Lily, merry Christmas from the woman you helped the other day. This is a small token of my appreciation. You’ve made sure my family and I can have a wonderful Christmas.” It was signed Joanne. “Okay. So there you go. That’s all the info I’m going to get about my time MIA. I suppose it’s better than nothing.”

      “Totally. Do you want to pull one with me now?”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Um… shouldn’t we wait till Christmas Day? Isn’t it bad luck or something?”

      She gave me an incredulous look. “You’re not getting all superstitious on me now, are you?”

      “Yeah, nah. Let’s do it!” I opened the packet and took one out. I’d leave the rest for Christmas Day, but I was sure whatever I’d done over the last couple of days deserved a reward now, even if it was a small one. Unless Liv ended up with the prize, then maybe I’d take out another one. I grabbed one end and held it out. She grabbed the other. “On three. One… two… three!” Crack! I jumped up and down. “He he, I won. I won!”

      “Yeah, yeah, rub it in, Lily.” She rolled her eyes, but her grin told me she was joking. “What’s inside?”

      I fished inside and pulled out a little figurine. It was a tiny man dressed in green. “Does this look like an elf to you?”

      She squinted. “It has pointy ears and green clothes, so probably. Why does it have a tan?”

      My brain told me I should remember something, but it wouldn’t come. “I really don’t know. Oh, well, I guess he’s my Christmas mascot this year. I’ll call him Sven. Oh, I still need to grab a present for Angelica. I finally decided what I’m getting her.” I giggled, thinking of a sexy, shirtless-male-elf calendar. I mean, I didn’t know if they existed, but if I could think of it, someone else probably had.

      “Oh, do tell.”

      “I’d rather show you. Let’s go back to the shops.” I wasn’t sure if returning to the scene of where we’d found the strange woman was wise, but it was a large shopping centre, so I was bound to find just what I wanted.

      I made a doorway. Liv stepped through, and as I followed her, I distinctly heard a male voice saying, “Ho, ho, ho, meeeeeeeeerry Christmas.” Whether I’d imagined it or not didn’t matter because I felt it in my heart. This Christmas was going to be the best one ever. I just knew it.
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        Thanks for reading!

        Continue the Paranormal Investigation Bureau Series in book one, Witchnapped in Westerham, which is free and available at all retailers. Follow the links here: https://dionnelisterwriter.com/paranormal-cozy-mysteries-info-buy-links/
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        Cookies, Curses and Christmas  Corpses

      

        

      
        Corpses, curses, and an all-you-can-eat Christmas Cookie Feast…Let the mayhem begin.

      

      

      

      All baker, Lila Harrow, wanted for Christmas was peace and quiet.

      No ho, ho, ho. Just bake, bake, bake.

      But the annual all-you-can-eat Christmas Cookie Feast has brought out the killer instinct in the paranormal town of Point Muse, Maine. Now she has to deal with Christmas corpses and a chaos loving Grandmother.

      Can Lila recover her Christmas calm before the Yuletide Cookie Killer claims another victim?

      Or is she baked?

      If you like snarky dialogue, murder and mayhem then you’ll love this cozy paranormal Christmas story set in Kelly Ethan’s Point Muse world.
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      “I curse you to Hell. You hear me? You’ll all pay for casting me out.” Evelyn Whiteflower scowled and flung her long black-and-white-streaked hair off her shoulder as she stomped out of the Heart’s Delight Bakery.

      Lila Harrow, baker witch extraordinaire, let her head drop with a solid thunk onto a squeaky-clean table. “Shoot me. Put me out of my future misery now.”

      Half Banshee-half witch and part-time mortician, Holly Harrow snickered. “What were your words, cousin? If the old BAGs want to use my bakery as a weekly meeting place, they can damn well supply me with their baked goods contraband.”

      “How was I to know there would be cookie curses? Especially this close to the all-you-can-eat Christmas Cookie Feast.” Lila turned her head to the side and stared morosely out her bakery front window. Winter and the Christmas Cookie Feast had snuck up on her. Normally she prepared for the chaos and mayhem that was a festive Point Muse, Maine. But between the strange and slightly evil antics of her grandmother, the hex-mad Elspeth Harrow, she was dreading the cookie chaos.

      “For those of us relatively new to Point Muse mayhem, BAGs would stand for?” Another Harrow cousin, Xandie Meyers, lifted Lila’s head from the table and peered at her face before letting Lila face-plant again.

      Xandie had appeared in Point Muse over a year ago, clueless to her witch heritage and a special inheritance from her Great-Aunt Sera. Xandie was the Librarian to the supernatural Great Library of Alexandria, a talking cat called Theo, and his pet imp, Horatio. The three girls, Holly, Lila and Xandie, were close in age and all shared the amber-colored Harrow eyes and rich, brown hair. Lila was the eldest by five days and the curviest, with thick curly brown hair and a streak of drama. Then came Xandie, with her sometimes wavy, shoulder-length hair, bookish, with a love of anything chocolate. Ten days younger was Holly, skinny, with a straight, chin length bob. The quiet planner with an obsession with death.

      And all of them had an insatiable urge to solve mysteries and mayhem. Lila just wished that for once, the mayhem didn’t occur in or near her beloved bakery. She’d known from as soon as she could toddle around a kitchen what she wanted to do. No spells or cauldrons bubbling for her. It was all about baking and sugary goodness. Except for Xandie, all the other Harrows had witchy powers. But all Lila had was a love of cooking and a skill to put what she was feeling into her food.

      Need a boost for that job interview? Come to Lila’s bakery and order the Go-Get-‘Em Chocolate Cupcake. Need that push to start something new? Grab the Motivate-Me Carrot Cake. Her food was all about witchy good feelings, nothing negative need apply. Heart’s Delight Bakery was just that, her heart. She opened it three years ago and had lovingly, and not so lovingly, painted every inch of it. From her beautifully painted sign out front, to the ornate white tables dotted around the room, it was all hers. And in winter, her old-fashioned, stone hearth that graced one wall pumped out a lovely warming heat. An oasis of peace…until BAG.

      She squinted an eye at Xandie. “You’ve been here a year already. How much longer will you milk the new to Point Muse excuse?”

      “A while longer. But seriously, what is BAG?”

      Lila lifted her head and rubbed the throbbing skin on her forehead. She pushed a large lock of her curly hair behind her ear. "Baking Addicts Guild. BAG for short. They have a stranglehold on the cookie business in town. Lulu Sweet started the group when she moved to town. She’s a hybrid. Part Brownie, part human, with an addiction for cookies. BAG caps memberships and positions are fought over. Lulu’s the head of the cookie mafia in town."

      "Please, you make BAG sound like gangsters." Holly rolled her eyes. "They supply you with cookies and you let them meet here at the bakery."

      Lila slapped a hand on the table. "Listen, Death girl, I could make cookies if I wanted to. It’s a lifestyle choice. That's all."

      "Not the fact that every time you make cookies, your witchy Harrow baking skills fail you and the baked goods end up as rock hard disks of soulless bitterness?"

      Lila hissed. "Take that slanderous gossip and shove it..."

      Xandie, the peacemaker, broke between the squabbling cousins. "Can we get back to BAG and curses?"

      Still eyeing her nasty-mouthed cousin, Lila gave in and answered Xandie. "The curser was Evelyn Whiteflower. Her family's been around Point Muse for decades." She lowered her voice. "The other BAGs kicked her out for dosing her cookies. I knew her Snickerdoodles couldn't have been that good in reality."

      "Evelyn always had a sneaky streak. But using outlawed spice enhancements? I'm shocked." Elspeth Harrow, hex-loving, neon-dressing, wig-wearing octogenarian witch and grandmother to the three cousins, dropped into a chair next to Lila. "With Evelyn out in the gutter, I've got a chance at the cookie big time."

      Lila snorted. "Since when do you bake, Elspeth?"

      "Since the damn coven kicked me out for bringing brownies to the wine and cheese get-together. So prejudiced against baked goods." Elspeth flung a heavy lock of her waist-length, purple-tressed wig out of the way and took a healthy swig from her flask.

      "They kicked you out for lacing the brownies with Morning Glory seeds. You gave them hallucinations and diarrhea." Elspeth Harrow drove everyone crazy, especially the rest of the Harrow clan. Lila massaged the back of her head. At least she had an apartment over her bakery and her mom, Amelia, animal Empath and veterinarian, lived behind her clinic. Poor Holly and her mother, Winifred, lived at Harrow House and dealt with Elspeth's craziness daily. Harrow House was the Harrows’ ancestral home. An old Victorian with a hodge-podge of additions that added up to a well-loved house. Not to mention a sometimes nosy and sentient house. In other words, it liked to meddle in Harrow lives.

      "The coven needed to loosen up. Morning Glory’s been used in ancient rituals for centuries to promote communication with spirits and predict the future. It's not my fault those old biddies are stuck-up old prudes."

      Holly held up a hand. "Wasn't one of the women admitted to Point Muse hospital?"

      "Only for a few hours. Like I said, not my fault. She ran onto the road, naked, chasing an imaginary psychedelic butterfly. Woman couldn't handle my baked goods."

      Lila glared at her grandmother. "Maybe if you'd told them what was in them, you wouldn't be looking for a new group of women to torment." Her grandmother had a well-deserved reputation as a hell-raiser and had a dangerous talent for hexes and curses. People trod carefully around the shady octogenarian. But when unknowingly drugged, it made the tread careful thing a tad difficult.

      Shadows gathered in a murky cloud around the elder Harrow witch. "Criticizing me, Lila Marie Harrow?" She narrowed her amber eyes on her granddaughter.

      Lila swallowed heavily and shook her head. She might be more dramatic and hotter tempered than her cousins, but this little baker witch wasn't stupid. "Nope. Not me. Maybe Holly." When in doubt, dump someone else in the Elspeth poop.

      Elspeth smiled, white dentures gleaming. "I don't think so, Baker girl."

      On that sarcastic note, self-preservation it was. "Thanks for the familial gathering, but I have a business to run." She ignored the laughter and taunts of her cousins and shuffled around the bakery collecting all the dirty plates.

      "I'm so sorry about the drama, Lila." Tiny, green-eyed Lulu Sweet looked up at Lila. "I just can't believe Evelyn would stoop so low as to dope her cookies."

      Lila mentally rolled her eyes, but outwardly projected professional baker. "You can't control the actions of others, Lulu. And Point Muse is used to drama." She smiled down at the little Brownie/human hybrid. Lulu presented a sweet image of reddish-brown hair liberally sprinkled with silver streaks and a wide smile, but she had the reputation of being a cookie purist. Follow her rules or hit the cookie-free highway.

      Lulu laid a tiny hand on Lila's arm. "With Evelyn unable to perform her BAG duties, it opens the field for a new member. Have you considered throwing your cookie into the ring?"

      Lila choked out a braying laugh. With her cookie history, she’d poison all the members. "Ah, cookies aren’t my area of expertise. If you ever go to the dark side of pie, I’m your baker."

      Lulu dropped her hand with a moue of disapproval. "BAG only focuses on cookies. We don't dilute our culinary gifts with other baked goods."

      Pretentious much? Lila made an agreeing noise as she focused on picking up empty plates.

      "You should know that by now, Lila Harrow," Elspeth tisked her granddaughter and then turned to Lulu. "The young are so dismissive over baked good traditions."

      Xandie and Holly fell over each other, unable to hold their cackling in any longer.

      Lulu turned to Elspeth. "Are you interested in the hallowed cookie traditions of BAG? I've never really taken you for a baker, Elspeth."

      Elspeth waved a hand in the air. "Oh, hexes and curses sometimes need brewing and baking. Cookie making isn't that different."

      "Not that fast, Elspeth Harrow." An elderly man with a prominent bald spot, elbowed his way between her and Lulu, his dangling jowls wobbling in agitation. "BAG bylaw. Future BAG members must first perform a series of cookie-related tasks and be judged appropriately by the majority of remaining BAG members. In the event of multiple applicants, a cookie bake-off is performed. Once judged, the applicant becomes a full member, and as such, is allowed to participate in the all-you-can-eat Christmas Cookie Feast held annually in Point Muse." The elderly man ground to a halt, chest heaving.

      "Dear me. It looks like we might have an old-fashioned cookie rumble." A muscled, blonde woman, in her mid-fifties, raised an eyebrow. "Just to make things interesting, I'm proposing another candidate." She pointed to the door of Lila's bakery.

      Standing just inside the doorway was a woman with tattoos down one arm, a short, black, pixie hairstyle and a permanent sneer attached to her face. She strolled forward and leaned against Lila's counter. "Look what we have here. A gathering of old BAGs. Word around town is that little old Evelyn's out for doping and BAG has a vacancy."

      "It's a three-cookie race now, Lulu. Isn’t it?" Jogging-suit-attired Shirley smiled and clapped her hands in over-the-top malicious glee.

      Lulu ranted at her fellow BAG member. "How could you even suggest Maxine for membership, Shirley? She supplied Evelyn with the spice enhancements. The woman can't be trusted."

      Maxine shrugged her bony shoulders. "Not my fault she cheated. I just supplied the spice. I don't tell my buyers what to do with the gear they buy." She picked at a nail without looking at the group of women. "I had no clue Evelyn was secretly doping her cookie mixes. Never can tell what secrets people in Point Muse are hiding. Can we, ladies?"

      "She has a point, Lulu." A short, plump, gray-haired lady with a sharply pointed face sidled up, with two other women in tow. "Betty, Josie and I have discussed the situation and agree with Alvin, the bylaws apply here. The three applicants must perform the cookie tasks. The one with the most points wins the position."

      "And I volunteer Lila's bakery and her very well-equipped kitchen for any cookie tasks." Elspeth smiled beatifically and opened her arms in a cookie welcome.

      "Say what?" Lila's mouth dropped. Enjoy the drama and then bam, Elspeth hit her with the Harrow bad luck. Anything concerning Elspeth always turned out badly.

      "Why, thank you, Elspeth. BAG accepts your generous invitation. The all-you-can-eat Christmas Cookie Feast is an important part of Point Muse yuletide tradition. Finding the best replacement for Evelyn is extremely important, for both BAG and Point Muse." Lulu gave in grudgingly to the demands of the other BAG members. She turned around and glowered at the younger woman. "But remember. No outside enhancements, and the cookie creation must be your own work. We won't tolerate any more secrets in BAG. Do we understand each other?"

      Maxine smiled slowly and winked at Lulu. "I'm an open book. Can that be said for the rest of you? Ta-ta." She strolled back out, slamming the bakery door behind her with a decisive bang.

      Lulu gritted her teeth and turned to Elspeth and Alvin. "BAG will contact you with all the relevant details. We don't have long before the Christmas Cookie Feast, so I hope you're prepared." With that, the other BAG members followed cookie queen Lulu out the door.

      Elspeth spun around on the spot, cackling, and lights flickered overhead. "Can't you just sense the spite in the air? This could turn out to be more entertaining than the coven hallucinating giant blue butterflies." She pointed a finger at the hovering, elderly gentleman. "Be prepared to lose, Alvin Moose. Elspeth Harrow will slay the competition." With that, she cackled again and stepped out of the bakery, muttering to herself.

      Alvin shuddered. "Elspeth Harrow scares me witless, but BAG has been blocking my membership for years. This time will be different though, I can't lose. I'll be showcasing my finest cookie talents at the Christmas Cookie Feast." He slunk out of the bakery, following at a wary distance behind Elspeth.

      Lila stared shell shocked at the almost empty bakery. In the space of five minutes, her calm, mayhem-free bakery had imploded.

      "I don't know about tasting spite in the air, but there’s definitely blood in the mixture and the cookie sharks are circling." Holly slapped her cousin on the back. "Christmas this year might be Point Muse’s most entertaining one yet."

      Lila dropped into a chair and groaned. Her only Christmas wish had been no ho, ho, ho, just bake, bake, bake. She should have learned by now.

      Be careful what you wish for in Point Muse.
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      “Let the BAG meeting come to order.” Lulu rapped a knuckle on Lila’s table. “Thank you to Elspeth and Lila for the meeting venue.” She flashed a brief smile to the Harrows, then continued, “For those who are new, we have a list of rules and bylaws that must be adhered to. I’ve included the list in your new applicant information packets.” Lulu handed plain white folders to Alvin, Elspeth, and Maxine.

      Lila whispered in her grandmothers’ ear, “They have an applicant packet? Don’t they just get together, bake and eat cookies?” Elspeth had never followed a rule in her life. Her grandmother always said she’d never met a rule that she liked. In other words, Elspeth following any guideline or regulation would end badly. The mayhem-loving Harrow matriarch would probably cause a heart attack in one of the old BAGs…or poison someone.

      An older woman, with salt-and-pepper-streaked hair, wearing a gauzy Grecian-style dress, paired with thick warm hiking boots, interjected. “And there is also a list of cleaning and organizational rules included, which are important. A clean and organized workspace equals a calm and receptive mind.”

      Lulu cleared her throat. “Yes, thank you, Betty, for your valued input.”

      Lila had met Betty Vale before. The older woman worked for the Point Muse council in Health and Sanitation. Fitting for a descendent of the Greek Goddess of cleanliness. The woman had an epic level of obsession for cleaning and order. Elspeth would drive the demi-goddess crazy with her own Harrow brand of untidy chaos and mayhem. Elspeth drove everyone crazy. Thankfully, Point Muse was off the beaten track and lay three hours from Portland so not too many outsiders were exposed to her.

      Point Muse sat on a mess of Leylines and repelled almost all humans, except for the odd special few who ventured off the highway. The town had a fishing port, some beautiful hiking tracks and a national park that bordered one side of the town. A large lake and the Point Muse Academy sat near the entrance to the town.

      Another member, Josie Barton, cleared her throat. “The members of BAG want to welcome all the applicants. This is a safe circle where you will express your cookieness in whatever form your creative baking takes you.” She opened her arms wide and hummed a discordant tune. Her long, frizzy gray hair bounced on her back as she shifted from side to side, clapping her hands. “The welcome circle is complete. I cast negativities out.”

      Elspeth rolled her eyes at Lila. “Hippie earth witch.”

      “Gosh sakes, Josie. Can’t we get on with our business without that damn humming? It puts my teeth on edge.” Shirley Clarke, the icy, fitness-freak blonde, sneered at her fellow BAG member.

      Myopic owl shifter, Henrietta Johnston, blinked from behind her thick glasses. “The tasks, ladies? Before our potential cookie bakers leave?”

      “Quite right, Henrietta.” Lulu placed a plain sheet of paper with a list of printed activities on it, in front of Alvin, Maxine and Elspeth. “Before we judge your cookie offerings, we want to test your senses. Touch, taste, smell, etc. Along with your ability to problem-solve, this will show us how you all manage problems and stress. Welcome to the BAG inaugural new member scavenger hunt.”

      Maxine drummed her fingers on the table. “Seriously? Isn’t this about the best cookie, not how many items on a list we can find?”

      Lulu smiled. “You’re welcome to withdraw any time, Maxine dear.”

      Maxine snatched the list up. “You’d love that, Lulu, but I’m not a quitter.”

      Elspeth stood carefully, and with a shaky hand, took the list. “For those of us who are age-challenged, will we be awarded a head start?”

      Lila rolled her eyes. Seriously, since when was her grandmother's age a challenge? The woman had more energy than the three cousins put together.

      Henrietta nodded, owl shifter eyes blinking furiously in the daylight of the bakery. “That does seem fair. Elspeth, as the oldest, goes first, then Alvin, and of course, Maxine is last.”

      “What?” Maxine exploded. She pointed at Elspeth. “Can’t you see she’s faking? Or are you all that damn blind to what’s happening in front of you?”

      “Scared of a little competition from a decrepit old woman?” Elspeth arched an eyebrow.

      “Argh,” Maxine growled, but subsided into a chair, tapping her fingers mutinously on the tabletop.

      Lulu nodded. “Now that’s settled, here are the rules. There are only five items on our list. Gather them and then bake us an amazing cookie out of the ingredients. Use of Lila’s kitchen is assigned on a first come, first bake, basis. Elspeth, if you will.” Lulu gestured to the door.

      Elspeth slowly gathered her belongings and creaked to the door. Pausing in the doorway, she turned and stuck out her tongue. “Psych.” With that, she took off as fast as her octogenarian legs would allow.

      “BAGs, all of you are blind.” Disgusted, Maxine gestured to the other applicant, Alvin. “Well, get on with it, old-timer. Or that devious hag will beat you back.”

      Without a backward glance, Alvin scuttled out in the opposite direction to Elspeth.

      Maxine sauntered to the door. “You better start that oven preheating, Lila Harrow. It won’t take me long to outrun those oldsters.”

      Lila swallowed her laugh. “Don’t discount Elspeth. She cheats.”

      “She isn’t the only one.” Maxine waggled her fingers and disappeared down Main Street.

      Lulu rounded on Shirley. “How could you invite that woman to try out for BAG? She’s a menace, with no respect for our rules.”

      “She can cook, and she wants to join.” Shirley shrugged. “I owe her a favor and she asked.”

      “Since when are you and Maxine friends?” Josie Barton, hippie earth witch, leaned forward. “I mean, your vibrations are similar, so I suppose it isn’t much of a shock, but you’ve never mentioned her.”

      Shirley smiled slowly and looked around the bakery. “I guess we don’t really know each other as well as we thought?”
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      Lila ignored the buzzing from the alley and kept cleaning up Maxine’s cookie mess. The woman was worse than Elspeth for cooking mayhem.

      “I swear, I will hex your dough if you don’t turn around, granddaughter,” Elspeth growled and rattled the bakery’s back door.

      With a long-suffering sigh, Lila patted her curly brown hair back into its bun and unlocked the back door. “You couldn’t come through the front door like the other BAGs?”

      Elspeth huffed and dumped her pug-covered backpack on the kitchen island bench. “And let those harpies gloat about how I’m the last one in? Never.”

      Lila leaned against the bench. “And why are you the last in? You had a lead and a bucket load of gloating going on. You should have been back first.”

      Elspeth sniffed with disdain and emptied out her backpack next to a cooling pile of Maxine’s sugar cookies. “I would have been first, if not for that sneaky Maxine Shrill.”

      Lila rolled her eyes. Of course, never Elspeth’s fault.

      Elspeth pointed a purple-tipped nail at her granddaughter. “Don’t you sass me, girl.” She quickly lined up her ingredients and then grabbed a small container and shook it at Lila. “Someone hid all the Cinnamon sugar. I had to call in a favor with Mona at the grocery store to even get this one. Damn underhanded, Maxine.”

      “How do you know it’s Maxine?”

      “Because she supplies all the Cinnamon sugar to Mona’s Leprechaun husband at the grocery store. For some reason, Mona’s scheduled delivery was canceled today.” Elspeth paused dramatically. “Maxine must have known my ingredients and sabotaged me. She knows I’m a threat.”

      “Please, Harrow. I think you’re a tad paranoid.” Maxine sauntered in and winked at the fuming, hex-mad witch.

      “It ain’t paranoia if they’re really after you,” Elspeth shot back.

      Lila reluctantly stepped between the warring combatants. Normally, she’d run a mile from an annoyed Elspeth, but this was her domain and she didn’t want it destroyed by competitive jealousy. “You don’t have time to fight, Elspeth. Alvin’s plating his chocolate crunch cookies and Maxine’s sugar cookies are already in the mandatory resting period.”

      “Listen to your little granddaughter, Elspeth. For once, she makes sense.” Maxine smirked and wandered back out to the bakery.

      “Wow, giving an insult cloaked as a compliment. She’s almost at your level of irritating, Elspeth.”

      Elspeth grabbed a metal spoon and waved it menacingly. “You’ll eat your words when you sample my galactic Snickerdoodles.”

      “Do I even want to know what galactic means?”

      “Out of this world. Now scoot and keep an eye on those cheaters out there.”

      “Fine.” Elspeth hated people watching when she brewed chaos and mayhem. Why should her cookies be any different? Besides, she was probably right about keeping an eye on the others. BAG on the surface seemed sweet as sugar, but underneath, the tension was ready to blow. Lila pasted a smile on her face and strode out into the bakery.

      “I hear Elspeth has finally arrived back?” Lulu smiled at Lila. “I’m sure we’re all looking forward to her cookie creation.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Maxine muttered and tapped her fire-engine red talons on the table.

      Alvin surged forward and grabbed Lila’s hands. “What’s her cookie? Is it chocolate chunk? Tell me it isn’t.”

      Obsessed much? Lila extricated her hand from the sweaty older man’s. “Galactic Snickerdoodles, apparently.”

      “Phew. Great. That’s great.” Alvin wiped his balding head with an embroidered handkerchief.

      “For Gorgon’s sake, Alvin. We told you, each applicant had a unique set of ingredients.” Shirley rolled her eyes. “Besides, why be so nervous? I can assure you, Maxine’s sugar cookies will be superior to everyone else’s offerings.”

      “Shame her reputation isn’t.” Lulu glared at the aforementioned Maxine.

      “Do I hear dissension in the BAG ranks?” Evelyn Whiteflower stepped into Heart’s Delight Bakery and slammed the door shut behind her, keeping the Christmas chill out of the warm bakery.

      Lulu stepped up to Evelyn, arms crossed in front of her diminutive frame. “No dissension, just a healthy cookie debate. Something you don’t understand since you can’t mix a decent dough without cheating.

      Evelyn flipped her long black-and-silver braid over a shoulder. “Such malice, such bile. Anyone would think you’re obsessed with BAG members’ dirty little secrets. That would never happen, would it? Everyone here is as pure as the falling snow. Aren’t they?”

      Evelyn ignored Lulu’s gasp of outrage and stepped around her to snag one of Alvin's chocolate chunk cookies. She took a deliberate bite with a snap of her teeth. “This is delicious. Not as good as mine, but still delicious.”

      Lulu shared a speaking glance with Josie, the earth witch, who stepped up and cleared her throat. “Thank you for your critique, Evelyn, but this test is for members only.”

      “Of which I am not. Thanks to my fellow BAG members for not stepping up.” Evelyn slammed her half-eaten cookie down and crumbled it into pieces. “Watch your back, applicants, because any of these cookie dictators would happily stab you.”

      Josie held out her hands, peacemaker style. “No one wanted you gone, Evelyn, but you used a banned substance. It’s against the bylaws.”

      “The all-important bylaws. It’s fine. You’ll all get what you deserve. Karma is a cookie lover after all.” Evelyn sauntered out, cookie crumbs falling from her fingers.

      “What did I miss?” Elspeth burst out of the bakery kitchen, a plate of still piping hot Snickerdoodles cookies heavily laden with Cinnamon sugar in her hands.

      Lila rescued the precariously balanced baked goods and placed them next to Alvin’s offering.

      “That’s my position, so keep that Cinnamon poison away from me.” Maxine shoved Elspeth’s plate to the far side of the bench and disappeared into the kitchen.

      Lila whispered to Elspeth. “How could you cook cookies that fast? And what’s up her snooty nose?”

      Elspeth whispered back. “You didn’t realize I’d installed an extra feature into your oven months ago?”

      What now? Goddess knows what the crazy woman might have done to it. If Elspeth had played with the oven, Lila was lucky she hadn't poisoned someone with her baked goods already. “What did you do to my oven, Elspeth?”

      “I installed a quick cook spell in the oven. That’s why my Snickerdoodles cooked so quickly.” Elspeth grimaced. “Surely that’s not against the rules? I haven’t dosed my cookie mix with enhancements. It was just an added new feature for your oven.”

      Lulu patted Elspeth on the shoulder. “If this was an already installed feature of Lila’s oven, then we’ll allow it. In future, cooking time must not be artificially encouraged without prior approval. Do we understand each other, Elspeth?”

      Elspeth nodded. “Thank you, Lulu. My bad, I’d completely forgotten about it.”

      “That still doesn’t answer my question,” Lila whispered to her now suitably chastised grandmother. “What’s up Maxine’s snooty nose?”

      “Maxine’s allergic to Cinnamon. It makes her violently ill.” Elspeth shrugged. “Not my issue.”

      “Must be hard during Christmas time when everything has Cinnamon in it.” Lila hated to be sympathetic with the abrasive woman, but a Cinnamon allergy would limit her yuletide ho, ho, ho feasting.

      “Voilà.” Maxine appeared again with a beautiful Mistletoe-decorated, china plate piled high with gleaming sugar cookies in hand. She carefully placed her offering next to Alvin’s.

      Henrietta bobbed her head like a bird hopped up on birdseed. “Now we have all the offerings, the first judge will be Lulu.”

      Graciously taking her place in front of Alvin’s biscuits, Lulu nibbled a tiny piece and nodded appreciatively. She moved to Maxine’s offering and leaned in, sniffing dramatically. She frowned and inhaled again. “The aroma seems bitter.” Lulu picked up a sprig of Mistletoe off Maxine’s plate and grimaced. She dropped the Mistletoe and picked up one of Maxine’s cookies. “But of course, I’m sure you taste-tested the mixture before cooking. All great cookie creatives do.”

      “Why you...” Maxine snatched the cookie out of Lulu’s hand and took a large bite. Then another until the cookie disappeared. “Not bitter at all. In fact, my cookie is far superior...” She coughed and tried to clear her throat. “I mean…” Maxine bent over and gagged, hands on her throat. Patches of prickly, raspberry red spread across her chin and hands. She gulped a breath, before wavering on her feet.

      Lila and Elspeth leapt forward, catching Maxine as she dropped to the ground. The BAG members stared in shock as Maxine twitched and convulsed before abruptly stilling.

      Lila stared over the prone woman’s body at her grandmother as she checked for a pulse.

      Elspeth shook her head. “Call Braun. Tell him we have an incident at Lila’s bakery.”

      Lulu wrapped her arms around her waist. “Should we call an ambulance or a healer first?”

      “No point.” Elspeth stood and walked to the bakery’s entrance, flipping Lila’s sign to closed. “Maxine’s dead.”

      Looks like the yuletide season in Point Muse was starting with a bang... And a body count.
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      "Let me get this straight." Zach Braun, Police Chief and bear shifter, adjusted his position on Lila's tiny office chair gingerly. "Elspeth wants to join a cookie baking gang of elderly women?"

      "And one man." Elspeth tapped her fingers on the office desk she perched on.

      "The coven threw her out, so she’s looking for a new set of hard drinking minions and thinks the BAGs have potential." Lila sagged against a wall as Braun interviewed Elspeth. The Harrows had a great relationship with Braun's mother, Agatha, the police dispatcher and matriarch of the bear shifter clan, but with her Police Chief son, not so much. Braun and her cousin Xandie had a fight/flirt thing going on as well, which added to the tension.

      "Lila? Can you walk me through what happened?"

      “Elspeth knocked at the back door of the kitchen. Maxine's cookies were already cooling. I left and Elspeth baked her cookies. When everyone was ready, the cookie judge, Lulu, tasted Alvin's chocolate chunk cookies. She sniffed Maxine's and thought her cookies smelled bitter. Maxine took offense and sampled her own cookie and zap, dead.”

      Elspeth sniffed. "Surely with a half Banshee cousin, you could have some respect for the dead?"

      "Fine." Lila adjusted her face into a hangdog sad face. "The poor woman took a bite and collapsed on the floor. It's a complete tragedy."

      Braun rubbed his forehead. “I take it she wasn't a popular member?”

      "First, she was an applicant, not a BAG member. Second, she was truly a nasty piece of work. I'll be sad to see her go." Elspeth wiped a crocodile tear away.

      "And did everyone know about her allergies?"

      Lila nodded. "She made a point of telling everyone she couldn't tolerate Cinnamon and that if anyone used it, they had to warn her."

      "Alvin cooked chocolate chunk cookies, Maxine, sugar cookies and what did you bake, Elspeth?"

      "Amazing galactic Snickerdoodles. It’s actually Winifred's recipe, but I adapted and improved it." Elspeth beamed at Braun.

      He reached under Lila’s office desk and grabbed an evidence bag, dropping it on the desk. "Recognize it?"

      "That's my Cinnamon sugar shaker as you well know, Zachary Braun. It has my name bedazzled on it." Elspeth pointed to her pink glittering name on the side of the container.

      "Here we go again," Lila muttered. That damn bedazzler had implicated Elspeth in more than one crime. The cousins had tried to annihilate it more than once, but Elspeth had placed a scream hex on it. Any time another Harrow touched it the house rang with blood curdling screams.

      "My Brownie crime scene specialist had a quick look and will do further tests on the cookies, but it looks like your Cinnamon sugar caused an allergic reaction, which killed our victim."

      "Please," Elspeth snorted. "Credit me with some intelligence. If I'd poisoned the wannabe baker, I'd have been hellishly more creative than death by Cinnamon sugar."

      For once, Lila couldn't disagree with her haggish grandmother. Elspeth had a talent for slightly twisted and devilish hexes and curses. Lila shuddered when she remembered Colin the pug’s horny goat weed enhancement. "Are you accusing my elderly innocent Grandmother of murderous crimes of baking jealousy?"

      "Innocent?" Braun's incredulous words collided with Elspeth’s offended ones.

      "Elderly?"

      Lila stiffened and moved away from the wall toward her closed office door. Cardinal mistake with Elspeth was to mention age. Her grandmother stood at five foot nothing and had an unholy attraction to velour tracksuits and colorful wigs, but her energy levels rivaled that of a sugar-hopped-up toddler. "Did I say elderly and innocent? I meant wise, merciful, anything but elderly or innocent." Lila bolted for the door, the relative safety of her bakery and a gaggle of possibly murderous cookie fanatics. She slammed the door behind her, ignoring Braun’s wail for help.

      The BAGs seated around the room spun to face Lila, confusion on their faces.

      She forced a smile. "Routine questioning. They just wanted some privacy." Lila took a calming breath and casually strolled over to Braun’s crime scene specialist. "Hey, Rudy. I wouldn’t eat those cookies if I was you."

      The little Brownie's purple-streaked, shoulder-length blonde hair bobbed as he fought back a snicker. He looked around the bakery. "Shouldn't Holly be around somewhere if there's a body here?" He turned hopeful eyes on Lila.

      Poor guy had a huge crush on Death girl Holly. Her part Banshee, part witch heritage, combined with her unwavering obsession with death and bodies, made her Rudy's catnip. Skinny Holly with her amber eyes, no-nonsense, short, brown bob, seemed to be his jam. The little Brownie with his muscular arms and shoulders was actually a catch, but for some reason, the fact he came up to Holly's chest put her cousin off. "Sorry, Rudy. She isn't here yet. So, what have you got so far?"

      Shaking off his Holly crush, he shook his head at the baker. "Please, Lila. You know the drill. Braun would have kittens if he knew I shared crime scene details with you."

      "Bear cubs, not kittens. The Brauns probably consider kittens an appetizer. Now give it up and I’ll drop your name to Holly. Put in a good word for you." Lila waggled her eyebrows. She wasn't above using her cousins to get a little information.

      Rudy cleared his throat. "Just don't let Braun know. Otherwise, he'll be a bear with a sore head... Or at least I'll have the sore head."

      "Well?"

      "Her body shows signs consistent with an allergic reaction and initial magical testing shows that Elspeth’s container of Cinnamon sugar is the likely suspect for the allergic reaction. But I found traces of Mistletoe concentrate in the cookies as well." Rudy looked straight at Lila. "Mistletoe in large quantities is very poisonous. Someone added condensed Mistletoe juice to the mix. That combined with the Cinnamon caused her entire system to shut down. This was a deliberate poisoning."

      "Murder," Lila whispered. And once again a Harrow was up front and center on the suspect list. As much as Elspeth drove everyone crazy, there was no way a Harrow was going down for a murder they didn't commit. Elspeth would probably cause a mass breakout of the prison and go on the run, anyway.

      Rudy patted Lila on the arm. "If it's any consolation, I'm sure when Elspeth commits murder there won't be any evidence."

      "Harrows should be so lucky." Lila offered a weak smile. "Thanks, Rudy. I’ll mention you to Holly."

      He bobbed his head in thanks as red spread across his cheeks.

      Lila's office door swung open and slammed against the wall as Hurricane Elspeth stormed out. "You'll regret you ever mentioned elderly to me, Zachary Braun."

      Police Chief Braun staggered out, past the irate woman, and sidled up to Lila. He made a point to put her between him and Elspeth. "You mentioned elderly, not me. So why am I in trouble?"

      "You’re the magical fun police. In Elspeth eyes, you’re the enemy. Plus, I think she has a guilty conscience."

      "Really?" Exhausted Braun suddenly disappeared. "Care to tell

      me what she should feel guilty about?"

      Lila gave herself a mental slap. Foot in mouth equals Harrow murder charge. "I didn't mean cookie murder guilty conscience, it's Elspeth. It could be anything that she’s feeling guilty about, including the fact she’s plotting to hex your underwear drawer."

      "What?"

      Lila flung her hand in the air, wiping away horrific memories. "Nothing. Just something Elspeth liked to do to us when we annoyed her as teenagers."

      "You mean last week, Lila Harrow," Elspeth leaned over and mock whispered to both Lila and Braun. “What will happen if your underwear drawer refuses to open. Your washing machine eats your clothing and your bank declines your card when you buy new ones. Just think about that, Zachary Braun. Think about the chaos.” Elspeth snapped her dentures in the air and backed off, cackling.

      "Could she actually do that?" Braun rubbed his forehead again.

      "You have no idea. Best focus on someone else. Anyone else. Like other suspects?"

      "I thought your cousin Xandie was the nosy investigator, not my sweet baking friend Lila?"

      He wasn't far wrong. Xandie may be the Librarian to the supernatural Great Library of Alexandria, but she was a catalyst too. Dead bodies and mysteries haunted her every step. But this was Lila's bakery and Hecate’s toenails, she wouldn’t let it go down in an Elspeth-caused Titanic sinking. "My place. My kitchen. My mystery. Now give."

      Braun narrowed his gaze on the eldest Harrow cousin. "This might be your bakery, but Point Muse is my town, and this is my investigation. I’ll tell you what I tell Xandie. Stay out of my crime, Lila Harrow. Or you and your Grandmother will share a cell together." With that, he strode off and grabbed his twin deputy brothers and directed them to escort the witnesses off the premises.

      "Such a firm grasp on the investigation. Enlightening to watch.” Shirley sidled up to Lila and shivered delicately.

      "Please, the only thing you were watching was his muscles. It's distasteful, you’re decades older than he is."

      Shirley spun around and hissed at Alvin Moose, who’d followed Shirley over to Lila. "Watch your words, Moose. We all know what you're after. Just how far are you prepared to go to become a BAG?"

      Alvin gasped. "Not murder. I'm above board. I have no secrets, nothing to hide, an open recipe book."

      Shirley let loose a braying laugh. "You'd be the only one here who could claim that, if it were true." She cocked her blonde head and winked at Lila. "When dreams are destroyed, people get desperate. People get very desperate when their dreams are wrenched away from them." Waving, she sauntered off to stand unnervingly close to Chief Braun's younger brother, Caleb.

      All the Brauns shared the same shaggy blond hair and large muscled shoulders, even their deputy sister, Melody, much to her dismay. Similar to the Harrow women, including Xandie, who all shared amber eyes and rich brown hair. Although, Winifred dyed hers a vibrant red. Lila couldn’t blame Shirley for her interest in the deputy brothers, even if it was a little off-putting.

      "Some of these BAG women are a disgrace to their calling.” Alvin ran a finger around the collar of his shirt, loosening it as he swallowed multiple times.

      Seriously? Was every BAG and wannabe BAG member shady? "I'm sure Chief Braun will find who's responsible for Maxine's death." Hopefully before the next body appeared.

      His eyes widened and Alvin opened and closed his mouth a few times before forcing words out, "It was a murder? Not just a simple allergic reaction?"

      Lila shrugged, acting casual. "You tell me? You're competing for the one spot on BAG. Doesn't that give all the applicants a motive to kill one another?"

      Alvin huffed. "Not just the applicants. If someone was interested in removing their grandmother from the suspect list, then they should look at other BAG members. Cookie dough passions run deep. Now if you’ll excuse me, I can't stand that poor deputy being objectified any longer."

      Holly wandered up to Lila, munching on a cookie. "I know that face. That's the one Xandie gets when she sniffed out a clue."

      Lila focused on her Banshee witch of a cousin. Her cookie munching cousin. "Someone was just murdered by a poisoned cookie and you’re eating one?" Lila slapped the offending baked good out of Holly's hand and jumped up and down on the potential murder weapon, just in case.

      "Hey, that was one of Elspeth's cookies, not the murderous kind."

      "Oops." Lila offered a weak apology.

      Holly brushed crumbs from her reindeer sweater. "Besides, I'm part Banshee. If I was going to die, I'd see it...I hope."

      "That sweater should be a murder weapon. It slays me whenever I see it." Lila poked her tongue out at her now cookie-deprived cousin.

      "This is a great sweater. Not all of us hate Christmas." Holly waved a hand around Lila's bakery. "I mean, look how bad the bakery is. Where’s your festive spirit and rule following? Didn’t the council put out a memo about decorating Main Street retail properties for Christmas?"

      "I've been busy, dealing with cookie fights, and murder." Christmas was painful enough with all the ho, ho, ho. Now they had to decorate their little town too? Admittedly the decorations would look lovely; the town had a mix of wood and brick buildings, with an abundance of gables, cute porches and gleaming bay windows. But it still felt like a waste of time to Lila.

      Holly picked at a nail. "I wonder what would happen if some little Banshee let the council know you're falling down on your decorating duty."

      "Why, you little witchy snake." Lila raised a hand to throttle her cousin when she stopped and let loose a dramatic sigh. "You're right. I need to decorate, but this murder is very upsetting to our Grandmother. Remember her? The hex-mad Elspeth Harrow? The one who wants me to find the cookie killer?"

      "I'm right?" Holly scratched ahead.

      "Yep, that's why you'll help me decorate this place and dig dirt on all the other BAG members. Full members and BAG applicants." Lila smiled victoriously and patted her spluttering cousin on the back. It wasn't often you saw a Harrow witch discombobulated.

      Sadly, with a murderer on the loose there was no time to savor her cousinly victory.
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      "Seriously? I thought an elderly man would be more interested in Viagra or adult magazines featuring fake bearskin rugs and wrinkly flesh." Lila shuddered at the image. "Apparently Moose is more Martha Stewart. He has a thing for baking magazines." She peered around a wobbly display stand in Thistle’s General Store. Another crony of Elspeth's, married to the Leprechaun who owned the store, Mona had also escaped the mass doping at Elspeth’s last coven wine and cheese night.

      Alvin Moose let out a yip and snatched a pile of new baking magazines right out of Mona’s hands and caressed the stack.

      Mona backed away from the love-struck BAG wannabe and sauntered over to the hiding Lila and Holly. "Let me guess. You’re stalking freaky Moose to dig up dirt on Maxine Shrill’s murder?"

      Biting back a curse, Lila stood and dragged Holly and Mona out of Alvin's sight. "Are you psychic instead of a hedge witch, Mona? Or is this a freaky married to a Leprechaun thing?"

      "Nah, I just know you nosy Harrows. Besides, Elspeth’s been in here already, telling me to keep an eye out for weird cookie stuff." Mona thumbed over her shoulder at Alvin. "And he's as weird as it gets."

      Holly peered around Lila. "Does he have a strange cookie-death-related obsession by any chance?"

      Mona rolled her eyes. "He's obsessed all right, but with baking. Always in here ordering cooking magazines, cleaning me out of stock. He talks to himself all the time about recipes and don't ask him about BAG. He’ll lecture about their non-inclusive policy and how he’s just as good as any female at baking."

      So, Alvin was obsessed with BAG? Did that mean he'd do anything, including murder, to become a member? "Anything else about Alvin?" Lila nudged Mona for a little more gossip.

      "He hated Maxine and Elspeth equally." Mona shrugged. "I mean, Elspeth made a fool of him when he came courting after your grandfather died. Hexed him so he ate flies for a month. After that, he steered clear of her. But he's always nursed a grudge."

      Holly interjected, "And Maxine?"

      "She had that shop of hers and a few of the BAG members frequented her enhancement stockpiles. Drove Moose bananas that they were in the group and dosing their baked goods. He'd been trying for years to get in. It was common knowledge around town that he couldn't stand Maxine for her impure spice dealings."

      "Who knew the baking industry was so sordid?” Thank the baking gods she was a cookie dunce. The competition between the cookie crazies would have driven her away from sugar. Lila shuddered at the horror.

      "Right, unless you girls are gonna buy something, scoot." Mona jerked her head at the door. “Trust me, he'll be here for another half an hour fondling his baking goodies.”

      Gagging, Lila dragged Holly out of the general store.

      "Hey, weren’t we supposed to follow Moose for clues?"

      "I have no wish to watch that man fondle anything else. We have a motive, that's enough for now."

      Holly shook off Lila's hand. "What's next?"

      Lila grabbed a piece of paper she’d liberated from Braun when a leering Shirley distracted him. "Let's go through the suspect list." She trailed a finger over the names. “Elspeth. Alvin Moose, Henrietta Johnston, Betty Vail, Josie Barton, Lulu Sweet, Shirley Clarke and the ex-member Evelyn."

      "Strike Betty. As a descendant of the Greek Goddess of cleanliness, murder is just too messy for her. And we all agree if it were Elspeth, there’d be no evidence, including a body. She’s too wily for the fuzz to pin a murder on her."

      Lila nodded in agreement. "Still leaves us six others."

      "I vote Evelyn. She has a grudge against BAG. Plus, Henrietta's just too bird-brained during the day to murder. Lulu is already in charge of BAG and has no need to murder her way in, and Josie is a good little hippie witch. Murder is way too negative for her."

      "That leaves cougar Shirley, Evelyn and Alvin Moose. I can see Shirley or Evelyn doing the deed, but Alvin? He seems too obsessed with cookie purity and fondling his baking magazines to sully himself with murder." Lila crumpled the list and shoved it back into her jeans.

      Holly shivered as a cold Christmas wind blew down Main Street. "Let's head to Evelyn's jewelry store. See what we can find out. It's only a few shops down, anyway."

      Lila agreed with Holly and followed behind her quieter and way more athletic cousin. The way Holly was stomping down the sidewalk was cardio plus. Lila preferred baking and eating said goodies rather than exercising. She ran into Holly's bony butt as her cousin stopped in the street. "Whoa, more warning before you do that. I could have flattened you like a pancake."

      "Shush." Holly placed a finger on her lips and then pointed inside Evelyn’s shop. "Look who decided to go shopping?"

      Lila peered around Holly. Ice-cool fitness freak Shirley Clarke. Having a heated argument with ex BAG member, Evelyn. Both women shaking fists at each other over a glass cabinet.

      "Can you hear anything?"

      Holly shot Lila an incredulous glare. "I’m a Banshee, not some super eavesdropper." She jerked Lila back into her mother's candle and potion store. Just in time as a still-yelling Shirley stormed out of Evelyn’s shop.

      "I don't care how much you threatened me. BAG will never take you back." With a flip of blond hair and nose in the air, Shirley power-walked off down the street.

      "That Shirley, so lemon sour." Winifred popped up behind her daughter and niece and peered out the shop door. "She's always trying to get me to exercise or eat those unholy healthy concoctions she calls cookies." Winifred shuddered. "I'm strictly a full fat, full sugar, kind of gal."

      Holly rolled her eyes. "Thanks, Mom. Would never have guessed."

      "Don't sass your mother," Winifred grumbled with her hands on her hips. "Now, can someone tell me if I have to put Elspeth’s dinner in the fridge for later, or not?"

      Confused, Lila shared glances with an equally bewildered Holly. "Whatever you normally do, I guess. Why?"

      "In case she’s arrested for murder." Winifred waved her hands in the air and stomped away, muttering about ignorant family members.

      "Does that mean she expects Elspeth to end up in prison for murder?" Lila whispered to Holly, genuinely surprised with her Aunt’s attitude.

      "Who knows what crosses mom's mind sometimes." Holly turned back to the door. "Let's get back to stalking."

      The clue-searching duo strolled casually into Evelyn's jewelry store, Wicked Glitters.

      "Well, if it isn't the nosy Harrow witches. I’ve been wondering when I'd see you." Evelyn Whiteflower, arms crossed, glared at the cousins.

      Lila held a hand up. "While I don't dispute our nosiness, we’re actually here to buy something for Elspeth. A don't-hex-us gift."

      "In that case, welcome to my cave of Wicked Glitters."

      Nodding, Lila nudged Holly to drift around the shop, browsing, while Lila headed over to the glass counter where Evelyn stood and pretended to peruse the elaborate hair combs. "Shirley nearly mowed us down when she stormed out of your shop. Is everything okay?" Lila glanced at Evelyn out of the corner of her eye. The tall, olive-skinned woman clenched her fist. Even her gray-streaked black hair quivered in outrage.

      "That woman will get what's coming to her," Evelyn fumed, knocking a fist on her display cabinet.

      "She's the one who turned me in for doping my goods. Shirley saw me at Maxine's and how do you think she spotted me?" Evelyn paused dramatically, before her words exploded out, "She was buying her own enhancements. Hypocritical, bony harpy." Evelyn blew her breath out and winced. "Sorry. That's been waiting to come out since she power-jogged in here."

      Lila waved off Evelyn's apology. "Aunt Winifred can't stand her either. Keeps trying to convert her to exercise and eat healthy food. Ain't ever going to happen."

      "See?" Evelyn gritted her teeth. "I can't stand the woman. Fitness freak runs to Lulu and tattletales and I'm kicked out. Me." She thumped her chest and then took a calming breath.

      "I guess you hate Maxine and Lulu both equally? Maxine sold the spice enhancements and Lulu kicked you out.” Maybe Evelyn had a motive to off more than just one BAG member?

      "Both are annoying, but I can't really blame them for anything." Evelyn offered a shamefaced smile. "I'm the one who bought the enhancement and used it in my BAG cookies. It’s not illegal to buy Maxine's gear. It's just against BAG regulations. Lulu didn't really have a choice, it's clear in the rules. I used it. Even though I knew it was wrong." Evelyn huffed. "But I still hate Shirley for telling Lulu."

      “And all that cursing when they evicted you?” Sounded like hate to Lila.

      “I have a temper. Once I cool down, I’m fine. But in the heat of the moment, I get a bit cursey.” She raised a shoulder. “A girl can’t be a peaceful witch all the time.”

      “Elspeth would love this rhinestone voodoo pin.” Holly shoved a packet of voodoo pins with hot pink rhinestones embedded on top into Lulu’s hands. “Your idea to get her a suck-up gift. You pay.”

      The things you did to get family members off murder charges. Lila wondered if Xandie ever had to go through such lengths to chase a clue down. Lila winced at the price but handed the cash over. Anything to shut Elspeth-hag up. Maybe she’d earn granddaughter points. “Thanks for talking to me, Evelyn.”

      The girls walked toward the door before Lila paused and spun around. “If one wanted to track down Shirley, where do you think she’d be hiding out?”

      “Probably running laps around her backyard. She lives over on Elm Street, behind the Bed-and-Breakfast. Big house at the end of the street. You can’t miss the white elephant.” Evelyn sniffed. “She has delusions of grandeur. That house is an eyesore.”

      Lila gave a wave as they ducked out of the shop and headed for fitness freak Shirley.

      Ten minutes later, Holly peered over a backyard fence, then ducked down. “I can’t see her. I don’t think she’s outside.”

      Lila crouched next to her cousin. “Maybe we beat her back?” She fluffed the bushes that surrounded them and hid the peeping Thomasinas from street view. “We’ll just have to hang here until we see her.”

      The slap of heavy feet down the sidewalk froze the girls. Lila peered out at a teenage boy with a shock of bright orange hair who’d paused at Shirley’s door. Before he could even knock, Shirley swung the door open and joined him on the front porch.

      “She asked me again.” The kid pulled out a transparent bag with cookies in it and held it out to a visibly excited Shirley.

      She snatched it away and pulled out a cookie. She squinted at it, then nibbled on the edge before spitting it out onto the ground. “That’s way too sweet. She should have known that.” Shirley tapped her chin in thought and then blinked as the boy remained standing, holding his hand out.

      “There.” She shoved a few crumpled notes into his grubby hand. “Remember, there’s more of that if you keep coming to me with her samples. Got it?” Without waiting for an answer, Shirley scuttled back inside her white-columned house and slammed the door shut.

      The girls ducked flat as the kid jogged back along the road.

      Lila and Holly shared a wide-eyed glance.

      “Shirley’s got a spy. The kid’s taste testing other BAG members’ cookies and then re-selling the sample to Shirley.” Holly nodded, impressed. “Gotta say, kids’ ingenuity these days is awesome.”

      Lila rolled her eyes. “I want to know why Shirley feels like she has to taste test somebody else’s cookies. And why would a teenage kid have to taste other members' cookies? She seemed pretty horrified about how they tasted. Almost shocked.”

      “Shirley’s spying on unnamed BAG members. Great. Can we go now? I think this plant is poisonous.” Holly scratched at raised red welts on the back of her neck.

      “We have one more stop before we can slather you in an Elspeth concoction.” Lila smirked and reached out a hand to pat her cousin before swiftly withdrawing without touching her. Never underestimate the possibility of contagion.
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      “This is why I should never trust you.” Holly waggled her booty until Lila boosted her through the open window.

      “Look, I’d have called Xandie to help since she has experience breaking in, but the library has her on a top-secret research mission.”

      “Love being second choice.” Holly grimaced and opened the windows further. “Hurry and get in here. I don’t want to be the only one in the cell when they arrest us.”

      Since she was taller than her younger cousin, Lila only needed a little hop to get leverage to wiggle through the open window.

      Holly helped Lila to stand, and then peered around Maxine’s shop, A Little Bit of Spice. “Wow. I expected it to be a mess, considering all the mayhem she caused BAG, but it’s clean and organized.”

      Lila dusted off her rear end. “Next time, I’m borrowing Elspeth’s skeleton key.”

      Holly snorted. “You mean Great-Aunt Rose’s finger?”

      “I prefer not to think about what the keys are actually made of and I’m definitely not naming it after Aunt Rose.” The streetlight out the front of the store illuminated the inside well enough that they didn’t need flashlights or phones. But that was the problem. “Anyone strolling along Main Street will spot us.”

      Holly smiled slowly and drew out a little black ball covered in silvery glitter. “I thought of that.”

      “We don’t have time to play fetch, Banshee.”

      “Oh, ye of little faith. This tiny ball is an Elspeth special. I had to sneak it out of the house.”

      “And?” Lila stared at her quiet cousin, not willing to praise her until she knew the entire scheme.

      “With a little salt…” Holly produced a Harrow House saltshaker, “and a role of the ball, we’re set.” Holly sprinkled a line of salt one pace inside the windows. Standing up, she casually dropped the ball between the salt line and the windows.

      The ball hit the ground with a bell-like tinkle as its casing shattered. Black and gray shadows curled and boiled around the ball’s remnants, before creeping up and covering the front windows and door. Covering the Main Street view with a carpet of shadows.

      “That’s great. Now, no one can pick us out of the lineup, but we’ve lost our light for clue hunting.”

      “Please. I’m the quiet one. Remember? I’m the thinker. I’ve worked this all out.” Holly grabbed a plastic bag out of her pocket and shook a pile of translucent powder into her hand. Taking a small breath in, she gently blew over the puddle of dust. Translucent sparkles flew into the air and spread throughout the shop. With a snap of Holly’s fingers, the dust twinkled like fairy lights or glittering stars.

      “Done with style, youngest Harrow. Who knew Elspeth had the creative soul of an artist?” Lila shook her head, amazed. The starry galaxy above her head gave them just enough light to investigate Maxine’s shop.

      Holly looked over her shoulder and offered a sickly smile. “Yeah, about Elspeth? She has no clue I borrowed these. She was trying a recipe and I didn’t want to disturb her.”

      Lila took a giant step back. “I didn’t hear that. I know nothing and am definitely not an accessory. The Elspeth wrath is all yours.”

      “At least with my Banshee blood, I’ll see it coming. But do me a favor, call Xandie next time you need to indulge in nefarious activities.”

      “Can we just search the shop?”

      “What are we looking for?”

      “Anything hinky.”

      “I’m not in the Scooby Gang, so explain hinky.” Holly picked through a shelf of biting hot spices.

      “I don’t know. I’m not Xandie either. This is my first murder investigation solo. But maybe Maxine had records, paperwork, her regular customers. Blackmail records would come in handy too.” Lila fought the flutter of panic. Xandie was their curious Librarian with a nose for murder. Holly was the quiet achiever who had visions of impending death. All Lila did was produce baked goods and make her customers feel good. Not exactly a high achiever in the Harrow family or the murder game. What did she know about collecting clues?

      Holly nosed around behind Maxine’s counter, cut-glass bottles clinking as she moved them around. “Geez, she really had a wide range of stock here. Everything from allspice, cloves and saffron to juniper berries. She even has different herbs, like sage and thyme. She’s really well-stocked. Elspeth would love it in here.” Holly picked up a black-colored bottle from behind a bunch of herbs and opened it, sniffing at the contents. “Oh.” She quickly put the stopper in and handed it to Lila. “Mistletoe juice and it’s only a quarter full. Considering how organized the shop is, I don’t think Maxine would have stocked an almost empty bottle.”

      Lila studied the bottle. Holly was right. It was almost empty. It was likely the killer had bought or stolen the mistletoe juice from Maxine’s and killed her with it and then returned it. And both Harrows had touched the bottle, leaving their prints behind. Lila put the bottle back on the shelf and cleaned it with her shirt sleeve, hiding it behind the other bottles.

      “Our prints were on it, so I had to wipe it. But that means the killer's prints disappeared too. We’ll put it back and let the Police Chief do some detecting. We need to find more motive for Maxine’s death.” Lila wandered over to a small desk in the corner, partitioned off from the rest of the room with a wooden room divider. “Her office is clean and organized too. Nothing out of place”

      “Lila?”

      “This is so frustrating. You found a clue. How hard can it be to find one?” Okay, that sounded way too Elspeth for her liking. But honestly, why had the sleuthing gene hit Xandie and Holly, but missed her completely? Lila kicked a small painted trash can next to Maxine’s desk and it tipped over. Wastepaper spilled onto the floor. “Pumpkin poop.” Kneeling, Lila picked up a handful of papers and shoved them back into the trash can, but a name caught her attention. Lila drew out the sales invoice with Shirley Clarke written on it. “What do we have here?”

      “Lila, you need to come here. Quickly.” Holly’s voice rose on her last word.

      Holly’s panic filtered through to Lila. Still holding the paper, she quickly joined her cousin back on the shop floor. “What’s wrong?”

      Crouched behind the counter, Holly pointed at the now shadow-free front windows.

      Lila dropped like a stone to the floor and commando crawled to join her cousin. Even the glittery roof had disappeared. “So much for Elspeth’s staying power.”

      “I think there’s something more than Elspeth you have to worry about.” Police Chief Braun’s low tones washed over the detective duo.

      Lila jerked and dropped her evidence, trying to hide it underneath her. She sighed. “Would you believe we saw something in the store? The door was magically open and we just fell inside?”

      “No.”

      Holly wailed, hands in the air. Still on the floor, she shuffled until her knee covered the paper. “She made me do it, officer. I swear, she’s the mastermind. She even stole some of Elspeth spells”

      “Why, you little Banshee rat. That’s a bald-faced lie.” Lila stood and stomped her foot. “Who lives in Harrow House with Elspeth? Who’s a quiet, sneaky Banshee?” Lila pointed dramatically at her cousin. “I accuse you, Holly Louise Harrow.”

      Gasping, Holly stood with a hand on her heart and placed her foot on their paper evidence. Tears trickled down the side of her face as she channeled her drama queen cousin, Lila. “I’m wounded you could accuse your own cousin of such depravity as stealing from a vulnerable elder witch. Shame on you, Lila Harrow.”

      “Argh.” Lila launched herself at her cousin, hands extended into claws. She knocked Holly to the ground and they wrestled. Using Braun’s distraction, Lila scooped the paper up and shoved it into her bra as Holly blocked Braun’s view.

      “Break up the dramatics. We all know it’s fake.” The Police Chief pried the two women apart, glaring at both.

      “Ms. Shrill’s shop is evidence in an ongoing investigation. The store was locked tight, which means you broke in. Which is a felony.”

      “Probably get more peace in a cell than at Harrow House when Elspeth discovers her spells missing.” Holly swallowed and held her hands out. “Take me in, Mister Policeman. I deserve the book thrown at me.”

      Lila rolled her eyes again. Quiet mouse Holly had discovered the Harrow melodramatic streak at the worst time.

      “That’s why you don’t get a quiet cell. You get Harrow House and your grandmother. And as a side punishment, you can both decorate the station and Lila’s bakery for Christmas. Just like the Council asked you to do a week ago.”

      “Bah humbug.” Lila crossed her arms and sneered, “I’d rather celebrate the festive season in prison stripes.”

      Ignoring her, Braun waved someone in from outside. “Now as a responsible law enforcement agent, I must discharge my duty and caution you about further interference in an ongoing investigation.”

      Maxine’s door opened and the scuff of flat shoes echoed in the silent shop.

      “Plus, I must release you into the custody of a responsible...” Braun stuttered to a stop before continuing, “…release you to an adult family member.”

      “You didn’t? Please tell me you didn’t go that far?” Lila begged Braun but gave up when she saw his malicious smile.

      “Buckle up, jail-bait Harrows. I’m your punishment.” A high-pitched cackle rebounded off the shop's walls and caused bottles to rattle on the shelves. Elspeth stepped forward and hissed her displeasure at her granddaughters. “Stealing? Especially from me? And you got caught breaking and entering. I’m ashamed of you two. What have I said about witnesses?”

      Both girls looked down at their feet and muttered together, “Always make sure the coast is clear and make sure you can’t be identified.”

      Elspeth shook her head, disgusted. “It’s your grandfather’s do-gooder genes, it interferes with my nefarious teachings every time. So very disappointed.” She grabbed each granddaughter’s ear and dragged them out of the store.

      Lila fought the pinch in her ear as Elspeth dragged them down a darkened Main Street. The night had not gone the way she’d expected, but at least she’d finally found a clue.

      Maybe she wasn’t as bad at sleuthing as she’d thought.
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      “Kill me now.” Lila dragged a line of tinsel across the front of her bakery counter. Off-key crooning about a red-nosed reindeer filled her shop with way too much festive cheer. A drum solo banged away in the back of Lila’s skull.

      “You do the crime, do the time.” Elspeth snickered and flung strands of tinsel into the air, watching them float slowly to the ground. She raised her hipflask in Christmas cheer.

      “I don’t see the problem. I like Christmas.” Holly pressed a cut-out Santa’s sleigh image to Lila’s bakery window.

      “It might be the festive season, but in the retail and service industry, it’s non-stop whining. Christmas brings the worst out in people,” Lila grunted as she grabbed another handful of brightly colored decorations.

      “Christmas is also Hades's busiest time of the year, and as Lila’s father works for him, he’s never around.” Elspeth shrugged. “Daddy issues.”

      Lila slammed a Christmas bow down on the counter, glowering at the nearly empty bakery and her nagging family. “I do not have daddy issues. I have a Christmas dislike. That’s all.”

      “You say potato...” Elspeth glugged from her pink-bedazzled flask. “Your father ran back to the Underworld again. You’re all alone and lonely. Well, get used to it. A Harrow’s life is one long line of an unending boredom. Unless you cross to the dark side like me.” Elspeth smirked.

      “I am not lonely. I have my interfering family to annoy me constantly.” Lila bared her teeth and ground them together.

      Holly clapped her hands. “There, Heart’s Delight has her Christmas finery. Is that the end of our punishment? Can I go now?”

      Elspeth pursed her lips. “Death girl can depart the bakery, but Lila has a BAG meeting to host.”

      “Once again, kill me now.” Lila sagged against her serving counter.

      “See you later, sucker.” Holly imitated Elspeth’s cackle as she fled the bakery at light speed.

      Taking advantage of the open door, Lulu and two of her BAG cronies, Betty and Josie, slipped inside.

      Betty slammed the door closed as Lulu shivered and rubbed her sweater-clad arms. “Goodness. Bit of a cold breeze blowing down Main Street today.”

      “I can turn up the heating.” Anything to slip away and get some BAG-free air.

      “That would be lovely, dear.” Lulu nodded to Elspeth. “I’m glad you’re here, Elspeth. I for one never thought you’d murdered that horrible woman, Maxine.”

      “Or at least she wouldn’t have been caught,” Alvin Moose whispered to Lila as he sidled into the bakery.

      “What was that, Alvin, sweetie? Did I hear my name mentioned?” Elspeth swept over and grabbed Lila’s cheek with a punishing grip. “Isn’t my granddaughter just scrumptious?”

      Lila brushed Elspeth’s fingers from her now-burning cheeks. “I’m a regular sweetheart. Is there something you wanted, Elspeth?” When her grandmother complimented her, tread carefully.

      “I’m just glad to be here cooking. Aren’t you, Alvin?” Elspeth draped a companionable arm around the elderly cookie fanatic.

      Swallowing heavily, Alvin slid out from underneath Elspeth’s arm. “Yes. Yes, very glad to be baking. Is it cold in here?” Alvin wrapped his jacket around his bulky frame.

      A hint from the universe for her to vacate downstairs, ASAP. “I’ll turn the heating up right now.” Lila trudged down to the basement and cranked her thermostat higher. At least it was quiet, if a little freezing, down here. She grabbed the paper clue she’d snaffled from Maxine’s shop. It was an invoice for Speed-it-up powder sold to Shirley Clarke. Dated the day before Maxine had died. Lila tapped her chin, thinking out loud. “Evelyn was right. Shirley was a regular customer of Maxine’s. And that’s how she knew about the other BAG members buying enhancements, but she also bought Speed-it-up from Maxine too.” Someone, maybe even the late Maxine, might have blackmailed Shirley about the fact she bought enhancements to dose her baking. A big no-no for BAG. “More motives, more suspects.”

      “Yahoo, Lila? We’re ready to start.” Lulu appeared at the top of the stairs. “I sent Shirley to set up in your kitchen. I thought you could do a cooking demonstration?”

      Baker’s work was never done. “Of course, Lulu. I’ll be right there.” Lila trudged upstairs. Evelyn and Shirley both had motives to kill Maxine. Alvin was obsessional about joining BAG and Elspeth was just slightly evil and competitive. Sleuthing was harder than Xandie made it look.

      Lila girded her baking loins and opened her kitchen door. The group of five women and one man clustered around Lila’s wooden island bench. Only one BAG member was missing, Henrietta Johnston, owl shifter.

      “If you’re looking for Henrietta, don’t worry. She hasn’t fallen foul of a diabolical baking killer.” The group tittered as Lulu continued, “She’s an owl shifter, mornings are sometimes hard for them to focus. She elected to skip today’s activities.”

      “As long as she’s okay.” Lila stepped around the group to the other side of the island. “About demonstrating baking? I don’t do cookies, isn’t that breaking a BAG bylaw?”

      Waving off Lila’s words. Lulu nodded to Lila’s premade spice mixes arrayed in ornate metal containers on her pristine bench. “I’ll make an exception this time. If you make your famous chili chocolate fudge brownies. I think that’s just the baked good to warm us up today.”

      If that’s what the lady wanted. At least it wasn’t cookies. Lila gathered ingredients and laid them out in front of her. “The secret of these brownies is the delicious special blend I make with different chili powders, white pepper, sweet paprika and ginger. I have the spice premixed and sitting on my bench as it’s so popular with my customers.” Lila greased a baking tin and preheated her oven. “I use a good quality dark chocolate, finely chopped. I add butter to my saucepan and melt it.”

      Following her words, Lila ran through the recipe, standing in front of her stovetop stirring the chocolate mix. “Add the sugar and cook for a further two minutes. Take it off the heat, you could add all the next ingredients into the pot, but I prefer to decant it into another bowl, and then do it.” Lila tipped the chocolate mix into a glass bowl. “Add in your eggs, flour and my special chili mix.” Lila shook liberal dashes of the spice mixture into the bowl.

      “Then stir in extra chocolate chunks and spread into your baking dish. Bake for twenty minutes or until you have the consistency of the fudge center you want.” Lila poured the mix into a pan and slid it into the oven. “Once it’s cooked, let it cool and then cut into squares and dust with confectioners’ sugar. That’s it.” Lila dusted her hands. “Delicious fudge brownies with a spicy chocolate kick in twenty minutes.”

      “That looks delicious, Lila.” Lulu ran a finger around the edge of the glass bowl and closed her eyes as she savored the mix. “Divine.”

      The other bakers gathered around the glass bowl and swiped at the remnants of the mix.

      The Department of Health would love the image of BAG cronies licking bowls. All except Elspeth, who couldn’t stand the chili chocolate mix. According to her, she was spicy enough and chili played havoc with her indigestion. Taking advantage of a break in the licking action, Lila cleared her throat. “Excuse me, but I need to clean the kitchen before the lunch rush. If you’d head out to the seating area, Elspeth can serve you morning tea from my display case of cakes.”

      The women sidled out, and Lila busied herself putting her kitchen to rights. Point Muse residents loved the BAGs cookies. They were her bestsellers, but was it worth the baggage the gaggle of wannabe bakers brought with their sugary treats? Now she had this killer and the threat of Elspeth on the war path if she didn’t find the murderer. Stress plus.

      A loud thump echoed through the closed door. Raised voices from the bakery hit her as Lila pushed the kitchen door open. “What the sugared hell is going on?”

      Elspeth dodged a flying cranberry and chocolate cupcake and stepped around the smashed plate minefield to stand next to Lila.

      “Are you using me as a shield, Elspeth?” Lila ducked as a custard cream tart decorated in festive colors flew at them.

      “Not anymore.” Elspeth wiped custard off the side of her face.

      “Sorry. Survival instinct kicked in.” Lila surveyed the pigsty that was now her bakery. Chairs and tables upended on the floor, her display case of freshly cooked bakery goods emptied, and the contents smeared over the warring BAG cronies. Her neutral colored walls resembled a baked-goods oil painting.

      “You’re just jealous of my macarons. I’ll die before I give you my recipe.” Ice-cool Shirley threatened Lulu with a handful of brightly colored macarons.

      A chocolate-cake-camouflaged-painted Lulu let out a war chant and charged Shirley, both women collapsing to the floor.

      “What on earth?”

      “I got nothing to do with it.” Elspeth pointed to the far wall where a cookie-missile-shooting Josie Barton aimed a handful of cookies, let rip and peppered Alvin in a fast rat-a-tat of cookie automatic fire. Alvin’s forehead quickly purpled.

      “What has gotten into the BAGs?” Lila moaned as her triple layer gooey caramel fudge cake hit the wall near Alvin and slid down to the floor with a splat. Betty Vail cowered under a table, moaning and rocking. The Demi-Goddess of cleanliness and order wasn’t coping with the sugared mayhem.

      “I say a good handful of quarrel spice got into them.” Elspeth grimaced. “Only a few days left before the cookie feast and now we have to wait for BAG to come down off their quarrel high.” She clapped her hands suddenly. “Ha.… Can’t be blamed on me.”

      “Do I want to ask you how you came up with that idea?”

      Elspeth counted off her fingers. “One, this is your bakery. Two, they all finger licked the bowl of your Brownie mix. And three, I don’t carry or use quarrel spice because of that damn chili and pepper spices, not to mention Angelica Root. Not my area of expertise.”

      Lila groaned. “Let me guess, Maxine stocked quarrel powder?”

      “Yep. Someone had it in for your brownies, Lila girl.”

      “Brownies.” Lila rushed into the kitchen and drew out a hardened, blackened lump and dumped the baking tin in her industrial sink.

      “You get your cooking talents from your mother.”

      “Shut it, Elspeth.” Lila slapped her counter and growled, “This is all BAGs fault.” She pointed an accusing finger at her grandmother. “Actually, it’s your fault for involving me in another of your devious schemes.”

      Elspeth leaned against the counter and picked up Lila’s premade chili spice container. “Stop being so dramatic. This isn’t a soap opera.” Elspeth lifted the lid and took a long sniff. Crowing in victory, she shoved the container at her granddaughter. “See, told you so. Someone has doctored your spice mix. It’s definitely got quarrel spice added to it.”

      Lila grabbed the spice, but nothing seemed different. “I can’t smell anything.”

      Elspeth rolled her eyes. “Take another sniff. You should be able to scent notes of earth, musk and a hint of citrus, that’s Angelica Root. And unless you added a secret spice to your chili that means quarrel powder.”

      Taking a deep sniff, Lila nodded as a hint of musk and citrus registered on her senses.

      “Someone stole quarrel powder from Maxine and sabotaged my chili chocolate brownies? Who could predict I would cook that today?”

      “Someone in BAG. They all discussed you doing a cooking demonstration today.”

      “But I could have picked anything. Lulu is the one who suggested my brownies. Maybe she was the one who sabotaged my spices?”

      Elspeth shook her head. “She asked you to bake it, but all the BAGs nominated your brownies. Hang on.” Elspeth tapped her chin with a skull-painted nail. “I think Shirley brought the suggestion of your brownies to the group and called for a vote.”

      “And she was a regular client of Maxine’s and knew where all the spices were kept. But why sabotage my brownies?”

      “Chaos and mayhem. What else?” Elspeth chortled and the overhead lights grizzled.

      “Harrows,” Police Chief Braun roared as he stood in the kitchen doorway. Custard and cream smeared his chest and a blob of indefinable baked goods hung off a stray lock of sandy, blond hair.

      If pictures were worth a thousand words, then Lila would be able to write a book just on Braun’s expression.

      Sometimes there was a silver lining to mayhem.
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      "Let's go over this again." Police Chief Zach Braun pinched the bridge of his nose. "You think a BAG member stole powder from Maxine's store, which you and your cousin had already broken into. And used it to sabotage your brownies, which turned all the BAG members, who tasted your mixture, into food fight maniacs? Did I get that right?"

      "It isn’t breaking and entering if the door’s unlocked. Besides, it was Lila's idea anyway." Holly winced. "Sorry. That slipped out."

      "If your family can't incriminate you, who can?" Lila sighed. "Yes, we entered Maxine's shop illegally. She’d already died. So technically it's a gray area."

      "You mean it’s a Harrow area. You two are as bad as your cousin, Xandie." Braun cleared his throat. "Speaking of Xandie, I haven't seen her in a while."

      Lila stifled a snicker. Those two talked up a good feud, but in reality, the fight-flirt force was strong in them. "Super-secret Library mission. She’ll be back in a few days."

      "Just wondering how long the peace will last, that's all."

      Sure he was. "Not exactly peaceful, when we have a dead body and a trashed bakery. So, what are you going to do about it?"

      "I'm the one asking the questions, Harrows." Braun frowned at the cousins.

      "Fine. Yes, Chief Braun, you are correct in your assertions. We broke into Maxine's shop, found a receipt for powder sold to Shirley Clarke. That's all."

      "Except for the fact your customers went crazy and assaulted an officer of the law."

      Holly raised a hand. "I wasn’t here for the mad BAG attack, no one can pin that on me."

      "Oh, for goodness sake." Braun banged his head on Lila's kitchen counter.

      Taking pity on the poor man, Lila shoved her Banshee cousin out the kitchen door. "Don't worry about her, she had sugar for breakfast. I have no clue why anyone would sabotage my baking except to cause chaos for BAG."

      "Elspeth?"

      Lila snorted. "We all know Elspeth thrives on mayhem, but this time, she was on her best behavior, trying to score the new BAG position. I think it's someone else in the group." She spotted Evelyn, almost skipping along Main Street, toward the bakery. "Or someone with a grudge against BAG and its members."

      "I give up." Braun gathered his notebook and Lila's pre-made chili powder evidence. "Only the Harrows could turn baking into a blood sport. Harrow House will get the bill for my uniform dry-cleaning. Meanwhile, stay out of Maxine Shrill's murder. With the Harrows murderous bad luck, you'll stumble over another dead body soon enough."

      "Zach?" Lila stopped Braun with a quick hug. "Thanks for lending me your crime scene cleaners. They cleaned up my bakery in a flash after that food fight."

      Braun awkwardly patted Lila's back, then disentangled himself. "No worries. Now you owe me a favor." With a nod, he disappeared out the door.

      Taking a deep breath, Lila stepped out into the front serving area. The crime scene cleaners had worked magic, literally. Her bakery sparkled, maybe she should get them in for regular cleaning?

      "We’re so sorry, Lila, dear. We don't know what came over us." Lulu, sopping wet hair straggling around her face and with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, sniffed dramatically.

      Betty Vail stepped up next to Lulu. "It was horrific, truly terrifying. I wanted to throw a cupcake on the floor and make a mess. I'm so ashamed of myself."

      "There, there, dear." Josie took hold of Betty's arm. "The most important thing is, you’re the only one who fought the compulsion to throw food. Kudos to your level of control, dear."

      Betty sobbed into Josie's shoulder. "I just couldn't. No matter how much it hurt, I just couldn't do it. So horrible, such a mess."

      "It's all cleaned now. Time to calm down," Josie clucked at Betty before focusing on Lila. "Poor Betty fought the compulsion so hard, she's exhausted. The rest of us…" Josie looked shamefaced. "Easier to give in and create mayhem than resist. The stain on my aura will take months to clear. Excuse us." Josie led a quivering Betty outside onto Main Street.

      "We’re all quite ashamed of ourselves. BAG will make sure you’re reimbursed for your loss of baked goods and the cost of the cleaning crew." Lulu adjusted her blanket and gripped the edges with white-knuckled hands.

      "The least BAG should do. Poor Lila, such a waste of stock. Not to mention the furor around town and the issues with the health department if they’d seen the mess." Evelyn sauntered in, raising an eyebrow at the sparkling interior. "Chief Braun's cleaning team are top notch, aren't they? Considering that terrible mess in here earlier."

      Lulu spun around, teeth bared. "And what do you know about the mess? You aren’t a member of BAG, you weren't here."

      Evelyn picked at a nail. "I have contacts, they described the event in vivid detail. Quarrel spice, I hear?"

      Lila cleared her throat. "Chief Braun will let us know the cause. I'm just glad everything’s back to normal."

      Braying with laughter, Evelyn waggled a finger at Lila. "Poor, deluded Harrow. Bake with the BAGs and deal with the sugar overload. Nothing is normal with BAG." Evelyn flicked the long lock of silver-streaked black hair away from her face. "Ta-ta. Don't let the baking bugs bite." She wiggled her fingers in goodbye and ambled out.

      "I wouldn’t put it past that woman to have a hand in today's chaos." Lulu leaned forward. "BAG exiled her for baking with banned substances. What's to say this isn't the same case here?" Lulu straightened and nodded at Lila. "The cookie feast isn't far away, so we need to expedite our membership bake-off."

      "I'm not exactly comfortable with my bakery being used, considering this morning's episode." Her stress levels wouldn't survive another baking food fight, not to mention stray bodies.

      "Well, you could use my..." Alvin raised a tentative hand as he stood in the bakery doorway.

      Elspeth shoved past Alvin and planted herself in front of Lulu. "Harrow House is free for BAG usage. The kitchen is very well-stocked, and we'd be happy to host a BAG cook-off."

      Lulu nodded regally. A baking Queen in an emerald green blanket. "BAG kindly accepts your offer. We will convene at ten am tomorrow at Harrow House." She eyed Elspeth and Alvin. "Bring your best cookie recipe. No theme, just pick your tastiest offering." Lulu swept out of the bakery, Alvin in tow.

      "Ha. One up on that Moose man," Elspeth crowed and spun around on the spot, cackling.

      Woo hoo. The bakery was off the hook. Elspeth had offered up poor Harrow House on the sacrificial altar of Elspeth’s cookie obsession. "Have fun tomorrow. I'm sure Holly and Winifred will enjoy witnessing your baking victory."

      Elspeth stopped spinning and focused a baleful stare at her granddaughter. "Every available Harrow will have cookie fun, including Lila Marie Harrow. You understand me?"

      Family, you just couldn't argue with them sometimes. Especially ones that could hex your underwear drawer closed.

      "Fine. Ten tomorrow. No dead bodies, please."

      "Can't promise anything, Granddaughter." Elspeth cackled again and the shadows at her feet rose like hungry snakes as she drifted out the shop.

      Lila followed Elspeth and locked the door behind her. Peering out the window, she noted Elspeth had already disappeared, as had Alvin. But the other members, including the vengeful Evelyn, still lingered. "But I'm locking you all out until tomorrow morning." Lila patted the bakery door with a grin. She’d had to supply Elspeth for a straight month with baked goods, but it had been worth it to get an anti-breaking and entering spell on the bakery. Maxine should have done the same.

      Lila grabbed a bag of trash and stomped through the kitchen to the alley behind the bakery. At least, she tried to. Blonde BAG Shirley stood with her back to Lila's alley exit. The skinny health freak gesticulated wildly, her blonde ponytail swinging. Lila stepped out of view, straining to listen.

      "I know what you did. Everyone will know it if you don't back out." Shirley jutted her jaw out, a menacing stick figure in workout clothing. A rumble of low tones replied to the fitness freak, but Lila could only make out a few words... You’ll regret it stood out. An ominous sentence if ever she heard one.

      "I'm not the one who will regret it. You'll have until tomorrow at Harrow House to give me your answer. If not, you'll be the one regretting."

      Lila heard the slap of someone power-walking out of the alley. She peered carefully out through the small window of her still-closed alley exit door. But whoever Shirley threatened had already disappeared. Whatever the disagreement, Shirley wanted a decision by baking time tomorrow at Harrow House or she'd expose someone. "Sounds like a clue to me." Lila hummed as she dropped her trash out in the alley.

      Baking at Harrow House had just become interesting in a nasty blackmail kind of way.
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      "Are you sure this is such a good idea?" Holly muttered around the thumbnail she was currently nibbling on.

      Lila yanked Holly's thumb out of her mouth. "Put your big girl panties on. We can't understand you when you chew and talk at the same time. We’ve told you that before."

      Holly scowled at Lila. "I said, this will be a disaster. Have you seen what she’s baking? And you know that chewing my nails is my anxiety expressing itself physically."

      "Sweetie, I think you’ve watched one too many medical shows. You don't actually have anxiety. It’s just your fear of Elspeth causing mayhem," Winifred soothed her daughter.

      "Mom, it is too anxiety." Holly shut up when Lila glared at her.

      "We need a plan of action." Lila pointed dramatically with a sweeping motion. "The Harrow matriarch is creating chaos in Harrow House kitchen right now. It is our duty to minimize the fallout on unsuspecting innocent victims."

      "Settle down, Drama Lama Lila. Mother’s just baking her cookies for BAG. As for innocent victims, that's a stretch. Shirley Clarke hasn't even arrived yet. Once she's here and Elspeth’s cookies are ready, it’ll be Alvin's turn and then they’ll all leave." Amelia rolled her eyes. "You must get this overacting from Elspeth."

      "What a horrible thing to say to your only child. And you know I hate that nickname." Lila glowered at her mother.

      "You kept having tantrums and rolling around on the ground. What else would we call you?"

      "I was five and Elspeth kept stealing my sweets."

      "It was only last week," Holly muttered.

      "Harrows, stop this squabbling. Lila is right about one thing." Winifred paused, waiting to see if anyone chimed in. "Elspeth is cooking, surrounded by witnesses, and we’re hiding out in the back parlor. I think it might be an idea to join the culinary spectacle, don't you?"

      Nodding glumly, the Harrow women turned and shuffled toward the kitchen, only to come to a halt when the doorbell chimed.

      Saved by the bell. "You lot get in there and mitigate the mayhem and I'll see who that is." Lila ignored the grumbles and headed for the front door, opening it to Shirley and her jogging suit couture. "Hi, Shirley. Come in. Everyone’s in the kitchen watching Elspeth bake." Lila opened the door wide and gestured the visitor inside.

      Shirley raised a supercilious eyebrow. "We’re only BAG acquaintances, so I prefer Ms. Clarke, if you don't mind." She sashayed toward the kitchen, ponytail swinging.

      "La De Da. I'd prefer a BAG-free Harrow House, but neither one of us is getting what we want." Lila resolved to call Ms. Clarke, Shirley, as often as she could this morning. Lila pushed all revenge thoughts away as she stepped into the kitchen.

      Flour had snowed and coated every available surface. Bench-top, floors and every BAG member standing at the counter. With the exception of Shirley, who stood smirking. The rest of the Harrows stood off to one side, with a scowling Amelia standing at the front.

      "Is this some weird BAG stand-off that I know nothing about?"

      Shirley smiled sweetly at Lila. "We were just debating whether Elspeth starting before I arrived is allowable or not."

      Alvin cleared his throat. "The bylaws say a full quorum of members must be present when a bake-off is conducted. That's if you want to get technical, of course."

      "Well, Shirley, I'm sure we can make certain exemptions since you don't technically have a full quorum since Evelyn left. Don't you agree, Shirley?" Shirley. Shirley. Shirley. Take that, Ms. Clarke. Lila poked a mental tongue out at the vindictive blonde BAG.

      "Exactly." Lulu sent Lila a relieved glance. "We all agree, Elspeth's lovely cookies count." She picked up a gingerbread man and squinted at it. "What do you call these, Elspeth?"

      Amelia rolled her eyes and sat down at the table. Now that the tension had eased, there was no need to present a solid Harrow front.

      Holly sidled over to Lila. "It was nearly open warfare. Shirley charged in saying the bake was illegal. I thought Elspeth would produce a voodoo pin and jab one of those gingerbread men and curse Shirley."

      "You did buy her those pins from Evelyn’s store. That’s encouragement in my book. Besides, doesn't she have to have something of the victim to put on the voodoo doll first?"

      Pointing to a gingerbread man, Holly whispered, "One of the gingerbread men has an iced jogging suit and a ponytail. Does that count?"

      "Hecate’s toenails." Lila strode to the kitchen bench for a gingerbread man inspection. Holly was correct. Elspeth had made voodoo gingerbread people. Complete with their own iced pin in the heart. There was definitely an iced-jogging-suit gingerbread woman with a ponytail. Along with a hippie earth Witch, a cleaning gingerbread woman wearing an icing toga and a tiny little Brownie for Lulu. Elspeth had even included one with antlers for Alvin Moose. And all of them had iced stitched hearts, along with stitched mouths and eyes. It was truly horrifying what Elspeth could do with an icing pen. She really had done an amazing job with it. Really, the old girl surprised her sometimes.

      "What do you think, Granddaughter?" Elspeth stood with a beaming smile, proud as punch.

      Lila nodded. "Macabre, but the skill level is there. Elspeth, you impress me."

      Elspeth chortled and slapped her thighs. "This old bee-Witch still got life in her yet." She leaned conspiratorially in. "The first batch wasn't so good, but after BAG help me air the house out, they let me make a second one. Alvin agreed, but only if he got two attempts as well."

      Lulu cleared her throat. "I think a taste test is in order. Creativity carries high points, but taste is paramount. Alvin?" She surprised the other BAG applicant as he stared, wide-eyed, at his gingerbread man.

      "Yeah, yes, Lulu?" He put his hands behind his back, a guilty expression on his face.

      "You will commence your cooking preparation, while we taste Elspeth’s offering." She offered him an encouraging smile. "As per Elspeth, you get two chances to produce a quality cookie bake. The winner from this round will become our new BAG member. Good luck."

      She clapped her hands, startling Alvin into action. He scuttled forward with a satchel of baking ingredients, hip-shoving Elspeth in the process.

      Elspeth flounced out of the way and removed her Harrow Witches Spell It Better apron, dumping it on the table. "See, daughter. I told you everything would be fine. You should trust your own mother."

      "I trust you thrive on chaos and mayhem. Besides, the proof is in the taste."

      "Quite right, Amelia." Lulu picked up her own gingerbread voodoo woman. "The taste is all-important."

      "If the taste is important, then best let me have this honor." Shirley sneered at Lulu and grabbed her own jogging-suit-decorated gingerbread woman and chewed determinedly.

      "Milk, you need milk with it to get the proper effect." Elspeth drew a carton of milk out of the fridge and poured a tall glass.

      Shirley swallowed and then arched an eyebrow. "Low fat milk, Elspeth?"

      "Please, with all these heifers? Of course, it’s low fat." Elspeth cackled and shoved the glass at Shirley.

      Always an insult. Lila watched as the health-conscious Ms. Clarke swigged a mouthful of the milk.

      "And?" Lulu tapped a foot.

      "Chewy, but the texture is palatable. The sugar isn't overwhelming either." Shirley coughed and tried to swallow again. "Can’t seem to dislodge the cookie though."

      Elspeth poured another serving of milk and Shirley downed it in one gulp. Gripping her throat, Shirley started panting, her face reddening. She thumped her chest multiple times, opening and closing her mouth like a goldfish.

      Everyone looked on in horror as she dropped to her knees and opened her mouth wide. Gingerbread cookie mix exploded out of her mouth. She gripped her throat again and toppled over, her eyes glazed and chest no longer heaving. Not moving at all.

      Lila scrambled over to Shirley along with her mother and Elspeth. "Holly, call a healer and then call Braun."

      Amelia worked on Shirley, trying to resuscitate her. "It's no use. Something’s blocking her throat. She’s gone."

      Elspeth pointed to the brown mix, still oozing out of Shirley's mouth. "Exploding cookie dough hex."

      "What?" Lila looked askance at her grandmother. Surely Elspeth couldn't have...

      "It’s my exploding cookie dough hex. I used it to scare your mothers when I was baking. As a dry powder it’s inactive in its raw baked form but add a liquid with the same chemical make-up of milk within thirty minutes of eating it… bam. It expands and explodes." Elspeth pointed at Shirley.

      Back on the suspect list. Lila moved out of the way as healers rushed in, followed by Braun and his deputy brothers, Caleb and Riley.

      Holly dragged Lila back to an empty corner. "My Banshee vision didn't trigger. She died in Harrow House. Surely I should have seen it?"

      Winifred joined her daughter. "Not necessarily. We know your Banshee gift and the Harrow family are connected. But just because she died here at the house doesn't mean it will trigger a scream or a vision. No one threatened us."

      But is that because one of us did the murderous deed? Lila watched the BAG members separate from Elspeth. The other women appeared worried. Josie sobbed into Henrietta the owl shifter's shoulder. But overall, no one looked devastated, and that probably included the person who Shirley had threatened out the back of the bakery. Whoever it was, had answered Shirley's threat in a permanent kind of way.

      Alvin stood in the kitchen, a hangdog expression on his face and a pan of flat meringues. "Does that mean the bake-off is canceled?"

      Gotta love BAG and all the cookie obsessed crazy that came with it. It was all about priorities here in Point Muse.
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      "I hear you had some excitement without me?" Xandie Meyers, Lila's Librarian cousin and Point Muse resident body finder, smiled sympathetically at her cousin.

      "I thought you were the body finder and Sherlock Librarian? What do I know about murder investigations?" Lila wailed.

      "Hey, you always help me out. You know plenty about investigating."

      Lila thumped her chest. "Support crew. Not the main investigator. Now you’re home, why don't you take the investigation over?" she pleaded with her cousin. Xandie was straight out bookish with geeky private investigator leanings. She probably inhaled Agatha Christie books as research. Her cousin was way more equipped to handle a killer than she was.

      "We aren't the Scooby Gang, Lila. We’re family. You’ve got this." Xandie nibbled a chocolate chunk cookie, then stopped and stared at it. "You sure this cookie is okay? I'm not going to drop dead of some obscure messy death hex?"

      "Holly would have had a Banshee vision if that were the case. No, this is a part of a bulk order delivered before all the madness started."

      Xandie swallowed her mouthful and grabbed another cookie. "So, do you have any suspects?"

      "Pick any member of BAG and you'll probably find a motive. Elspeth, of course, comes up as number one. Sad thing is, I would have pegged Shirley as my next suspect to be a killer. But now that she’s dead?"

      "Process of elimination. Who would have the most motive next?"

      "Evelyn. Ex BAG member with a cookie ax to grind. Alvin is too meek and mild to commit murder, and Elspeth would never leave incriminating evidence behind. Betty hates mess, which rules out murder. And Josie is too much of a hippy earth Witch to sully her aura. Henrietta is an owl shifter and she doesn't do much of anything during the day. Lulu already runs BAG and is such a sweet little thing. So, I really think it has to be Evelyn."

      "You just need evidence. Follow the clues."

      "Great, got any lying about that I could use?" Lila chuckled at her own joke, but really, there wasn't anything to laugh about. She needed Elspeth and BAG off her back and out of the bakery. That meant tracking the murderer down, pronto. Lila stared out the window as a fire engine sped past the bakery, followed by Police Chief Braun's cruiser. "For once, your favorite Police Chief must have picked up a crime before we did." Lila pointed out the window.

      "What?" Xandie coughed and cleared her throat. "Not my Chief."

      Lila rolled her eyes. "Please, you two admitted you liked each other when you agreed to go on a date. It’s not my fault you can’t manage to get it together enough to follow through longer than five minutes of a date.”

      “We did follow through on one date, but there were certain issues. It’s not our fault we keep getting interrupted when we reschedule. We both have complicated careers.” Xandie blushed bright red.

      “Well, get it together and you two just might take the heat off those of us who are dateless.”

      “Bodies always tend to interfere when we sit down for a coffee.” Xandie snatched the last cookie off the plate on the table. “Besides, it’s none of your business. And if you don't pay attention, you’ll realize your clue is getting further away. If you don't hurry and catch up."

      Xandie was right. "What are the odds Braun is rushing off to a simple fire when we've already had two murders?"

      "Exactly, Velma. Now go get him."

      Lila grabbed her bakery van keys and rushed out, yelling, "And I'm Daphne, not Velma. You can be Scooby Doo."
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        * * *

      

      Considering Braun and the fire engine had a head start, she’d caught up in a flash. In fact, they were almost at Harrow House. "Please don't let this be Elspeth-related." But Braun pulled into a driveway before the turn off to Harrow House.

      Smoke poured out of the back of a tidy gray and white classic Cape Cod cottage with a pitched roof.

      Braun rushed to the front of the house to comfort the sobbing homeowner as the firemen dealt with the fire in the back.

      Lila climbed out of her van and leaned against it, watching the bear shifter Police Chief strut his stuff.

      "You could come and help me, instead of critiquing my performance, Lila," Braun yelled over the sobbing woman’s shoulder.

      The older woman's head shot up and she spun out of Braun's arms. "Oh, Lila. It's horrible. My poor kitchen." Lulu’s face crumpled as she stumbled toward the bakery van.

      So, the odds of the fire not being connected to the murders was zilch. "Lulu, what happened? Are you okay?"

      "It's tragic. Truly tragic. My oven exploded. I’m so lucky. I was out at my dining table, collating my Christmas cookie recipes."

      "Healers have to check out Ms. Sweet. Once the fire is under control, our fire investigators have to go through the evidence. But you'll have to stay somewhere else, unfortunately."

      Lulu let out a sob again. "Where will I go? I don't have any family members in town. And now that BAG members are being targeted, I need to be somewhere safe."

      "You think this is about BAG?"

      Lulu stared at Lila. "Why, of course. What else? One BAG applicant and a full member, sadly deceased, and someone just tried to blow me up. What else could it be?" Lulu speared Braun with a penetrating gaze. "Evelyn Whiteflower. That's who you should look at."

      "We are exploring all avenues of enquiry. But having Lulu somewhere safe while we investigate would be helpful." He eyed Lila.

      When in doubt, volunteer Elspeth. "I'm sure Lulu staying at Harrow House won’t be an issue."

      "But Shirley died at Harrow House. It can't be safe there." Lulu turned horrified eyes on Chief Braun.

      "Now, Ms. Sweet, Harrow House is very safe, and I have it on good authority Elspeth laid new wards this morning. If you need Lila there for moral support, I’m sure she wouldn't mind moving in for the duration." Braun smirked as he delivered a deathblow to Lila.

      You traitor, Braun. See if I ever help you with Xandie and dating. "Of course not. And since the cookie feast is only two days away, you probably need time to practice, anyway."

      Lulu’s smile faltered for a moment. "Perfect. Great."

      "Chief Braun can help you pack and drop your belongings to Harrow House, while I gather some gear and meet you there."

      "It's a date, Chief Braun." Lulu clapped her hands and then linked arms with the bear shifter, her earlier disquiet forgotten.

      Lila smirked. "That's right, Lulu. A date. You're a lucky lady, Chief Braun's very popular. I'm sure certain people will love to know that he’s on a date."

      Lulu chortled and dragged a resisting Braun toward the firefighters.

      "Tootles." Lila snickered and scrambled back into the van.

      Paybacks a Harrow Witch.
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        * * *

      

      Xandie's teacup paused halfway to her mouth. "Date?"

      Lila nodded solemnly. "I think it’s serious. He really seems happy."

      A sweeping flush spread from the base of Xandie's neck upward. She flapped a hand in front of her face. "Hot in here?"

      "Nope. Harrow House regulates the temperature inside. Maybe something else has you worked up?" Like the idea of one yummy shifter dating someone else?

      "No, I'm fine. None of my business who Braun dates." Xandie pushed the teacup away as Harrow House doorbell rang.

      Lila jumped up. "Why, I wonder who that could be?"

      "Lila?" Xandie growled.

      Ignoring her cousin, Lila opened the door and trilled a welcome. "Chief Braun and date. Welcome to Harrow House." She heard Xandie groan from behind her. Sometimes it was great to be a bee-Witch.

      "Thank you so much, Lila. Your gracious offer for safe harbor is much appreciated." Lulu linked arms again with Braun and gushed, "And the Chief was wonderful. Helped me pack a few things. One of the firemen let us back inside. The Chief even helped me pick a few recipes for the cookie feast."

      "Really?" Lila raised a voice. "It's lovely to see Chief Braun taking care of his date. Don't you think so, Xandie?"

      "I think it’s none of my business." Xandie peered at the door. "I've got some Library stuff to do today." She nodded to the Chief. "Braun."

      "Meyers."

      Well, that was awkward. Back when Elspeth's coven was being hunted down, the duo had made a step forward and agreed to go out on a date. Lila had hoped things had progressed a little more than cold stilted surnames. But every single time they set out for a coffee or a lunch, Braun's work interfered, or Theo called with an issue or the Library sent Xandie out on a secret mission. So far, they hadn't finished a single coffee together. In fact, the one and only date so far had ended with a body in Braun’s lap. Lila reached for Lulu's bags…multiple bags. "Wow, that's a lot for only a day or two?"

      "Just in case it’s longer. Plus, the cookie feast isn’t far away. We all need to practice our recipes."

      Elspeth rushed in with Colin the pug in her arms. "That's why it's perfect you're here. As a fellow BAG with much more experience than I have, you can help me perfect my ginger dead man cookies."

      "Don't you mean gingerbread men?" Xandie finally piped up after standing near the door, quiet while her cousin and Lulu talked.

      "You say tomato. Yada, yada." Elspeth hip-checked Xandie out of the way and put Colin down next to the door.

      "Haven’t you got somewhere to be, little Librarian? Cozying up to your furry fake feline?" Colin, the pug, sneered and raised his leg next to Lulu.

      Xandie raised her fingers in a snipping action. "Remember Aunt Amelia, Colin? The animal Empath and specialist in all kinds of canine surgery. Snip. Snip."

      Colin growled, but lowered the offending leg. "Harsh, doll face. Harsh."

      Elspeth shuffled him out of the way with a foot. "Ignore him, he hasn't had his afternoon cigar. Come into the kitchen, Lulu. I have a recipe I want your opinion on."

      Lulu’s smile wilted. "Happy to, Elspeth. You are providing sanctuary for me, after all."

      Cackling, Elspeth led Lulu to the kitchen.

      Xandie sighed and turned back to Lila and Braun. "This madhouse gets worse the longer I'm here. I don't know how Aunt Winifred and Holly stand it."

      "They escape as often as they can. Winifred's prepping her candle and soap shop for the Christmas parade this evening and Holly’s hiding out at the funeral home."

      "Aggie's decorating the station. My brothers are providing security for the parade." Braun rubbed his forehead. "I'll be glad when the parade and the cookie feast are over for the year."

      "And murder and arson?" Lila pressed the Chief.

      “And yes, Lila. The fire investigators suspect that Ms. Sweet’s exploding oven was arson. Or at least, caused by a hex. Anything else like that here?" He arched an eyebrow at the cousins.

      Xandie retorted hotly. "I'll have you know, Braun, that not every hex crime committed in Point Muse is Elspeth-related."

      Lila grimaced. "Actually, Elspeth has a potion called speed-it-up powder. Speeds things like cooking. She designed it with BAG in mind. But overdo the mixture or leave it to cook too long, it’ll explode."

      "And cause a fire?"

      "And cause a fire." Lila nodded. "Before you ask, it's in full view in the kitchen and labeled clearly. Anybody could have taken it. BAG members were here baking when Shirley died."

      Braun turned to Xandie and nodded. "When it comes down to it, there’s always a Harrow involved." Tipping an imaginary hat, Police Chief Braun took his leave.

      Xandie crossed her arms over her chest. "That man..."

      "That man probably has a secret file on all suspicious Harrow activity. It doesn't hurt to be nice, at least once in a while." Lila smirked at a fuming cousin.

      "Nice and Braun shouldn’t go together in the same sentence." Xandie flung Harrow House door open. "See you at the parade."

      Lila shut the door. The sound of pans clashing from the kitchen drew her. Poor Lulu. One step in the door and Elspeth had buttonholed her into a cookie tasting. Lila shuddered. Considering the last few tastings, she was avoiding any BAG-baked cookies for a while.

      "Lila." Elspeth waved her into the kitchen. "You're just in time for Lulu's verdict. Unofficially." She shoved a plate of  regular shaped cookies at her house guest.

      "I'd love to." Lulu carefully took a cookie and nibbled it. "Why, this is lovely." Lulu took another cookie and took a large bite out of it. "Impressive, Elspeth. I'm sure your plate for the cookie feast will turn heads. Well done." Lulu grabbed one more cookie and then pointed at her bags. "Could you show me where I'll be sleeping?"

      Elspeth dusted off her hands. "Colin, watch my cookies."

      "I'll protect your goodies, doll face." Colin marched back and forth in front of the bench.

      Lila gagged as Elspeth led Lulu out. "Seriously, Colin? You and I both know those goodies probably taste like rocks."

      "That short dame seemed to like them from the way she was scoffing them."

      Snagging a cookie, Lila tentatively broke off a tiny piece and chewed... And then spat it out. “That's horrible. What did she do?”

      "Don't know, but I saw Elspeth knock a little container with blue patterns over into it. A lot ended up in the bowl. I don't think my baby Elspeth noticed." Colin sat down and scratched behind an ear.

      "Salt. That's what she knocked in." So why didn’t Lulu taste it or was she just being kind?

      "You have worse problems, sugar."

      "What now?"

      "The parade starts in a couple hours and Elspeth’s supposed to be on the Wicked Witch of Point Muse float," Colin offered.

      If ever there was a case of typecasting...
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      “Now I know why that deer had a red nose.” Lila winced as Elspeth’s cackle rose over the tinny, piped Christmas music that followed the parade.

      “You mean Rudolph, the Red-nosed Reindeer?” Xandie offered Lila a flask of hot chocolate as they perched on a bench outside Lila’s bakery.

      Grimacing, Lila took a swig. “Yeah, that guy. Elspeth and Christmas music would drive anyone to the drink.” She shook Xandie’s flask. “Just not this kind of drink.”

      Holly ignored Lila’s dramatics and giggled. “Would you look at Colin? He’s having the time of his life.”

      “Looking up Mrs. Claus’s dress does not qualify as the time of his life.”

      “Stop being such a panty Grinch, Lila.” Aunt Winifred patted her niece on the shoulder. “At least while mother’s in full view of Point Muse, she can’t misbehave.”

      “Wanna bet, sister?” Amelia, Lila’s mother, pointed to the float as it paraded past, with a cackling Elspeth and a miserable-looking Lulu standing next to the Wicked Witch’s black throne.

      “So, she has her BAG honcho in tow. What’s so bad about that?” As she uttered the words, Lila groaned. “I jinxed us, didn’t I? The whole night just went up in smoke.” Lila flung herself against Xandie in a pretend swoon.

      “Such a dramatic woman. Maybe the Point Muse playhouse has a part on the stage for you,” Xandie teased her over-the-top cousin.

      Lila pointed at Wicked Witch Elspeth. “Oh, naysayer, you’ll regret those words. You get cleanup duty.” As Mrs. Claus’s float slowed down in front of Elspeth, the Harrow matriarch closed one eye and squinted. Took aim and let loose with a balloon filled with one of her special concoctions. The balloon hit the back of the float, surprising a deeper than expected yelp from the middle-aged woman.

      Colorful streamers of red and green smoke wreathed the float. The end nearest Mrs. Claus reared up and snapped at Santa’s wife’s face. Mrs. Claus turned a bearded face toward Elspeth and hollered at her. The float swung sideway as the Christmas smoke attacked the elfin driver. As the float shifted, a fake snowstorm flew off the float and coated the sidewalk and the people lining it.

      Lila spat out a mouthful of fake snow. “I told you so. Cleanup duty, Xandie. Enjoy.”

      “Sadly, it isn’t over yet. Every year, Elspeth plays a trick on the parade. People expect it now. And she knows just how much Mrs. Claus hates it when things don’t go according to plan.” Amelia picked white debris from her brown-and-gray-streaked bob.

      Xandie frowned. “Speaking of Mrs. Claus, why does she have a beard?”

      Lila shrugged. “For the last few years nobody wanted to be Mrs. Claus and be on the float in front of Elspeth. The butcher, Horatio Matthews, volunteered. He absolutely loves dressing up as Mrs. Claus. He hates Elspeth but loves the parade enough to put up with her.”

      Just then Elspeth, with Lulu in tow, climbed to the highest point on the float. She raised her arm and dashed another balloon at her feet. Lulu squealed as a psychedelic, sparkling lavender smoke closed around them, obscuring the witchy duo from onlookers. With a last echoing cackle that caused all the streetlights to flicker, Elspeth clapped her hands. A bright prism of light flashed where they stood, and the smoke dissipated. Elspeth and Lulu had disappeared, proving Amelia right. Elspeth had more mayhem and carnage planned.

      “Showstopper as always.” Winifred shook her head, a reluctant grin in place.

      “She’s probably already back at Harrow House with Lulu and Colin, overdosing on her own ego and large amounts of Witchshine.” Amelia huffed and then looked at the white-covered street. “Glad I’m not on cleanup duty this year.”

      Lila clapped her cousin on the shoulder. “Xandie volunteered. She has great community spirit.”

      “In that case, I think all the Harrow cousins should help clean. What a lovely Christmas message that will send Point Muse.” Amelia fixed an eagle-eyed stare on the three cousins as Holly sidled up to join the pair. “And don’t think I won’t check. Elspeth isn’t the only one in the family who can hex.” Amelia linked arms with her sister, Winifred, and they sashayed down Main Street.

      “Family stinks. Especially after a Christmas parade debacle,” Lila grouched as she stood and pulled Xandie to her feet.

      Holly silently watched her other cousins, her gaze distant.

      Xandie gripped Lila’s hand. “Tell me we aren’t about to have another Banshee death prophecy?”

      Holly blinked twice before her eyes focused. “Something was trying to come through. It felt Elspeth-related but frizzed out before I got the complete picture.”

      “Somebody probably had a momentary weakness and cursed her to death, but then changed their mind. Happens all the time.” Lila shrugged.

      “Lookie here. It’s my favorite Harrow cleanup crew.” Aggie Braun, bear shifter, police dispatcher and mother to Chief Zach Braun, strode toward the trio.

      “You mean the newly press-ganged Harrows,” Lila grumbled.

      “Every year the same complaints. You remind me of your grandmother.”

      Lila laid a hand on her heart. “Why, Aggie Braun, I thought I was your favorite?”

      Aggie tilted her head back and bellowed with laughter. “Whatever gave you that idea?” She winked at Xandie. “I got my eye on someone else. Never too late to add another daughter to the Braun family line.”

      Holly snorted. “Good luck on that, Aggie. The way those two bicker and their date failure rate, you’ll never see grandchildren.”

      “Never say never, sweet girl.” Aggie cracked her knuckles and moved into organizing mode. “I got Main Street covered. You girls head up to the nativity scene near the Academy hall. Heard some evil witch decorated it.”

      “Great, sounds like the Elspeth curse has struck again.” Lila saluted Aggie. “Harrows to the rescue.”

      “Just clean it up, you loon. The cookie feast is tomorrow night, and the nativity is right outside the hall. Make it shine, girls.” Aggie pointed over Lila’s shoulder and hollered, “Not there, Minerva. Dump that fake snow behind Eternal Springs Retirement Home. Those old folks will think Christmas has come early.”

      “Cleanup,” Xandie moaned and kicked a pile of fake snow. “I should be curled up with Theo in front of a b-grade disaster movie.”

      “This happens every year since I can remember. Mom and Aunt Amelia used to take it in turns to babysit us while the other cleaned up after Elspeth.”

      “And then they made us do it, and now they hole up at Mom’s place and overdose on cupcakes and cocktails.

      “It’s a family ritual.” Lila held up her bakery van keys. “Who wants a ride?”

      “In the bakery van deathtrap, driven by a certified sugar addict?” Holly grinned. “I’m in.”

      “It’s always the quiet ones.” Xandie followed her cousins around the side of Lila’s bakery into the alley where Lila had parked her bright blue bakery van.

      Lila turned the key, but the engine refused to start. “This day keeps getting worse.” She dropped her head to the steering wheel. “At least it isn’t dark yet or snowing.” Lila let out a bloodcurdling scream as someone tapped on her van window.

      “Get a grip.” Holly open the van door and stuck her head out.

      “An issue with your van, girls?” Evelyn Whiteflower smiled sweetly. “I heard you trying to start your blue monstrosity. I thought you might need some help. Being alone in a deserted alley with a killer running around and all that.”

      Lila lifted her head. Evelyn had that creepy stalker vibe down pat. She forced a polite smile. “Thanks for your concern, but unless you’re a mechanic in disguise, I’m not sure how you can help.” Opening the door, Lila climbed out. Xandie and Holly followed suit from the back of the van.

      “You can’t be too careful with a killer in town. The bodies are piling up. And the cookie feast is tomorrow. Such an important date.” Evelyn tapped the hood of the van. “Why don’t I have a look, anyway?”

      Why so friendly? What was the woman’s angle? Lila slid back into the driver’s seat and popped the hood open. “Nice of you to help. Especially in these circumstances. I would have thought you’d have stayed away from anything or anyone connected to BAG.”

      Holly frowned and wedged herself next to Evelyn, peering into the van’s engine.

      Evelyn sighed dramatically and rested against the van, obscuring Holly’s view of the engine. “BAG has been part of Lulu and my lives for years. I resorted to underhanded tactics, and Lulu is holed up in Harrow House. She is there, isn’t she? But the pressure to perform cookiewise got to me. I regret my actions, but it’s too late now.” She leaned over and fiddled with some wiring in the engine, blocking Holly’s view of her hands for just a moment.

      Did underhanded mean murder or just doping her cookie goods? How far did the resentment go? “You know how rumors are.” Lila dodged the question and focused on Evelyn’s other words. “Do you hate BAG or just the members?”

      Straightening, Evelyn slammed the hood down, narrowly missing Holly’s fingers. “Do I hate BAG? Why don’t you come out and ask me your real question?”

      “Did you kill Maxine and Shirley and sabotage Lulu’s oven with speed-it-up powder?”

      Xandie and Holly took a step back out of the blast zone.

      Evelyn jerked forward, teeth clenched. “Fine, did I want them dead? No. Am I devastated? No. Do I want that irritating Lulu Sweet hurt? Probably not. But do I want BAG to cookie-up the feast? Oh, that would be a big yes. It might have been my fault for using a banned substance, but they could have given me a second chance.” She hissed the last word. “Tell Elspeth to watch her back. Burnt cookies tell no lies.” She flounced past the girls and slapped the van. “Time you got another mystery machine. This one’s ready for the dump.”

      What was it with all the Scooby Doo quotes lately? Lila waited for Evelyn to disappear before facing her cousins. “Anyone else think Evelyn’s cookie pity-party of one just shot her to the top of our suspect list?”

      “I think Evelyn sabotaged your van while we were watching the parade. She kept blocking me when she fiddled with the wires. But it looked like she just reconnected a loose wire. I’m betting your van will start the first time you turn it over.”

      Xandie tapped a chin, deep in thought. “But why sabotage the van? Unless she wanted time to talk to us outside of prying eyes?”

      “She must have been watching to surprise us right at that moment,” Holly offered.

      “She sure carries a lot of angst around. Not to mention threatening Elspeth.” Lila groaned. “And that rumor about Lulu staying at Harrow House? If Evelyn is the killer, she now knows where to find Lulu.”

      “And with Mom and Aunt Amelia off on their annual cupcake and cocktails date, Elspeth and Lulu are home alone. The only protection is Colin and Harrow House.” Holly turned eyes slightly silvered on Lila. “Might be a good idea to forget cleaning and switch to save the witch mode.”

      “Banshee has spoken. Load up, girls. It’s time to save the day and the cookie.” Lila threw her van door closed and turned the key. The motor purred straight away. Seems like Holly had been right. Evelyn sabotaged the van for a chance to speak to them privately. But why?

      Lila just hoped whatever advantage Evelyn gained, it didn’t involve murder and Elspeth in the same sentence.
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      “How was I to know Elspeth was in the shower? I thought Evelyn was hiding in there somewhere.” Lila covered her face with her hands. “The horror. I can’t wipe it from my mind. I was awake all last night after the parade, reliving the horror.” She moaned and rolled around as if in pain.

      Holly grabbed a wash rag and scrubbed the manger. Small deposits of fluorescent green gunk glowed around the manger like angry ghost poop.

      “With time, this too shall pass away. Except for the grudge Elspeth will hold eternally against you.”

      “I’m supposed to be the dramatic one. Now I’m cursed eternally?” Lila grabbed a handful of black confetti and dumped it in a garbage bag.

      “One of you will do something else to upset the evil witch and then you’ll be off the hook, Lila.” Theo, Xandie’s black talking cat guardian, fluffed his tail and smacked her in the face with it.

      Spitting out Theo’s fur, Lila used a broom and swept the mouthy cat off the back of a plastic sheep. “Less lip, more cleaning, feline.”

      “Paws, remember?”

      “Always an excuse to get out of cleaning.” Lila pulled a Christmas elf hat with attached pointy ears off a shepherd. “This feels like Elspeth’s work. It has that cynical mocking twist she loves.”

      Xandie pointed to the name, Elspeth, bedazzled in pink rhinestones, on the side of the wooden stable. “I’d say that’s a yes for Elspeth-caused mayhem. Speaking of our evil grandmother… Is she ready for the cookie feast tonight?”

      Lila shrugged. “She was cackling this morning as we left, sorting her ingredients and making sure her recipes were all locked up tight. Apparently, she doesn’t trust Alvin not to snoop before the feast tonight.”

      “And Lulu? Has she recovered from the great Christmas parade escapade and the subsequent shower peep show last night?” Xandie kicked a ball of rolled up streamers under the manger.

      “She called Braun to take her back over to her house to pick up some last-minute ingredients. The fireman okayed her to go back in and Elspeth has spelled a new oven in the kitchen with a safety spell. Braun and his brothers have cleaned the house up and organized for a renovation mage to come in and fix all the damage caused by the fire and are standing guard over Lulu. She’s trying a practice run before tonight and won’t be back to Harrow House for ages.”

      “Suddenly she’s safe from murderous killers and can bake in her own kitchen?” Theo flicked his tail around, settled into a comfortable position and curled up. “Mind you, if I had to room with that dogenstein hound, Colin, I’d leave quickly too.”

      “Pug, not hound. Stop being so catty.” Lila snickered at the pun. Really, some days she amused even herself.

      Xandie ignored the squabbling duo. “So how does this cookie feast work?”

      Holly raised her hand. “The entire day BAG members bake up a cookie storm. Residents vote on the best cookie and it’s announced at the end of the night. The winner receives the cookie feast trophy and kudos for the rest of the year. Lila normally showcases the winning recipe at the bakery.”

      “Except this year, Lulu’s cooking in the hall’s kitchen. Elspeth will join her. She’s just doing a practice run in her kitchen and then she’ll move over to the hall.” Lila rolled her eyes. “Lulu put up a protest about having anyone cook with her, but Elspeth overruled her. Apparently, Lulu’s a minion in training now and deserves protection.”

      “But her kitchen’s working now. So why not cook at home?”

      “Thank you, Xandie, for actually paying attention to me.” Lila glared at Holly. “Only some of my family value my input.”

      “Hey, why grump at me just because you saw Elspeth’s naked booty?” Holly demanded.

      “I’m wiping that from my mind. Please never bring it up again.” Lila turned back to Xandie. “Lulu doesn’t trust an untested oven, but she’s happy to use it for a practice run. For the real cookies, she’s using the hall. I guess she’s the head of BAG and her word is law.” Lila shrugged.

      Holly scrubbed the last of the glowing goo from the manger and stood, rubbing her back. “That’s done at least. No more Elspeth-caused mayhem to dampen her cookie debut. And nothing she can hex us for either.”

      “Thank God.” Lila dumped the last of the rubbish into a garbage bag and dragged it to the back of the van. “Anyone want a lift home? We have another hour before we need to head to the hall for the cookie feast this evening.”

      Xandie waved a hand at her bicycle and Theo. “Nope, we have it sorted. I’m trying to work off in advance all the pounds gained from the cookie tasting tonight.”

      Holly pointed to the van. “I’ll take a ride to the funeral home. The twins called me in to grab something they found in Shirley’s personal possessions.”

      “Shouldn’t that be Braun they asked, not a Banshee?” Lila frowned, confused. Why call Holly and just what did her cousin’s necromancing twin bosses find in Shirley’s possessions?

      “They know we handle the murders in town.” Holly shrugged. “If you’re really that interested, ask them yourself when you drop me off.”

      “Fine. You’re on.” Lila waved goodbye to Xandie and Theo and shoved Holly in the van. This was the first time heading to the funeral home might prove interesting, in a non-walking dead kind of way. Especially if Elspeth wasn’t involved.
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      “And this is where we embalm those of our clients who wish it.” Nicolette Aides gestured to a cold, sterile, white-tiled room. “It’s quite interesting. We use a combination of magic and science and inject magically infused chemicals into the circulatory system. Using a specially spelled machine, we extract the blood and replace it with our own magically concocted embalming fluid.”

      Lila shuddered as Nicolette smiled. Or at least, tried to. She and her brother, Nikos, were almost exact copies of each other. Both built on the slim side, but tall, with piercing brown eyes and pale skin. The only difference was Nicolette had long straight dark hair, and Nikos had a head of wildly curling hair. As necromancers, descendants of Charon, the ferryman of Hades, and funeral directors, they had a depressing goth vibe in spades.

      “Thanks for the tour. But the cookie feast is coming up soon. Holly said you came across something interesting in Shirley Clarke’s possessions?”

      Nicolette sniffed. “I thought a family member of Holly’s would be interested, especially when her father works for Hades, God of the Underworld.”

      Don’t remind her. Her on-again/off-again absent father had disappeared back to the Underworld on Hades’s orders. Who knew when he’d pop into Point Muse life again?

      “Not all of us are interested in death. Some of us just like to solve the odd murder.”

      Nicolette sniffed. “Nikos is in the viewing room. If you’d follow me, please?” She sashayed down the marble hallway.

      “Stop being so rude. I like working here,” Holly hissed at her cousin.

      “I can’t help it if she’s creepy. Charon is completely different. He loves a good practical joke.”

      “They bury people for a living, collect artifacts associated with the dead and can reanimate animal corpses for fun. What did you expect? Now, be polite.” Holly shoved past into the viewing room.

      Lila rolled her eyes but followed suit. If she had to bite her tongue and play nice to get a clue, so be it. But she was definitely whining about it afterward.

      “Brother, Holly and Lila Harrow are here for Shirley Clarke’s personal possessions.” Nicolette draped herself over a velvet fainting couch.

      “Holly. How lovely to see you.” Nikos surged forward and grasped Holly’s fingers in a tight grip before dropping a floating kiss above a knuckle on each hand.

      Wincing, Holly withdrew her hands. “Nikos, remember the chat we had about all the germs in a human mouth?”

      His smile disappeared and he looked crestfallen. “Of course. I forgot.” But his smile lit up as he gestured Holly over to an open casket. “Did you see that the new range has come in? It’s a lovely maple with bronze highlights.” Nikos ran a hand over the side and sighed.

      “Really? I thought they couldn’t ship until next month?” Holly joined Nikos in drooling over the casket.

      Her quiet little cousin excited about coffins? Who’d have thought? Lila shuddered. “Shirley Clarke, remember?”

      “Yes. Apologies.” Nikos spun and grabbed a small plastic container from under the casket. “Holly mentioned you were looking into her death. I thought her purse contents might interest you.” He bowed to Holly and Lila. “My sister and I will leave you in private to peruse the contents.” Nikos clicked his heels as he and his sister left the room in a swish of matching black velvet.

      Lila threw her hands up. “How do you put up with that gothic drama and what was all that kissing hand stuff?”

      Holly blushed. “He’s been trying to get me out on a date since I started working here. But I have a strict policy of not dating co-workers. And the kissing thing? Eww… The number of germs in the human mouth is disgusting.”

      “The secret depths you uncover about your family members.” Lila shook her head. “Right, the cookie feast is coming up in a few hours. We need to focus on Shirley and then skedaddle.”

      Nodding, Holly dumped the contents of the container onto the Victorian fainting couch. “Seems normal. Cards, money, keys and makeup. What did you expect to find?”

      “I don’t know. Some clue that would point conclusively to Evelyn as the killer. Xandie makes it seem so easy,” Lila grouched.

      “How about these?” Holly held up a small transparent bag of cookies.

      “She’s a BAG member. Cookies are a given.”

      “Except she’s a health nut. Weren’t you complaining about the sugar-free cookies Shirley kept delivering to the bakery? Plus, we saw her taking some cookies off that teenage boy. Could these be the same cookies he gave her?”

      Lila snapped her fingers. “That’s right. She also told me everything she bakes now is sugar-free and healthy. She wanted to give the residents of Point Muse a choice of baked goods.”

      Holly shook the bag of cookies. “These don’t look sugar-free to me. In fact, they look very similar to Alvin’s Chocolate Chunk Cookies.”

      Lila opened the baggie and sniffed. These cookies had a preservation spell on them. Otherwise they’d be a moldy mess by now. “They look like Alvin’s, but there’s something different. I think these are a close copy.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It’s a baking gift.” Lila carefully took a cookie out and broke a piece.

      “Please tell me you aren’t eating a dead woman’s cookie? What happens if it's hexed?” Holly covered her eyes with one hand and peered through a tiny gap. “I can’t watch this disaster. But at least you’ll have a beautiful casket for eternity.”

      “Enough talk about coffins You’ll never find a date otherwise. This...” Lila waved the cookie, “…does not have a hex. I would smell it if it did. But the only way to know is taste.” She nibbled a small piece and spat it out onto the floor.

      “That can’t be hygienic.”

      “Shut up. The cookie has way too much sugar. It’s overwhelming all the complexity and expressiveness of the chocolate. Just turns it into a tooth-decaying, hopped-up-toddler mess. It’s like those cookies of Elspeth’s, except she used salt. The salt swamped the flavors.” Lila turned the bag over and squinted at the tiny printed writing on the front of it.

      “Let me.” Holly grabbed the baggie. “You’re so vain, otherwise you’d get glasses and actually be able to read things.”

      “I don’t need glasses. Less insults, more reading.”

      “It just reads this is the latest batch.” Holly shrugged. “I have no clue what that means.”

      “That kid that talked to Shirley before she died. This must be the bag of cookie’s he passed to her for cash.”

      “We already worked out she was spying on another BAG’s baking.”

      “Yes, but this is proof.” Lila waggled the cookie baggie. “But now we definitely know it had something to do with BAG and got Shirley killed. I just don’t know how Evelyn fits in yet.”

      Holly checked her watch. “Well, you only have thirty minutes to work it out before the cookie feast starts.”

      Nothing like a deadline.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “Since when did we become cookie labor?” Lila grunted as she hefted a box of still warm Snickerdoodle cookies.

      “When we were born and released our mothers from their obligations to the matriarch of the family.” Holly piled another box on top of Lila’s load.

      “I still feel unfairly used.”

      “Want me to tell Elspeth that?” Holly arched an eyebrow.

      “Um, no, I think I’m good.” Lila jostled her boxes and trudged toward the hall. Point Muse Academy hired out the hall for any town gatherings. As long as you paid, they didn’t care what you did. Right now, it was the all-you-can-eat Christmas Cookie Feast and Elspeth the cookie dictator. She spotted a hovering Evelyn Whiteflower lurking as Lila trundled in with her cookie load. “Here for the cookie feast, Evelyn?”

      The ex-BAG member sniffed. “I’m sure the quality has gone downhill this year. I just want to compare and then shove my opinion down Lulu’s throat.” She bared her teeth in a clone of a smile and then pushed passed Lila.

      “Wow, pent-up anger.” Following the disgruntled woman in, Lila carefully placed a cookie load on the nearest cookie station.

      “No, no, dear. That’s Josie’s station and those cookies belong to Henrietta. She’s on the other side of the room.” Lulu clapped her hands. “Chop, chop. We don’t have long before our cookie hordes descend.”

      Lila peered at Lulu over the top of the boxes. “I think some of Elspeth’s cookies are here too.”

      Lulu nodded. “Yes, yes, I’m aware of that. You have a combination of different cookie boxes. People who own the boxes will relieve you of them. Hurry, dear. We’re on a timetable.”

      “Yoo-hoo, Lila. I’m over here.” Henrietta waved a hand.

      The owl shifter was surprisingly chirpy. Normally the elderly woman looked like she’d perpetually just woken up. Lila took a quick glance out the window. The sky had darkened into early evening, so she guessed the shifter was in her element now.

      “Thank you, dear. Just over here.” Henrietta patted her brightly decorated cookie station.

      Lila slid the boxes onto the table. “Do you want help to unpack?”

      “No,” Henrietta’s voice rose. She looked flustered. “I need to arrange the cookies in just the right spot. Thank you for the offer.”

      “No worries.” Escape time. Lila hightailed it to the door of the hall, past the scowling Holly as she carried in her own tower of cookie boxes.

      “Not so fast, Lila Harrow.” Elspeth stepped into her granddaughter’s path, hands on the hips of her turquoise bedazzled jogging suit, her matching-colored wig, perfectly coiffed. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Escaping this overload of sugar?” Lila offered in faint hope.

      “What kind of baker has a grudge against sugar?”

      “I don’t have a grudge against sugar. I have an issue with BAG, killers and Elspeth Harrow. What do you need, Elspeth?”

      “Holly is carrying the rest of the boxes in, but I need you to carry mine into the kitchen.” Elspeth puffed up her non-existent chest. “Lulu has chosen me to be her kitchen buddy.”

      “You’re cookie brainwashed. What happened to our Witchshine-guzzling chaos magnet?” This cookie obsessed grandmother in front of her was discombobulating. Lila was used to the secretive, hex-loving Elspeth Harrow, who always had an angle.

      Elspeth leaned close and hissed. “I will decimate the cookie feast. I will dominate. I will outshine all BAG members and Point Muse will clamor for my ginger dead men. And I will refuse them all. The power is mine.” Elspeth cackled. Lights overhead flickered and a sudden gust of wind rattled the window.

      “There’s my evil grandmother.” Lila smirked and patted Elspeth on the cheek.

      “Grab the boxes and mush, grandchild.” Elspeth pointed to a trio of neon pink containers.

      Following orders, Lila followed Elspeth to the hall’s kitchen, passing a still lurking Evelyn.

      Elspeth flung the door open, just missing the ex-BAG member secreted behind the door and surprising Lulu, who shrieked and clasped a hand to her heaving chest.

      “Goodness. You scared me, Elspeth.” Lulu stepped in front of her laid out ingredients and a full mixing bowl of cookie mix. “I’ve already started cooking, plus I have my previous loads of cookies all boxed up.” She forced a smile and swept a hand over the opposite side of the room. “You can put your container over there. Evelyn hated being close to other cooks, so we headed to separate areas of the kitchen if we had to share.”

      “Fine with me. Lulu, you show Lila where to dump my stuff and I’ll scoot and grab my last box.” Elspeth swept out the door.

      Confused, Lila hoisted her grandmother’s boxes. She could have sworn this was all Elspeth had.

      Lulu cleared her throat. “Just here.” She patted the empty bench at the furthest corner from her own cookie-making spot.

      Lila slid the boxes onto the counter. “Thanks, Lulu.”

      “No worries, dear. Just get back to work.” Lulu fluttered over to her own side and kept her back turned.

      Keeping busy, Lila opened Elspeth’s containers and emptied ingredients out. Looked like Elspeth had everything in here she needed for her ginger dead cookies. So, what was the extra box for?

      Lulu bustled to the oven and bent over, occupied. Elspeth snuck in and peered over at Lulu’s ingredients, even pocketing one of the already baked cookies.

      “Elspeth, is there something I can do for you?” Lulu spun around. The hot cookie sheet held firmly in her oven mitt.

      “I just love seeing how people organize their workspaces. You’re a cookie master,” Elspeth simpered and turned to Lila. “Silly girl, you forgot my last box, it’s still in the back of your bakery van.”

      Huh? She and Holly had emptied the van, and hadn’t Elspeth just gone to find the last box herself? Had the old girl lost her cookie marbles? “Didn’t you just look for that?”

      “Thank you for your input, Lila Marie. But I am fully aware of my own actions.” Elspeth dismissed her granddaughter and fiddled with her ingredients.

      Okay, something was definitely up, but she who hexed must be obeyed. “Fine.” Stomping out of the kitchen, Lila avoided stalker Evelyn hovering next to the kitchen door and headed for the van. More cars piled into the car park and people were lined up already. Lila opened the back of the van. The empty van. “Told you so, Elspeth.”

      “Let me guess. Elspeth Mission?” Holly leaned against Lila’s van. “Serves you right for trying to escape.”

      “It’s weird. She sent me out for the last box of cookie gear. But I’m sure we brought it all in.” Lila frowned. Something didn’t feel right.

      Holly straightened. “I told her we grabbed all the boxes when she came out just before. She’s not senile yet, so why send you back out here?”

      Why indeed? Lila stared at Holly as they both froze. Lila’s horror reflected on Holly’s face. “Elspeth knows who the killer is, and Evelyn is working right outside the kitchen door.” Lila bolted for the hall, Holly close behind.

      As they entered the hall, the room plunged into darkness and a multitude of shrieks rang out.

      Lila winced as she collided with a wall and rebounded into a body, before they both collapsed to the floor in a heap. Lila rolled onto all fours with a groan as the lights came back on with a loud sizzle and pop.

      “Time to lay off your own bakery goods.” Holly lay flat on her back, arms wide and a pained expression on her face.

      “Thanks for the soft-landing. Now, let’s get Elspeth.”

      The cousins sprinted to the kitchen and Lila slammed the door open. Cookie ingredients covered the floor in a kaleidoscope of sugary color. Upended cookie sheets and broken mixing bowls became a cookie minefield. Amongst it all, there was no sign of Elspeth and Lulu. And the wooden rolling pin...

      Blood covered the rolling pin.

      Lila crouched and reached out a hand toward it.

      “Stop.” Holly yanked Lila’s hand away before she could touch it. “Braun will need to dust for prints.”

      “What crime has Elspeth committed now?” Lila’s mother’s resigned tone woke Lila from her stupor.

      She pointed to the rolling pin. “There’s no sign of Elspeth and unless your elderly mother has developed a taste for grievous bodily harm, then I don’t think we can blame her for this.”

      BAG member Josie shoved past Amelia, wailing, “Our poor Lulu. I knew Elspeth was too high maintenance for our Zen baking group.”

      Holly snorted. “You’ve had two murders. I don’t think that qualifies BAG as Zen. And besides, Lulu and Elspeth are missing.”

      Standing, Lila waved everyone out of the kitchen. “This is a crime scene. We need to get out and someone needs to call Braun.” Lila shepherded all the interested onlookers out of the kitchen, back into the hall. Where Evelyn was conspicuously absent from her doorpost.

      Evelyn who hated BAG.

      Evelyn who hated Lulu.

      Evelyn who knew about baking and potions.

      And Evelyn who had been hanging outside the kitchen.

      Evelyn was the killer.

      People had already started trickling in and had lined up at the cookie stations. The rest of the BAGs looked on, mystified, at a sobbing Josie. All except for a shifty looking Alvin Moose who refused to look in the kitchen’s direction, or the Harrow women. If it quacks like a clue, shuffled shiftily on its feet like a clue, then it was obvious, Alvin Moose was a clue.

      “Alvin,” Lila trilled from across the room and hurried over to his station. “Your cookies look amazing.”

      “Tha...thanks. I worked hard to make sure they were BAG worthy.” He kept looking down at his cookies, shuffling them around on multiple serving platters.

      “How about you tell me why you look so guilty?”

      He jerked his head up, but still wouldn’t meet Lila’s gaze. “Not guilty, just busy. The cookie feast and all.”

      Lila shook her head. “Nope. I think you know what happened to Elspeth and you’re feeling guilty.”

      Alvin wailed, “I am. I am guilty. I’m so sorry, Lila.”

      “You whacked Elspeth on the head during a cookie-induced rage?”

      “What? No.” He looked appalled. “I may have snuck up to the kitchen door and peaked in. I just wanted to see what Elspeth had planned. She’s devious you know.” His expression looked equal parts indignant and virtuous.

      “And?” Lila hurried him along. At this rate, whoever had taken that whack on the head would bleed out.

      He coughed and dropped his gaze again. Spitting the words out like a speeding train, he said, “I saw Evelyn threatening Elspeth and Lulu with a rolling pin. Elspeth had a cut on the head and looked woozy, Lulu was trying to hold her up.”

      “Why didn’t you tell someone?” See someone threatening bodily harm with a cooking implement and then head back to his cookies? BAG members were obsessed, and not in a good way.

      “My cookies,” Alvin burst out. “I had to get back to them. Everyone wants to see me fail. I wouldn’t put sabotage past any of these women.”

      That was it. She gave up. Lila couldn’t get past the cookie conditioning Moose had going on in his crazy baked brain.” Did you hear anything that might help me find Elspeth and Lulu?”

      “I heard one of them mumbling about dealing with the dog in the manger. But I’m not sure who it was. I was too anxious to get away undiscovered.”

      Doggy manger? Lila mulled the phrase over. Something about that sounded familiar...

      “Lila?” Holly dragged Xandie by the arm and deposited her next to her cousin. “Xandie saw something.”

      “Two figures heading out of the kitchen, toward town. One was dragging the other. But the lights were out, and I couldn’t make out who they were.”

      That’s it. Lila clicked her fingers. “Dog in the manger. Evelyn is heading for the nativity scene. Maybe she thinks she can hide there?”

      Xandie frowned. “Why Evelyn?”

      “Because Alvin sneaked a look in the kitchen and saw Evelyn threatening Lulu and Elspeth with a rolling pin. And Elspeth already appeared to have been thumped over the head with said rolling pin.”

      “What are you waiting for?” Amelia stood behind her daughter, with Winifred in tow. “We’ll keep an eye out for Braun. You save your grandmother.”

      “Let’s go.” Xandie and Holly followed Lila out through the kitchen. Lila passed Lulu’s cooking station and stopped for a moment, picking at Lulu’s overcooked sugar cookies. They were hard as a rock. Lila pocketed a handful and followed her cousins out to her bakery van. A short five-minute breakneck ride later and Lila parked in a far corner away from the nativity scene.

      “Why are we parking here?” Xandie whispered as they climbed out of the van.

      “We want to surprise Evelyn. Get the jump on her.” Lila scuttled to the back of the van and peered around. At least the area was well lit by streetlights. But that meant they couldn’t sneak up on Evelyn.

      “If I saw two people, where’s the third?”

      Good point. “I don’t know. Evelyn could have taken one woman hostage and dumped the other. We just don’t know who or where they were dumped.”

      “Maybe we wait for Braun? He is a bear shifter and the Police Chief; he could take down any crazed killer.” Holly huddled behind Lila and Xandie, shivering slightly.

      “The Banshee has a point.”

      The girls bit back squeals and Lila rounded on Theo, Xandie’s stalker cat. “How did you get here?”

      Theo twitched a whisker. “Cat. I go where my paws take me. Plus, I was sleeping in the van. It’s nice and warm and smells of cookies. You woke me up with your crazed hero rambling.”

      Xandie grabbed Theo, murmuring an apology to Lila. “He’s sneaky, it’s why he fits in so well with the Harrows.”

      Lila grimaced. “It could be worse. The imp and the pug could have tagged along. Now focus, we need to get closer.” Lila used the cover of the van and another car parked along the street and crept closer.

      Placing Theo on the ground, Xandie followed.

      Holly whispered as loud as she dared, “I’ll stay here and keep Theo safe.”

      “Thanks for giving up on the chase for little old furry me.” Theo rolled his eyes.

      Lila waved off scaredy-cat Holly and peered at the nativity scene. The streetlight behind the Christmas decoration clearly lit the surrounding area. And a slumped-over Elspeth tied to the manger. An angel and a shepherd lay on the ground, but no Evelyn unless she’d hidden behind the stable?

      “Elspeth’s here. Just saw her twitching,” Xandie pointed out.

      It was now or never. Someone needed to get Elspeth out of there. Lila stood and darted toward her grandmother.

      “Not so fast, Lila Harrow.” A figure holding a carving knife stepped out of the shadows.

      Lila froze. She was definitely not cut out for snooping and sleuthing.

      And Elspeth would pay for her mistake...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll be honest. I pegged Evelyn as the killer. I thought you were harmless. Cookie mad, but harmless.”

      Lulu smiled sweetly. “People always underestimate me. I’m just a sweet little Brownie hybrid. No one would ever think I was hiding secrets.”

      “Except someone did, didn’t they? Otherwise why kill Maxine and Shirley?” If she could just keep Lulu villain-monologuing, that might give Holly and Theo time to get help. She’d seen Holly and Theo sneak off when Lulu appeared. Xandie had disappeared too. Hopefully, this meant her experienced sleuthing cousin had a plan to rescue Elspeth.

      Lulu’s face tightened into a mask of rage and she stepped out past the manger, ignoring Elspeth. “Maxine had to go; she knew my secret somehow. She blackmailed me and Shirley into letting her try out for BAG. She was so smug about it, but I knew she was allergic to Cinnamon and adding the mistletoe juice was easy.”

      Wow, this chick was fully crackers. She seemed proud of her ingenuity. Fighting her revulsion, Lila encouraged Lulu. “And Shirley?”

      “That health nut shopped for enhancements from Maxine. Shirley polluted the purity of our BAG ideals and she knew all about me too. I enjoyed stealing that cookie hex and watching all that sugar force its way out of her bony, my-body-is-a-temple carcass.” Lulu smiled, her eyes glazed.

      “This cookie feast will be my shining glory. Point Muse will rave over my delicious cookies.”

      Spotting Xandie sneaking up to the manger and wrestling with Elspeth’s bound hands, Lila searched for a distraction. And came up with a perfect, Xandie-style scheme.

      “These cookies?” Lila fetched a handful of the rock-hard morsels and held one up. “Looks delicious, and I’m hungry after all the sleuthing. I think I might have an evening snack.” She lifted the cookie to her mouth...

      “No,” Lulu wailed, hands outstretched.

      Taking advantage of Lila’s distraction, Elspeth tumbled out of the manger and sent Lulu flying. The knife flew and landed halfway between Lila and Lulu.

      “I knew you were a fake. No one could be that nice all the time. It isn’t healthy. And then I saw your ingredients, and your recipe was so specific and detailed. I knew you were the killer. No one gets the better of a Harrow.” Elspeth wobbled on her feet, her wig absent and straw stuck up around her short gray curly hair like a crazed scarecrow halo.

      Xandie appeared behind their grandmother and hauled her back to the stable.

      Lulu pushed herself up and screeched, “Curse you, Harrows. You ruin everything.” She lurched forward, fingers extended like claws.

      Lila drew herself up, squinted and let fly with a hard cookie which connected with a satisfying thunk on the back of Lulu’s head. Lila followed up with a barrage of cookies from her pocket.

      Lulu wobbled as the cookies pounded her. Then she collapsed on the ground, dazed.

      Elspeth cheered from the side of the stable where Xandie was sitting on her grandmother, forcing her to stay still.

      Evelyn rushed past Lila, snatched a fallen cookie, and nibbled on the edge. She crowed and held it aloft. “I knew you were a fake, Sweet. This is horrible. You’re a BAG cookie reject. Then when I walked into the kitchen tonight and found that rolling pin with blood and you holding Elspeth, I knew it was all you. You were the murderer. If the lights hadn’t gone out, I would have exposed you right there.”

      That’s it. “It was all about taste. Lulu’s taste buds don’t work properly. That’s why she paid that local teenager to taste test all the recipes. She must’ve been hiding it for years until Maxine and Shirley found her secret out.”

      “Unfortunate side effect of my Brownie/human nature. I can’t taste sweet or salty foods. It all tastes bland to me. That’s why I paid Lucas to test my recipes first.” Lulu sagged against the manger. “BAG is my entire world. When Maxine tried to blackmail me, I snapped. And then I found out she’d told Shirley. I couldn’t let it get out.”

      “You’re a control freak.” Evelyn shook the cookie at Lulu. “For the good of BAG, you should step down.”

      Lulu struggled upright. “Never. I am BAG. I made BAG what it is.”

      “And now you’re just arrested.” Braun strode up with Holly and Theo close behind. He handcuffed the cookie killer with special spelled cuffs.

      Elspeth nodded in satisfaction. “Always knew too much sugar rotted your brain out.” She swung and buttonholed Holly. “What took Braun so long? I was getting cramps from being tied to that manger.”

      “Not my fault. Braun got mobbed by those cookie nuts. They thought he would close the cookie feast down. They rioted.”

      Braun shook his head. “Always a complaint.”

      Rounding on Holly, Elspeth grabbed her granddaughter. “Has anyone tried my cookies? Did anyone get the second batch out of the oven? I left a whole heap on my cookie station before a rolling pin coshed my head.”

      “No clue. But everyone is raving about Alvin’s Chocolate Chunk Cookie. He’s the hit of the feast.”

      “Not Alvin,” Lulu wailed. All her fight disappeared as Braun led her away.

      “Disappointed, Elspeth?” Her grandmother had been obsessed with dominating BAG. Who knew how she’d react to the news Alvin Moose was the cookie hero of Point Muse?

      “Blah.” Elspeth grimaced. “Turns out BAG meetings are really, really boring. It’s cookie this, cookie that. I thought there would be copious amounts of Witchwine along with the cookies. But apparently they’re all teetotalers.” She shuddered at the horror. “I’m cookied out. I’m thinking I might form my own book club and serve a keg or two.” Beaming, Elspeth joined the disheveled Xandie as they walked back.

      Lila trudged over to her van and leaned against the door. The cookie feast was over for another year, a killer arrested, and Elspeth saved from a carving knife-related death and no hexes involved. Maybe her sleuthing skills weren’t as bad as she’d originally thought. She’d underestimated herself and the BAG cookie obsession. But everything worked out in the end.

      Who knew baking could be murder?

      
        
        The End
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thanks for reading!

        Start reading Point Muse Cozy Paranormal Mystery Series in book one, The Killer Knight and the Murderous Chairleg here: https://www.kellyethan.com/point-muse
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      Kelly Ethan’s world is small town magic, mystery and mayhem, with plenty of snarky laughs along the way. With an overactive imagination and a love of all things that go bump in the night, it was natural for her to write cozy paranormal mysteries. She loves sarcastic heroines who like to save the day and solve the puzzle. With a busy and chaotic household, writing is her outlet for madness. She lives in Tasmania, Australia and when not writing, can be found plotting her next fictional murder or chasing after the family’s ferocious hellhound.

      

      For a full list of Kelly’s books, visit her website https://www.kellyethan.com/books and don’t forget to sign up for her newsletter!
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        Magic & Mayhem at Mistletoe Manor

      

        

      
        Ghosts, murder and magic abound in a small village

      

      

      

      Penny was leaving the bright lights of 1920’s London for a quiet time in the country. Sometimes things do not turn out the way you expect. Her grandparents’ home Mistletoe Manor is haunted and the local village has the occasional body lying around. As a witch Penny needs to solve who did it. Find the lost treasure or lose the manor. Do her witch exam and help some ghosts pass over. So much for a quiet life!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      So, it was nearly Christmas, and Penny was not going to panic. Not true. She was definitely panicking. Within the next week she needed to move house and prepare for Christmas lunch with her cousin, Annabel, and her partner. She also needed to practice more of her spells before Great Uncle Clive arrived from Scotland to test her magic skills.

      Penny followed the moving truck down the windy lane and wondered if this had been such a good idea after all. Who moves house at this time of year? Someone who has very little money and nowhere else to go, that’s who. The lease on her flat had expired and she would have been out on the streets. The weather was awful, with grey skies, and snow threatening to fall. Snow she liked. It would make the place look even more festive. But she didn’t want to have to shovel it away from the front door.

      At least the old manor house had some heating. A grumbling old furnace in the basement that used to send gurgling noises through the pipes. She hoped it still worked or she would be staying in bed all day wrapped up in blankets.

      It was 1928, and she had not been here for years. Her previous visits had been all too brief. She remembered playing hide and seek as a child with Annabel. Memories of a basement full of cobwebs returned to her. She hated spiders with a vengeance. Just thinking about them made her hair stand on end. Penny recalled a day long ago, Annabel had found her, and she spent the rest of the afternoon thinking spiders were crawling all over her. She would not be going down there in the dark. Then again, the storeroom would make a fantastic darkroom for her photography. You have to grow up sometime.

      That was long ago, and she wanted to see the old place. Her grandparents had been eccentric, and she had to admit most people thought her a bit odd too. Penny took it as a compliment. Who wanted to be part of the crowd? Penny had loved her flat in London, but it had been too expensive to keep up now she was no longer working. Her secretarial position had been good while it lasted, but her heart wasn’t in it. What she really wanted to do was her photography. She just had to work out how she could make money. She had a little cash from her inheritance, but it wouldn’t last long. She didn’t want to sell the manor, but worried how much the upkeep would cost. Her dreams might have to wait for now.

      The car jolted as she hit a pothole. She would need to bring a pillow next time to save her posterior. Penny rounded the last bend, and the village of Greater Thorsten came into view. It was only ten miles outside Bath, which was a thriving city, but it seemed as if this village was stuck in time. The houses were all thatched. There was a green sloping down to a pond, a pub called the Wild Boar, a village hall and a church. A group of women stood outside the village shop. They stopped talking and stared as she drove by. She was tempted to blow them a kiss but thought better of it. Her arrival would be all around the village by tea time as it was.

      Her grandparents’ old house was on the outskirts of the village behind high walls, making it even more secretive. The moving men stopped the truck and opened the creaky gates. The entrance looked so old she thought the gates might drop off their hinges and onto her car as she traveled through. The garden was extensive but not too badly kept. There was a gardener and a housekeeper if she could afford to keep them on. There was a greenhouse to her right that was still in good condition. Maybe she could grow flowers for special events? The driveway had more potholes, and she wobbled about on her seat as they drove up to her new home. Penny parked the car and climbed out, pulling her coat around her, and stared up at the manor house. I am not going to cry.

      It was two stories high and old brick, and one of the few homes in the village with a slate roof. The old chimney looked as if it was wobbling and might fall off. That was something she would have to deal with later. She grabbed the large metal key from her pocket and handed it to one of the moving men. The lock creaked as the key turned, and she held her breath. Her new life was about to begin.

      Within hours her meager belongings were unloaded. She paid and said farewell to the moving men. The house was full of her grandparents’ old furniture, covered by drop sheets. They made the place look as if it was haunted by ghosts, and she expected them to follow her like white specters making eerie noises. Penny wandered from room to room, sad at the emptiness of the once lively house. But she needed to get to work. Her grandparents had been eccentric but they liked modern amenities and at least there was electricity in the house.

      She walked across to the radiator placed her cold hands on the pipes to warm up. Mrs. Brown, the housekeeper, and her husband had locked the place up but had come in earlier to get the heater going again. The house was warm and cozy. Mrs. Brown had sent a letter to London saying she would call in later now she knew what day Penny would arrive. Penny couldn’t wait to get started on making the house come back to life. In some way it felt like getting her own life back on track. She needed to get the telephone reconnected as well. It would be an important asset to get any business going these days

      On the ground floor there were two rooms at the front, a library and a large ballroom. Further back was a dining room, living room and parlor. Beyond those were the kitchen and the rooms for the housekeeper and her husband. Penny wasn’t much of a cook but opened some cupboards to find they were stocked with essentials. There were eight bedrooms upstairs. Her grandparents’ clothes and other items would need to be packed away, but that could wait. One of the bedrooms had been hers over the years and she would stay there.

      “Is that Penelope?”

      Penny turned around to see who was speaking. It was a woman’s voice, but there was no one there. Surely, she hadn’t imagined it.

      “That’s her. I’d recognize those boney ankles anywhere.”

      This voice was male. Who would be so cheeky as to mention her ankles? It was true that they were a bit boney but she made her legs look good with some smart shoes and the modern mid length dresses of the twenties.

      “Who is that?” Penny spun around again, and this time she saw them. Nana and Papa were standing at the foot of the bed. Her eyes watered at the sight of them. The last time she had seen them was when they had visited her in London before their fateful boat trip to France.

      “Oh, don’t cry now, darling. We’re fine. Just staying for a while to make sure you’re all right, and then we’ll pass over,” Nana said.

      “I wish I could hug you. I’m sorry I didn’t come and visit more.” Penny wiped away a tear with a handkerchief.

      Papa moved across in a floating motion, and his translucent shape stood next to her. “We’ve had a wonderful life and, from what my cousin Gwen says, we shall have a fine old time on the other side.”

      The front doorbell rang.

      “That will be Patricia, the housekeeper. She’ll have the place running smoothly for you. We’re going now we’ve seen you, but do take care. If you see my familiar, Tawney, send her over. I tried to find her but she’s such a silly old owl. Now off you go, dear, and don’t keep them waiting.” Nana and Papa waved and disappeared in the blink of an eye. She wanted them back already but that was not going to happen. She would keep herself busy instead. The doorbell rang again and Penny rushed downstairs.

      Penny was happy she had seen her grandparents before they had gone over. In London when she saw ghosts who should have gone over it tended to be tricky. They usually wanted her to sort out how they’d died and why they were still hanging around. It had gotten her into a few strange places and funny scrapes over the years. It was one reason she wanted to come to the country. She could be as weird and wonderful as she wanted here, locked behind these walls.

      Patricia Brown and her husband Brian were at the door. She let them in and they all embraced. The simple touch of another human being made the loss of her grandparents more bearable.

      “It’s so good to see you, Miss Penelope. You look pale, like you’ve seen a ghost. I suppose your grandparents have made an appearance already.”

      She must have seen the tears in her eyes. “Yes, they have. They wanted to say goodbye before they went over. Do call me Penny.” Patricia was not a witch like her Nana and her but accepted the strange ways of the family.

      “We have work to do. So, let’s get this place back to life.”

      Penny followed Patricia from room to room removing the sheets. She sneezed, but loved seeing all the familiar items being uncovered. They were like old friends returning. Together they worked hard to clean, and the rooms were starting to look like she remembered.

      “That’s enough for today. Brian is in the basement working on the heater so it doesn’t break down on you.” Patricia took her hand and squeezed. “I’m glad you’ve come home. I know what you said in your letter about the money, but don’t worry for now. We can sort something out.” Patricia took off her apron. “We’ll move back into our old rooms tomorrow.” She popped her coat on.  “I’ve left some soup and fresh bread in the kitchen for you.”

      “I was wondering if I could talk to Brian about fixing up the glasshouse. I want to grow flowers. My friend has opened a shop in Bath and I could supply her with blooms for functions such as weddings. I also want to clean out the storeroom in the basement to make a dark room.”

      “A modern business woman. Your grandmother would’ve liked that. I’ll be off now. Are you sure you’ll be all right on your own?”

      “I think I will. I haven’t been here for a while, but it feels like coming home.”

      Once they were gone, Penny settled into the living room and ate her food. Once she was done, she decided it was time to start practicing her magic. Procrastination wasn’t going to help her get better at them. Her great uncle had sent her a book of spells years ago. Accepting her magical side had never been high on her agenda, and she had shoved the book in a drawer and forgotten about it. No longer. If she didn’t pass the test now then she would not be allowed to practice magic at all. She didn’t like the idea of a future without magic in it.

      The ghosts were different. They had always been there since she was a teenager. She had become used to them. Now that she was home, she would need to embrace her witchy side. The first spell she practiced lit the candle in front of her. She just imagined the flame as she said the words. Maybe this stuff wasn’t so hard after all.

      Next one. She went to the kitchen with her dirty dishes and recited the words to make an inanimate object move. Penny concentrated on the tap as she recited the words. It creaked but didn’t turn on. She tried again, this time closing her eyes and trying to picture the tap turning. It wasn’t working and her head ached.

      Suddenly there was a loud noise as the tap spun on and water splashed everywhere. Drenched, Penny reached out to turn the tap off. Her hair hung in straggly rat tails around her face, and water dripped from her dress onto the floor.

      “Well, that one needs a bit more practice, but at least it worked.” She grabbed a tea towel and started to dry herself off, then the doorbell rang again. Penny hadn’t expected any visitors. She would look like something the cat dragged in but would not be rude. She didn’t expect the locals to visit. They believed the old place was haunted, which it was, to be honest. Villagers can be a superstitious lot, her nan used to say. Maybe it was a welcoming committee with cakes and wine, that would make her smile.

      Penny stood tall, if somewhat bedraggled, and opened the front door, revealing a man she had never seen before. He was rather handsome and looked similar in age to her in his late twenties. Things were looking up in this little village.

      “Good evening. Penelope Marchant, I presume?” He took off his hat. “I’m the local doctor, James Mitcham. I thought I’d come and welcome you to the village. The natives can be a bit unfriendly to strangers.”

      Penny needed to say something instead of just gawping at him. Snow was falling, and she couldn’t leave him standing on the front doorstep.

      “Hello. Do come in and please call me Penny,” Penny took his coat and hat and hung them up. She led him into the living room. Now he was in the light she could get a better look at him. He was tall and had black hair and the most incredible blue eyes. Penny was so entranced she forgot about the way she looked. He was smirking as he glanced at her wet dress and hair.

      “I had a problem with some plumbing. Let me get a drink to warm you up while I go and change.” Penny poured him a whiskey and then headed upstairs. She had no friends around here, and having the good-looking local doctor visiting was definitely a positive. She changed her dress and fluffed up her auburn bob as best she could.

      James was good looking, but she hadn’t come here searching for love. She was here for a change and to start her own business. Penny had too much on her mind to do anything more than practice magic and work on the house anyway.

      When she returned James stood when she entered. She poured herself a drink and sat opposite and he sat as well.

      “Thank you so much for visiting. It’s been a long time since I was here staying with my grandparents. I don’t know many people.”

      “I’m actually here to ask a favor. Your grandparents always sponsored and opened the Christmas Fair at the local village hall. I wondered if you’d be so kind as to do the same. You’d also be expected to judge the Christmas cake competition.”

      “I’d love to, though I’ve never judged anything in my life before.”

      “It’s on Saturday, and I can accompany you. It’s scheduled for a midday start. It would be a way of introducing yourself to the local community. I promise to stay near if any of them get too inquisitive or bring out the pitchforks.”

      Penny definitely liked the idea of his staying close. “I’d really appreciate that. Patricia and Brian have made me feel at home, but it’s nice to have another friendly face. How did my grandparents sponsor the event?”

      James put down his glass and stood.

      “They gave two pounds to the winner of the painting competition.”

      “Of course, I’d be delighted to.” There went more of her savings.

      “So, do you plan on staying long?”

      “I used to live in London, but this is my new home now. I plan on growing flowers for my friend’s florist shop in Bath and doing photography. I need to earn my crust.”

      “Brian is an excellent gardener so I’m sure he’ll provide wonderful blooms for you. Well. I should be off. I still have a home visit to make.”

      Penny escorted him to the front door where he wrapped himself up in his thick coat, hat and scarf. She waved goodbye and watched as he walked down the driveway to the main gates. She noticed he limped slightly. As she went to close the door something whooshed past her, causing her to jump.
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      The cold wind blew in through the front door and Penny gazed around to see what had flown in. A beautiful owl was perched on top of the grandfather clock in the hallway. It spread out its large wings and flew down next to the telephone table just inside the front door. Penny shivered and contemplated whether she should try shooing the bird back outside but then remembered Nan’s comment about her familiar. A black cat ran in and hissed at the bird, and then turned back to Penny and meowed.

      “I’d have come sooner but I noticed you had a visitor. One can never be too sure how people will react.”

      Penny stared wide eyed at the cat. Its mouth hadn’t moved but it was talking to her. She knew witches would have a familiar and had always hoped she would get a cat. The owl was another issue. How on earth do you get a familiar to pass over when it’s stuck?

      For now, she shut the door and turned back to her new friend, the cat.

      “I’m glad to meet you. I’m Penny Marchant.”

      “My name is Willow. I’ve been waiting for you. So, how are your spells coming along? I won’t have you letting me down in front of your uncle.”

      This Willow was quite bossy. Then again, Penny needed all the help she could get. The cat wore a superior expression as if she was constantly looking down her nose. If she didn’t know her name was Willow, she would have called her Snooty Mc Cat face.

      “I’ve been practicing but will gladly take your assistance.” For some reason Penny felt she should be curtsying.

      “We need to get rid of that owl. Your grandmother is waiting for it.”

      The owl followed them into the library. The next hour was spent repeating a spell that was supposed to send a familiar back to join their owner in the other realm. It wasn’t working.

      “I’ll give it one more go.” Penny recited the words yet again. This time it worked as Nan’s ghost appeared next to the fireplace. It was wonderful to see her again.

      “Oh darling, you found my sweet little Tawney. Thank you so much. Now do come along, you funny old bird.”

      Penny would not have described the bird as sweet or little. A blurred and ghostly version of the bird flew across and perched on Nan’s arm.

      “I’ll be off now.” Then they both disappeared. The real owl flew across to the window and tapped at the glass. Penny gingerly moved around the bird as it tried to peck her. She opened the window and the owl sped off into the night.

      “I’m exhausted.” Penny might be improving, but this magic was a lot more taxing than she thought it would be.

      Willow stood and arched her back. “I think you’ll do. I wasn’t so sure when I was informed you would be my human. I need to feed. I’ll try and find some mice in the basement, but you can get me something else tomorrow. Sardines would be nice.”

      Willow headed to the back of the house and the stairs to the basement. Penny got ready for bed and considered how much her life had changed in the past few weeks. She was disturbed by a scratching on the bedroom door and let Willow back in. She wasn’t sure how she was going to explain the cat to her housekeeper. Then again, Nan had had a pet owl so Patricia would probably accept her.

      “I’ll leave the door open a little bit in future for you.”

      Willow turned around a few times and then settled down for the night, purring away. The sound helped Penny drift off to sleep
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        * * *

      

      Morning had come and Penny could hear movement downstairs. She washed and dressed in her old clothes ready to work. Patricia would be there, and they had lots to do to get all the rooms ready for her visitors. Willow was on the bottom of the bed, still fast asleep. With a cat that slept most of the time she wasn’t sure how this magical partnership was going to work.

      Patricia was in the kitchen and had the kettle on. There was a boiled egg and fresh bread. Penny would enjoy having someone live in and cook for her, though her waistline might increase.

      “Now, eat up. We’ve a busy day ahead getting all the rooms ready. There are chests in the basement with extra bedding and items that were put in storage. Heaven knows what’s up in the attic. Your grandparents didn’t like to get rid of anything, even if they never used it.”

      Penny ate and then followed Patricia to the basement. Standing at the top of the stairs she took a deep breath as they prepared to head down into the dark. Willow might have gotten rid of the mice, but what of the spiders and other things hiding in the dark?

      They opened chests and took the extra bedding upstairs. In the first room they were joined by Willow.

      “You have a cat. I didn’t notice her before.”

      “Doctor James called in last night and she ran into the house when he left. It was so cold outside I thought I’d let her stay.”

      “Your Nan used to have an owl she would let in the house. Kept biting the furniture, it did. Hope this cat will be better behaved and not scratch.”

      “She will.”

      Willow decided that getting in the way and jumping on beds and under the sheets for the rest of the day was great fun. Penny pursed her lips and wagged a finger at her, knowing she was doing it on purpose to annoy Patricia after the scratching comment.

      “I forgot how much fun it is to annoy humans sometimes. We still need to practice your spells though. We have less than a week.”

      “I know.”

      “You know what?” Patricia said.

      “I know I’m hungry now we’ve made all these beds. We should have some tea and cake before we dust anymore.”

      They sat at the kitchen table and sipped their tea. Penny wanted to know more about the place so she could understand how the villagers would feel about her.

      “Has the house always been in the Marchant family?”

      “Oh yes. Your ancestors had this place built in the seventeen hundreds. It was going to be grander but one of them was a bit of a gambler so they had to scale down their ideas. There are rumors that there’s a secret cubby hole with a jeweled necklace somewhere. There’s a painting in the attic of your great-great-grandmother that shows the jewelry. I’ve never found anything and been over most of the house.”

      “It would be wonderful to find it and help with the expenses. Do the villagers know we are witches?”

      “They’ve always guessed, but you have to be careful. If any strange things happen, you’ll get blamed for it.”

      “I promise I won’t do anything outside the house. I’m not that good yet and wouldn’t risk it.”

      “Don’t worry about the money for now. Brian and I can run this place on the smell of an oily rag. We’ll sort something out.”

      By lunchtime the rooms were ready for guests. Penny had hoped the illusive doctor might have paid another visit, but no. Instead she was stuck in her room working with Willow, who had very little patience with an apprentice witch.

      “That’s enough. We should try to find the secret cubby hole with the treasure. Plus, I need to clear out the store room and set up my equipment. We’ll need it soon as the money Nan and Pops left won’t last long.”

      Willow curled around her legs and headed for the door. She glanced back in that arrogant way that cats have.

      “I believe it’s in the basement. A mouse disappeared into the wall the other day. I never lose dinner and was quite put out.”

      Penny followed Willow down the stairs, but before she could go any further the doorbell rang. Patricia was in the kitchen so she answered it. Doctor James stood there. In daylight he was even more handsome than she remembered. Last time she met him she was wet and bedraggled. This time she was covered in dirt and dust from cleaning. Well, at least he would not think she was a lady of leisure.

      “I’m sorry. Have I caught you at a bad time again?” He smiled as he took in her messy appearance.

      “No, we’re just getting the house ready for visitors. I’ve family coming for Christmas.”

      “You have a smudge of dirt on your cheek,” Willow said, and if cats could laugh, she just did.

      Penny rubbed her cheek with her sleeve and hoped the mark was gone.

      “We’re just going to check out the basement for hidden treasure and set up a dark room.”

      “We?” James peered around to see who she referred to.

      “I’m dragging my cat along with me.”

      “I always love a mystery. Maybe I can help you find the hidden loot.” He laughed. “If you do find some treasure, I might ask for a donation for my surgery.”

      Penny guided him down to the basement. He might think her foolish but he was playing along. They tapped the walls to see if they could hear a hollow echo. There was nothing. Then, he helped her move all the boxes from the storeroom. There was one small box left on a shelf she couldn’t reach. James got it down and handed it to her. It was black with gold swirls painted on it and the initials PM. They were her initials too. For a moment she held her breath wondering if the necklace was inside. It just contained a piece of paper with a poem on it. The paper looked old and the words faded. It was not what she had been hoping for. She followed James back up to the hall.

      “Well, maybe we’ll find the jewels next time. Thank you, for your help. By the way, what did you drop by for?”

      “You mentioned that you had a friend in Bath who does flower arranging and it’s my sister’s birthday. I wondered if you could organize a bouquet for her and take some photographs. I know it’s near Christmas, but if it’s not too late. I’d like the photographs as a present.”

      “I would love to. I’ll call her and let her know. I’ll be in Bath tomorrow and could take the pictures. That way I can get them developed and back to her before Christmas. Can I have her name, address and phone number?”

      “That’s wonderful. I’ll write them down for you. Just let me know how much I owe you.”

      Penny saw James to the front door. She made a phone call to her friend in Bath who ran the florist shop and then another call to James’ sister. When everything was organized, she flopped on the sofa in the parlor. It was only then she remembered the piece of paper in her pocket. It was her first chance to have a good look at the poem.

      

      My heart was lost but can be found

      My love was given but thrown to the ground

      I look to save those who I hold dear

      To keep them safe from those I fear

      This house will be mine and for those who follow

      To find what you seek, just look below

      

      It was not the greatest piece of literature but she would not give up. This poem had to be a clue from the mysterious P.M. and hopefully related to the hidden necklace.
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      Penny spent most of the evening trying to work out what the poem meant. She didn’t get far.

      The heart lost was possibly a broken heart or the heart on the necklace.

      Penny’s great-great-grandmother had used her jewels to save the house back then but the necklace was still missing.

      Need to look below could mean the basement, but she had checked every inch and had found nothing but the poem and cobwebs. Penny needed some money or she would lose this lovely old house. She finally went to sleep with the words of the poem going over in her head.
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        * * *

      

      Penny spent the next morning setting up the storeroom with her photographic equipment to make a dark room. When she was done, she headed off to Bath. It was only a few more days until Christmas, and she wanted to get a few things for the tree and some table decorations. Unfortunately, her cousin, Annabel, was still in London or she would have popped in to see her. They were kindred spirits. They were both only children who had managed to look after themselves in these hard times after the War.

      The florist shop was busy, and Penny went to the back room to pick up the bouquet. It contained snowdrops, winter honeysuckle and jasmine. She was sure she could grow them locally. Penny stopped to talk to Julia, the florist.

      “Now I’m living nearby I will be able to help with supplies. I’ve checked the gardens of the house and many of these plants grow in abundance. I believe we shall do very well working together. I’ll have Mr. Brown do a delivery every Thursday.”

      “I look forward to it. Getting the flowers in from London is costing me a fortune. I’ve also had a request for a wedding in January, and they wanted someone to do the photography, so I suggested you. Things are looking up for both of us.”

      Penny hugged her friend and headed off. James’s sister was older than him and had two small children running around. The flowers brought tears to her eyes. Her husband shooed the children away as Penny took photographs. Finally, she took one of the family together.

      Penny headed back to the village. She was starting to like the slower pace and being away from London. Brian was taking a Christmas tree into the house, and she couldn’t help but smile. She might be all grown up but felt like a child again. Patricia was in the parlor, and helped her husband place the large tree in a container and filling it with sand.

      “The decorations are up in the attic. If you could start to bring some down, I’ll get the rest later,” Patricia said.

      Willow followed Penny upstairs to the door at the far end of the landing. Beyond was a twisted stairway that led to the attic. Penny sorted through the boxes until she found two filled with tree decorations. Willow sneezed as she played with a large ball of wool.

      “I hope you know a spell to untangle that mess you’re making.”

      “I do. Sometimes I just have to let my animal side take over.” Willow flicked the wool across the wooden floor. Something glittered and caught Penny’s eye. Maybe it was the lost jewels. No such luck. Her lantern light had picked out an old chain stuck in the floorboards. She pulled and dislodged a large silver locket with the initials P.M. on it. It seemed she was constantly finding things tucked away in the house, just not treasure.

      “Another little clue about the house falls into your hands. Of course, I had nothing to do with it.” Willow strode off with her tail in the air, looking as snobby as ever.

      Was her familiar guiding her? Penny shoved the locket in her pocket and headed downstairs with a box of decorations. Pity it wasn’t the necklace. As Patricia unpacked the box, Penny pulled out the locket and opened it. Inside were two faded paintings of a woman and a man. From their hair and dress she would say they were from the previous century.

      “What have you got there, dear?” Patricia asked.

      “It’s a locket I found stuck in the floorboards in the attic. I wondered if they were my ancestors you talked about.”

      Patricia examined the locket. “Your grandfather had to sell off most of the paintings of the family to keep a roof over their heads, but these are the ones I mentioned to you the other day. I suppose you didn’t find the portrait of her?”

      “No, but I wasn’t really looking.”

      “He was called Rupert and she was Philomena. He was her first husband and a gambler. I think that was why she hid the necklace. Her second husband was your great-great- grandfather.”

      Penny would find the jewels and discover her family’s past if it was the last thing she did. It would be easy. After all, she had magic and a bossy cat to help. At least she now knew that P.M. stood for Philomena Marchant.

      By dinner time the tree looked wonderful. Penny took out her camera and took photographs to start recording memories of her new home. Later, as she lay in bed, she remembered the poem and decided she would mention it to Patricia tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      The morning of the fair arrived, and Penny hoped the villagers would accept her. She wrapped up warm, and her heart skipped a beat when she looked out the window and saw the good-looking doctor walk up the driveway. He was still limping. Willow sat near the front door, licking her paw.

      “Remember, you can’t let him know what you are. I hope I can trust you out of my sight for a couple of hours.”

      “I promise to be careful, Willow.” Penny answered the door and James walked in as she pulled on her gloves and hat. He glanced across at Willow.

      “You know, I always think your cat is angry with me. It’s like she’s frowning.”

      “She frowns at everyone that way.” Penny turned and poked her tongue out at Willow as she left. Willow tutted as much as a cat could and sauntered away with her tail in the air.

      The snow crunched underfoot and James took her arm so she didn’t slip.

      “So, are you nervous about meeting the local inhabitants?” he asked.

      “Actually, I’m excited. I’ve been trying to find out about my family, and maybe some of them can help. Maybe they can give me some clue about the hidden treasure at the house.”

      “Still no luck with rummaging in the cellar then?”

      “I have a poem and an old locket but no jewels.”

      They walked around the village green to the hall where the Christmas fair would be held. People were starting to gather, and there was a yellow ribbon across the door.

      “I didn’t expect anything so formal. I’m just a girl from London.”

      “You live in the Manor House, and it’s good for them to have someone they think is doing well. It also gives them someone to talk about so they don’t concentrate on their own problems.”

      “I shall do my best not to disappoint.” Penny gave a little speech about how she was glad to be back in the village and hoped to get to know everyone. They all clapped and she cut the ribbon. She watched on as everyone headed inside to get what little treats they could to help them celebrate Christmas. There were wooden toys and lots of food and homemade crafts. Everyone could forget what had happened during the War and the great strike and just have fun for a while. She circulated among the stalls, talking to people and buying small items. She didn’t really have the money to spare but would support the village. She took photographs of village life and everyone enjoyed laughing and posing for her.

      James touched her arm. “I suggest we go to the local tavern and have a hot toddy, and then you can come back and judge the cake competition.”

      “I’d like that very much. I’ll need the fortification to make the decision. It seems very competitive.”

      Her body started to thaw out inside the public house as James brought their drinks over.

      “You did well. The village is taking to you.”

      They wouldn’t if they knew she was a witch.

      “I heard there’s to be a play performed at the hall tomorrow night and thought I should like to go,” Penny said and sipped on her drink.

      “I’d be honored if you’d let me accompany you.”

      “I’d like that very much.”

      It would be no hardship at all spending more time with the handsome doctor.

      It was time to head back and judge the cakes. The first two were so tasty and she was amazed what people could make with the little they had. The next three cakes were too dry, and one was so bitter she had to force herself to swallow. The last cake was the best and was made by the vicar’s wife. Everyone cheered as she presented the cup.

      Penny headed back to the house on her own to find Willow waiting inside the front door.

      “Time to practice, and then you can tell me all the gossip from the village. Did you bring me any treats?”

      Penny had picked up a small ball with a bell inside and threw it across the hall. Willow jumped down and started to play with it. Penny laughed.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, after practicing all morning, she managed to perfect another three spells and a potion. Willow was being her snooty self as she licked her paw and looked on in disdain, but Penny ignored her.

      “You shouldn’t make friends with these people. They’ll be hounding you out of the village with pitchforks given half a chance.”

      “I’ll be careful, I promise.” Penny’s tummy grumbled. “Now it’s time for lunch.”

      The afternoon was spent searching the house again to see if she could find the lost jewels. She discovered old books and threadbare clothes and broken items, but no jewels. She tried a spell on the locket to see if it would help her connect with Philomena, but there was nothing.

      Now she needed to get ready for the play and spending more time with James. She chose a pretty pale-blue velvet dress that she hoped would impress. She also filled a hip flask with brandy. She might need it to keep warm. The doorbell rang and she let James in. She noticed his smile and was sure her outfit had worked its trick. He helped her on with her coat and they headed off.

      “The play is a murder mystery farce, and I hear it’s very good. By the way, I brought us some extra sustenance in case the hall is cold.” James pulled out his flask, and she opened her bag to show hers.

      “I rarely went to the theater in London because it was too expensive. I’m really looking forward to it.”

      They settled in their seats and waited for the show to begin. Many of the villagers were there, including Patricia and Brian. People greeted her like an old friend and she almost felt as though she fitted in. Apart from the talking cat and spell casting.

      The first half of the play was excellent. Penny had not laughed so much in a long time. Characters were going in and out of doors and the dead bodies were piling up. During the interval they stood to the side in the foyer.

      “I’m really glad I came. It’s been so much fun, and I still haven’t worked out who did it. Seems too obvious to me that it would be the butler. He must be a red herring,” Penny said.

      “But it’s always the butler,” James replied.

      The bell rang and they all made their way back inside.

      The show began, and clues were gradually revealed until the moment came when the detective would reveal the murderer. He ordered the maid to bring the suspects in. One by one they entered the stage, but two were still missing, the butler and the local publican.

      “See, I told you it was the butler,” Penny said, nudging James on the arm.

      “No, you didn’t. I thought it was the butler.” James laughed.

      A scream filled the air and everyone gasped, waiting to see what would happen next. The maid returned with blood on her hands and apron.

      “He’s dead,” she yelled and fainted, hitting the floor with a thud.

      “That was authentic. She went down very heavily,” Penny said. The rest of the cast looked at her but didn’t move, as if in shock. Then one bent down to check her wrist while another ran off stage. Penny had a bad feeling about this. Someone hovered at the back of the stage. It looked like one of the actors, but there was something strange about him. Then the curtains started to close.

      “I need to go and check on Molly. She hit her head when she fell, and it could cause complications,” James said.

      “I’m coming with you.”

      By the time James reached the stage Molly had come around. She now had a pillow under her head but was still pale. He took her pulse as she took a few deep breaths.

      “What happened?”

      “It’s Jacob. I went to find him to come on stage but he was dead. He has a wound on his head. I tried to help but just got covered in blood.”

      “You should rest a moment and then we’ll move you. Someone will get you some water.” James gave directions to one of the cast, and then headed backstage. Penny followed.

      The person she had noticed earlier from the back of the stage was following them but not talking to her. He looked translucent and she was sure he was a ghost. In the second dressing room they found the body of Jacob.

      James examined the body. Penny stood back, and tried to take in details about the room before people came in and trampled over everything. There had obviously been an argument. Items had been tipped over or thrown about. There was a table and mirror and stage makeup on the floor. There was a couch by the wall and the two chairs by the table had been pushed over. Clothes were on a rack to the side and others strewn across the floor. It all looked like what you would expect in a dressing room. There was blood on the corner of the table, and Penny guessed it was where Jacob’s head had hit. Something shiny beneath the couch caught her eye, and she was just about to bend down and pick it up when a policeman arrived at the door and James stood up.

      “I’ve pronounced him dead at 8:20 p.m. You’ll need to call in the coroner, but I would assume the death was caused by the head wound.”

      The young policeman knelt beside the body but looked lost for words. An older policeman walked in and shook his head at the scene.

      “Glad to see you here, Sergeant. Unfortunately, the young man is deceased,” James said to the older policeman.

      “Well, this is a terrible thing and so close to Christmas,” the Sergeant said. “Well Peter, you can start interviewing people and I’ll call the coroner.”

      Penny shivered although the room wasn’t cold.

      “Well, I suppose there’s no reason to hang around here now I’ve been killed,” the ghost said.

      Penny turned to see the ghostly apparition disappear before she could ask him any questions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The body of Jacob was covered by a blanket. Penny stood quietly hoping to gather more clues. She noticed gravy down the front of the police sergeants’ uniform and he stated twice how he had needed to leave his dinner to go cold. She felt sorry for poor Jacob who didn’t seem to be the policeman’s priority right now. This village was not turning out being a quiet backwater at all. So far, there was lost treasure, strange poems, ghosts, and now a murder. Her cousin Annabel ran a detective agency, and when she visited for Christmas, Penny would ask her advice. For now, she needed to gather information. The villagers might not know it yet, but she had set herself the task of solving these mysteries.

      The sergeant kept moving things around and Penny wished she had brought her camera to take a picture of the scene. She walked back on stage and found Molly, who was sitting on the couch with a glass of water in hand.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Much better thank you, Miss Penelope.”

      “Can you remember anything else from when you found Jacob?”

      Molly rubbed her temples as she stared at the glass of water. “Jacob was wearing the wrong clothes. His character was meant to be wearing a trench coat for that scene. Other than that, it all seemed normal. If finding a dead body can be normal. Maybe if I’d gone backstage earlier, I could have saved him.”

      “You did everything you could by raising the alarm. Unfortunately, he was passed all our help.”

      By the time James came out from the dressing room, Penny had talked to most of the cast. The young policeman was taking notes as well. They all seemed shocked but, then again, they were actors, so who could tell? There didn’t seem to be an obvious motive for the murder, and Jacob was liked well enough. There was one thing she wanted to clear up. She was sure that James had looked at exactly the spot where the ghost had been standing. Could he see spirits as well? Her cousin Annabel could see ghosts and she wasn’t a witch, so it was possible. Penny wasn’t sure how to broach the subject with a man of science.

      As they walked back to the house, Penny noticed James was limping again.

      “Are you all right? I noticed that your leg seems to be causing you pain.”

      “It’s a wound from the War. I was working in a field hospital when a wall collapsed and I was trapped underneath. I’ll manage.”

      “Well, take my arm as we walk, so I can help too.” She liked to lend a hand and thought some magic could relieve his problem as well. “I talked to everyone and couldn’t find any candidates for the killer.” Penny offered her elbow.

      “There were no clues on the body either. There may not be a killer. He could have just slipped and banged his head, but the fact the room was a mess would indicate a disagreement. The cast may have just been very messy.” James offered.

      “If it was just an argument, why didn’t someone admit to it. Accidents happen.”

      “Maybe they thought no one would believe them. Maybe someone had a grudge against him.”

      As they approached the front door, Penny wondered how she would approach the topic of his seeing the ghost.

      “There was something else I thought was odd. Did you feel a strange atmosphere in the dressing room? As if we were being watched? It made the hair on my arms stand on end.”

      “It was strange because there was a dead body in front of us, Penny. I saw a lot in the War and with the Spanish flu, but we don’t get many these days thank goodness.”

      They had reached the house. “My grandmother believed in ghosts and I thought Jacob might have been trying to let us know who killed him.”

      “You have a vivid imagination. Now I should let you go so I can go home and rest my leg.”

      He was changing the subject, but she was still convinced he had seen something. She would talk to Willow and see if there was anything she could do for him. Surely there were potions that could be used to help with pain. She just had to work out how she could get him to take it. He didn’t look like the sort who would believe in strange lotions and potions, being a doctor. She waved James goodbye and watched him limp down the driveway.

      Penny headed to the kitchen at the back of the house and found Patricia who was making hot chocolate.

      “So, did the good doctor have any idea what happened to poor Jacob?” Patricia asked, as she poured the hot milk into the mugs. “I thought Jacob a bit of an odd one, but wouldn’t wish harm on anyone. He used to talk to himself a lot and was always scribbling down notes.”

      “It looked as if he had a fight with someone. Did anyone have a grudge against him?”

      “Not really. He always hung around with Donald Griffin. Donald senior, his father did well in the War and they’ve money they didn’t have before. Don’t like the dad myself. He helped out in the great strike, though, so people forgot how bad he used to be. The mother left years ago.”

      “The local policeman seemed out of his depth and wanted to get back to his dinner more than solving a crime.”

      “That’s Bert. He’s getting a bit long in the tooth, and young Peter’s still learning. Bert likes the pub more than his job these days. He’ll want to get the investigation wrapped up quickly if he can. Especially with Christmas coming.”

      Penny should probably mind her own business, but she wanted to sort out the crime with the help of James. She would head back in the morning and see if she could work out what was under the couch. It might be a clue to who the killer was.

      In the meantime, she headed to her room to work on the potion for James. Willow sat on the end of the bed and watched.

      “I don’t think you’re up to making such a difficult spell potion. The ingredients and casting have to be exact. He could end up asleep for a week if you’re not careful.”

      “He needs some relief and I’ll make a mild one.” Penny checked the ingredients again. “It must be so hard to live with the memories of the War and what he saw. He always looks so tired and is out helping others all the time.”

      “You should be getting ready for your Christmas visitors instead of all this galivanting about, but you don’t listen to me.”

      She practiced her spells again, and finally Willow was happy. Penny stretched and headed off to bed with thoughts of solving mysteries in her head.
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        * * *

      

      The next day was cold, but the sun glistened on the snow, making it sparkle. You couldn’t help but smile when you glanced around. Penny had a plan and took one of her earrings out and put it in her pocket.

      She greeted people as she walked into the village and across to the hall. As expected, Peter, the young constable, was there. He put up his hand to stop her as she headed toward the dressing room.

      “Miss Penelope, what can I do for you?”

      “When I was here with Doctor James yesterday, I lost an earring. I wondered if I could have a quick look in the dressing room to see if it was there?”

      “Well, poor Jacob is gone now, but the sergeant wants to come back and take some notes. You can have a look, but I’ll have to watch.”

      “Of course.” Penny followed him into the room and pretended to peruse the tabletop and floor and then got down on her knees to peer under the couch. The shiny object was there and she grabbed it. As she stood, she reached into her pocket so she had the earring in her hand. “I found it.” She showed the earring to Peter. He escorted her outside as the police sergeant arrived.

      “Good morning, Miss Penelope. What are you doing here?”

      “I dropped my earring in here yesterday and found it. Peter was very diligent and made sure I didn’t touch any evidence.” Penny smiled at the young constable, causing him to blush.

      “Glad he’s doing his job, but I believe we’ve finished with our investigation. It’s obvious young Jacob just fell and hit his head. It was just an unfortunate accident.”

      “So sad, but I’m sure you know what’s best.” Jacob’s ghost had said he had been killed and she had no reason to not believe him. The problem here was that the police sergeant didn’t want to do the extra leg work.

      Penny headed off across the village green to James’s house to show him what she had found. She wanted to take the necklace out of her pocket and examine it, but someone might see her. The front room of James’s house was used as his surgery, and his housekeeper answered the door.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Penelope, but you just missed him. He’s out on a visit, but you could come back later. Can I give him a message?”

      “No, I’ll return this afternoon.”

      Back home, she pulled the necklace from her pocket. It was a silver St. Christopher. They were quite common, but the chunky chain indicated it had been owned by a man. She turned it over and found an inscription on the back. It said: “DRG.” Now she just had to work out who had those initials. Patricia would know.

      Penny found her in the kitchen, baking.

      “I found this in the lane and wondered who it might belong to. Do you recognize it?”

      Patricia flipped it over in her hand and then gave it back.

      “Can’t say I do, but those initials could be a few different people. One is Donald Griffin or his father, and another would be Dereck Goodfield, the butcher. Not sure what the middle name is of any of them.”

      “I’ll ask James later. He might know. Meanwhile, I’m going to the basement to do some developing.” Willow followed her downstairs.

      “Just remember, it’s only three days until the family get here for Christmas, and you have work to do,” Willow said in a snooty voice, and then stopped and licked her paw.

      “I know. I’ll just do this and then I promise to practice.” Penny spent the next few hours developing her photographs from the past few days. Maybe there was a clue there. She couldn’t remember taking a picture of Jacob, but maybe he was in there, mingling with other people. She also had the photographs of James’ sister to develop and post off.

      Two hours later she came up from her darkroom to admire her work. There were some of the various stalls at the fair and the children playing in the snow. Some of a group of men drinking hot toddies to keep out the winter chill. Jacob was in two of the pictures. One where he was talking to Molly on his own, and they looked to be in a deep conversation. Another where he was with another young man who she assumed might be Donald Griffin. They appeared to be arguing. If she hadn’t been specifically looking for Jacob, she would have missed the meetings amongst all the other villagers in the pictures.

      She walked into the village and posted her photographs off to James’ sister. Then the rest of the afternoon was spent in her bedroom practicing her spells, and even Willow couldn’t find anything to complain about. She told Patricia she would invite James to dinner. Penny knocked on his front door and James invited her in. She wanted to show him the necklace, but his housekeeper stayed close by. Once they were back at her house in the dining room she could wait no longer.

      Penny poured him a glass of wine and slipped in a drop of the potion she had made. Then they sat at the table to enjoy the wonderful stew Patricia had made for them to enjoy.

      “I went back to the room where Jacob died this morning. I thought yesterday that I saw something glitter under the couch. I pretended to lose my earring and the policemen let me in. This is what I found.”

      “Penny, I believe you should leave this in the hands of the professionals.”

      “The sergeant said he’s closing the case. He said Jacob’s death was accidental but I know it wasn’t.”

      James shook his head, but she had a feeling he knew who the necklace belonged to.

      “How do you know it wasn’t accidental?”

      Well, she was going to take a risk and hope James didn’t go running out the front door, never to return again. “I know he was killed because his ghost told me so.”
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      James laughed, one of those awkward laughs when someone knows they have been caught out.

      “You saw him too, didn’t you?”

      James fingered the collar of his shirt as if he had difficulty breathing. Then he gulped down his wine and put the glass out for a refill.

      “Yes. It’s something that happens to me every now and then. The first time was when I was in France at the field hospital. I met a young man in the corridor who asked me to go and see his mother and say he was fine and moving on to be with his grandfather.”

      Patricia came in and collected the dishes. James clammed up while she was there. Which was not surprising.

      “I’m off to bed now. I’ll see you in the morning, bright and early. We still have the final arrangements to make for your visitors.”

      When she was gone, Penny sipped her wine as she waited for James to continue.

      “When I went back into the ward at the field hospital, I realized the young man had been dead for over an hour. It happened a few more times but then stopped. I’ve not seen a ghost again until I saw Jacob.”

      “I’ve seen them for years. My grandmother said it’s a gift in the family.” Penny wouldn’t mention about being a witch for now. That might be taking their friendship too far. “When I lived in London some ghosts would find me when they were not sure how they had died. I would help them find out, and then they would pass over. I suppose I’ve gotten used to them. My nan and pops were here the day I arrived and said goodbye.”

      “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation, but if you say Jacob said he was killed then I believe you. I assume he didn’t say who did it?”

      “No, all he said was, ‘I’ve been killed so I might as well go’ and then disappeared. I’ve noticed in the past that ghosts are not always the most helpful individuals.” Penny finished her wine. “I’ve some photographs I developed. Maybe we can find some clues there. You know the villagers better than I do.”

      “It feels a bit strange doing this. I almost feel as if I’m betraying a trust. If he was killed, though, we should make sure whoever did it owns up to what happened.” James stood up to follow her.

      “Patricia said the initials would indicate one of three people, the Griffin boy, his father or the butcher.”

      “The butcher is a big burly man and I know he wasn’t there that night. His wife had given birth that morning and he was home with her. I suppose we could go and see Donald and his father tomorrow.”

      Penny placed her photographs on the dining table for James to peruse. Willow sat next to him and looked at them too.

      “James seems quite nice, but I still wouldn’t tell him about being a witch. He must just be one of those people who can see ghosts,” Willow said.

      Penny stared at James to see if he would react to her talking feline companion, but he didn’t.

      “If we have no joy tomorrow then we can visit the house where Jacob was a lodger. Mrs. Jones wants this sorted so she can rent the room out again.”

      They studied the pictures to see if they could find any more clues. They were about to give up when James noticed something. He picked two of the pictures up and examined them more closely.

      “What is it?”

      “Molly. In this picture she’s talking to Jacob and her hand doesn’t have a ring on it. Then in the next picture, she’s wearing what looks like an engagement ring. I’m not sure what bearing it has on the murder, but if she had become engaged to Jacob you think she would have mentioned it.”

      “If it wasn’t Jacob, then who did she get engaged to? Maybe Jacob wanted to break them up.”

      “I’ll come around tomorrow once I’ve finished my morning appointments. By the way, my sister said she loved the bouquet.”

      “I have posted her photographs so she should get them before Christmas, hopefully.”

      “Photographer, detective and local identity. You’re very talented, Penny.”

      “Thank you, James. I try my best.”

      She showed him to the door, and he leant in and kissed her cheek before leaving. She could see herself falling for the lovely doctor if he didn’t mind having a witch as a partner. He didn’t seem to be limping so badly as he walked down the drive.

      Penny was just about to walk upstairs when she stopped. There was a see-through man on the stairs. He reached out a hand as if he was pointing at something then disappeared.

      That was all she needed. Another ghost.
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      The next day, Penny was excited at the prospect of solving the mystery. She and James headed across the village green to the Griffin house.

      “Maybe you should do the talking as he knows you,” Penny said

      Donald answered the front door and didn’t look happy to see them, going by the frown on his face. “What can I do for you?” He gave a backward glance inside the house.

      “We wanted to talk to you about Jacob and the way he died.”

      “I told the police what I know. I didn’t have anything to do with it. It was an accident anyway, wasn’t it?”

      “That’s what we’d like to find out. When was the last time you talked to Jacob before he died?” James asked.

      “Backstage before the play started. We argued but I didn’t hurt him.”

      Penny pulled the St. Christopher from her pocket and dangled it in front of him. He went to grab it but she popped it back in her pocket.

      “So, are you prepared to tell us what you argued about?” she asked.

      “I’ll talk while I walk to the workshop.”

      Penny guessed Donald’s rough exterior was all for show. He seemed to be glancing back with fear at the house, and she wondered if it was in case his father came out.

      “So how did you and Jacob get along and why were you fighting?” she asked.

      “We’ve been friends since we were at school together. We would have our arguments, but nothing that really mattered.”

      “I heard you had another argument at the fair.”

      Donald shook his head. “It was nothing. Jacob was just trying to get his own way about something, and I said no.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re willing to tell us what that was about?” James asked.

      “I can’t. It involves someone else, and I’d be breaking a trust.”

      So, he was honorable then. That surprised Penny.

      “You still haven’t explained how the necklace ended up in the room,” Penny said. They were nearly at the workshop and still didn’t have any information that would explain what happened.

      “He grabbed me by the throat and threatened me. The necklace must have come off then. I pushed him away and left. As far as I knew, he was fine.” Donald stopped outside the workshop and turned around. “I wouldn’t have hurt Jacob. We were going into business together. I was finally going to get away from here.” Donald headed inside.

      Penny slipped her arm in James’s as they strolled away. “I believe he’s telling the truth. If it wasn’t for the ghost, I’d say that Jacob had died by accident,” Penny offered.

      “We can assume the necklace was his then by the way he went to grab it. We should head over to Mrs. Jones and see if we can have a look at Jacob’s room. Maybe we’ll find out something else. I also wonder who Donald is protecting.”

      They headed over to visit Jacob’s lodging house.

      “Mrs. Jones’s husband died in the War and she rents out the rooms to get by. She’s a respectable lady and doesn’t want any fuss.”

      Mrs. Jones answered the door. Penny recognized her as the woman who had won the flower arrangement ribbon at the fair. She was a small, gray-haired lady with a bright smile.

      “Do come in. I’ll take you up to his room. I hope you can find out what happened. The police don’t seem to have a clue, but then Bert spends too much time at the pub these days so I’m not surprised.”

      They followed her upstairs.

      “I’ve sent a letter to his brother in Leeds. Seems that was all the family he had left. Told them I’d pack up the belongings and send them on.”

      The room contained a bed, a wardrobe and a desk. Clothes were still scattered around, and no one would know that Jacob was deceased, looking at it. James peered in the wardrobe while she scanned the desk. There were books piled up on one side and paperwork at the front. There was an item that looked like a contract and she picked it up. It was for a new type of heater for houses. The other pages had pictures and information.

      “Look at this, James. Donald was telling the truth that they were working on something.”

      James held the contract and read the details.

      “It seems Jacob was going into business, but not with Donald. He’d sold their invention and was heading to London to seal the deal. I hate to say it, but that gives Donald a motive for wanting to kill Jacob.”

      “But the way Donald spoke he still believed they were in business together. I don’t think he knew about this.”

      “It seems Jacob was not so innocent in this after all. We still don’t know who killed him though.”

      “We should go and see Molly. I want to sort out why she was talking with Jacob at the fair, and the mystery about the ring.”

      “I need to do a home visit, but you could pop over to the bakers and have a chat with her. I believe she’d respond better to a female.”

      That was probably true, and Penny headed to the bakers where Molly was serving behind the counter. Thankfully the shop was empty at the moment.

      “How can I help you, Miss Penelope?”

      “I’d like two iced buns, thank you. I was also wondering if I could have a talk with you about Jacob if you have a break coming up.” The ring was back on Molly’s finger. Her hands shook as she handed the bag with the buns over.

      “I have a break in half an hour, but I only get ten minutes.”

      “I’ll be back and meet you outside.”

      Thirty minutes later they walked across the village green and sat on one of the benches. It was just as well she only had ten minutes or they would freeze.

      “I told the police everything I know. Why are you asking, Miss Penelope? I didn’t think you knew Jacob.”

      “Do call me, Penny.” She wanted to make her feel comfortable. “I didn’t, but Doctor Mitcham and I believe it may not have been an accident like the police think.”

      “Why would you think that?” Molly’s skin had blanched at the suggestion.

      “At the moment I’m not at liberty to say, but we do believe someone may have killed him.”

      “He was on the floor when I entered the room. I came out and told everyone.”

      “The apron you were wearing as the maid was torn. How did that happen?”

      “There was a screw sticking out on the set and I caught it on it. You don’t think I did something, do you?”

      “Of course not. We’re just trying to fit all the pieces together. I notice you have your ring back on. I was taking some photographs at the fair and you were wearing it. Are congratulations in order?”

      Molly put her hands in her pockets.

      “Donald and I are engaged, but his father isn’t happy about it. Thinks his son could do better. He wasn’t the only one who thought that.”

      “He would be extremely lucky to get someone as lovely as you. Can you tell me how Jacob and Donald got on?”

      “They were friends and working on something together. They were always down at the workshop, tinkering on things. Donald was the handier one, but Jacob had big ideas about how they would make money.”

      “So, the two of them were going into business together?”

      “Yes. Why do you ask?”

      “I was just at Jacob’s lodgings, and there was a contract there for a new gadget but Donald’s name wasn’t on the paper. Do you think they had a falling out?”

      “No. Jacob wouldn’t do that.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I believed we were all friends. Friends don’t lie to each other. I’m sorry, I have to go back to work, now.” Molly got up and walked back to the bakery. The conversation had gone as far as she was willing. Penny was sure there was more to tell, but for now she needed to get back home. She would work on her spells and try to sort out the mysteries of the house as well. Such as who was the strange ghost on the stairs.
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      Patricia was in the parlor getting the extra table settings out ready for Christmas lunch in two days.

      “These plates have not been used for years and will all need washing. Do you want to grab that pile and bring it to the kitchen?”

      Penny followed and decided to tell Patricia about everything she had discovered today. When she was finished her housekeeper poured them some tea and said they should take a break.

      “I knew Molly was keen on Donald so I’m not surprised those two are together. What I didn’t know was that Jacob and he were going into business. There were rumors Jacob liked to bet on the horses. Not sure how much money Donald would’ve seen from their little venture.”

      “Would it be enough for someone to kill him though?”

      “Why are you so sure he was killed? It could have just been a fall.”

      “I saw his ghost and he said ‘he was killed’ before he disappeared. I have something else to tell you. James saw the ghost too.”

      “I always wondered about the doctor. He’s a great healer but almost has an unnatural ability to see what’s wrong with people.”

      “There’s something else I’d like to ask you about. I saw another ghost last night on the stairs. He was wearing old-fashioned clothes but I didn’t recognize him from the pictures I’ve seen. His clothes looked more like something a blacksmith would wear with the leather apron.”

      Patricia smiled. “Philomena remarried after her husband died. It was said she did find love with a local man called Robert, your great-great-grandfather. I hope she found some joy. It’s strange he should be here now, though. You would have thought he would’ve passed over long ago.”

      Willow finished her dish of milk and jumped up on the end of the kitchen table.

      “Long-lost loves are overrated. I’ve never found anyone worth hanging around for,” Willow said.

      Patricia stared at the cat and grinned.

      “I can’t hear what she says, but I know Willow talks to you. She always looks as if she’s in a snip. Like there’s a bad smell under her nose.”

      Penny laughed. It was the best description she had heard so far. Willow stood, put her tail up in the air and sauntered off while giving a long and ear-bending meow.

      “She can be a bit of a madam, but I have to say she has been extremely helpful to me with my spells. I don’t think I would’ve been ready. My magic side has been on the backburner most of my life. I can’t ignore it anymore though, if I want to use it in future.”

      “Well, we’re nearly finished here.”

      “I’d like to go back up to the attic and check on the boxes again. I want to see if I can discover more about Philomena and find that painting you mentioned.”

      The attic was cold, and Penny shivered as she wrapped a shawl about her shoulders. She went through more of the boxes until she was covered in dust. Some contained sheets and old drapes that smelled decidedly moldy. Others were threadbare and it was unlikely anyone would ever use them again. There were plates of all sizes with delicate patterns. It gave her an idea how she could join them together and make cake stands for some extra money.  She needed to be inventive if she was not going to go broke and end up on the street, taking Patricia and Brian with her.

      There were two boxes left. Penny sneezed loudly as she wiped the dust from the old wooden crate. She eased up the lid and sighed. No painting, but some very ugly candlesticks. They did look as though they were made of silver, so she would not look a gift horse in the mouth. She could sell them if she could find anyone desperate enough to buy them.

      The last box was pushed right back into the corner of the attic and she had to bend down and crawl in to get it out. She levered off the lid and found more old curtains. Part of her had been so sure she would discover something. A shiver went over her body as her hair stood on end. She turned, knowing a ghost was nearby. It was the man, Robert, from the stairs. He was pointing at the crate.

      “You know, things would be easier if you could just talk to me.”

      He pointed again. Maybe there was more than moth-eaten curtains in the box. Penny pulled out the drapes and laid them on the floor. Sure enough, there was something else in the bottom of the container, but it was wrapped in a blanket and jammed in tight. She worked her finger around the edge of the object and eased it out. It certainly had the shape of a painting. She sat on the floor and opened up the blanket. Tears came to her eyes as she peered at the painting of her great-great-grandmother wearing the famous necklace.

      The light from her lantern in the attic didn’t illuminate the painting so she wrapped it back up and carried it downstairs. She went to the parlor and placed it on the table. The frame was ornate and painted with what she presumed was gold leaf. The picture itself was of Philomena dressed in a beautiful red ballgown, sitting on a grand chair as if it were her throne. One hand was touching the necklace at her neck and the other was resting on the side of the chair.

      Philomena’s gaze was before her, and you could almost see the love in her eyes. There was a mirror on the wall behind her and it reflected a man. One Penny knew to be Robert, the man Philomena had loved. The door opened, and Patricia came in with a pot of tea. She poured and then examined the painting.

      “I can’t believe I found it. If only I could find the necklace then all would be good.”

      “Do you still have the poem? Now we have the two we might be able to work it out,” Patricia said.

      Penny ran upstairs to her room and brought down the faded piece of paper and placed it next to the painting.

      “Let’s look at each line and work it out,” Penny said.

      

      My heart was lost but can be found

      My love was given but thrown to the ground

      I look to save those who I hold dear

      To keep them safe from those I fear

      This house will be mine and for those who follow

      To find what you seek look below.

      

      “Well, her heart was lost has to refer to the necklace that’s shaped like a heart. She hid it from her husband so he couldn’t sell it,” Patricia said.

      “We have to assume she meant her husband threw her heart way, but it also might be that the necklace is buried in the ground. We’ve been looking in the wall for a hidden space, but maybe it’s beneath our feet,” Penny said.

      “She was trying to save her love. She must have thought her husband would kill Robert if he found out. Philomena had a hard life. I feel as if I would have liked to be her friend.” Patricia shook her head as she stared at the painting.

      “The last lines would indicate she wanted to hide the necklace for future generations. Maybe there were other clues, but we don’t have them and have to work the rest out ourselves. I also think the ghost of her lover is trying to tell us something. I just wish he could talk. I’ve seen him in various rooms and I thought he was pointing at me or the box but maybe he is pointing at the floor. If it was one place then I would get Brian to rip up the floorboards. At this rate we would have to pull up every floor in the house.”

      “You still have the locket. Can you do a spell? It belonged to her and maybe we will get an idea of what it all means.”

      Penny remembered a spell she had looked up before. She hadn’t attempted it for two reasons. One, it seemed very difficult, and two, the locket could end up destroyed if she messed it up. But they were fast running out of choices.

      Willow jumped up on the table and sniffed the picture frame.

      “You should try. I’ll help if I can,” Willow said.

      “I’ll have a go. I make no promises though.” She took the locket out of her pocket, opened it and placed it on the table. The faces of Philomena and Rupert stared back at her. One full of sadness and one full of anger. “I need a stiff drink before I do this.”

      Patricia poured them both a glass of brandy. Penny gulped it down and felt the burn of the fluid on her throat.

      “I knew about the magic you all perform but I’ve never seen it done. Thank you for trusting me, Penny.”

      “You may not say the same when we’re finished and your hair is singed and standing on end.”

      “I’ll take my chances. I trust you and your grumpy cat.”

      “The most I can do is try to obtain a memory. If something emotional happened while she was wearing the locket then the energy of that moment might still be trapped there.”

      Willow meowed, and Penny took a deep breath as she tried to remember the exact words of the spell. She started to recite the words and Willow purred. At least, that was what it would sound like to Patricia, but Penny could hear the words Willow was murmuring underneath.

      She held her hands above the locket and felt the warmth as her fingers tingled. She didn’t know if it was good or bad, but something was happening. A light seemed to emanate from the locket. Two small illusions of the real people in the pictures appeared. Philomena’s husband lunged forward as if he was going to throttle her, his hands around her throat as she tried to push him away. They appeared to fall backwards. Then he was on the floor and not moving. The next image was of Philomena on the floor rubbing her head. Rupert’s body disappeared, and there was a flash of light as his side of the locket exploded.

      They all jumped back as sparks flew and the locket bounced around. When the smoke settled, Penny moved forward and peered at the remains. The side of the locket with Philomena’s picture was still intact, but the other side was a mess of molten metal.

      “I’m sorry. I had a feeling my spell wouldn’t work or that I might not be able to hold it.”

      “No, you did really well. You obviously picked up on an important moment. I believe your great-great-grandmother was trying to send you a message. She’s sending all these clues to help us solve the mystery.”

      “It looked as though Rupert wanted to kill her. I wonder if he fell down the stairs. The first time I saw the ghost of Robert he appeared to be pointing to something at the foot of the stairs. Maybe it was the dead body.”

      “It could be, but then you said you’ve seen Robert elsewhere and he is always pointing down.”

      “I’ll ask my uncle when he comes. I’ve no intention of doing any more spells like that or I may set the house on fire.”

      Later that night she lay in bed, pondering the mysteries. Maybe she needed to concentrate more on getting some money a different way. Perhaps she could teach or find some local work. If she didn’t get some money soon, she would have to tell the family that she would lose the manor.
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      That had been the worse night’s sleep she had experienced since she moved to the house. Maybe she had made the ghosts agitated and it was getting to her. At this rate the family would arrive and not be greeted with a merry Christmas atmosphere but by ghosts howling from the rafters and dead bodies in the local village. She should have stayed in London.

      No. Penny had always been resilient, or maybe she was stubborn. The bottom line was she was not going to give in. So many times she had started something and not finished it. This time would be different.

      It was Christmas Eve tomorrow, and everyone would be arriving. She had one day left to solve the mysteries. With some breakfast inside her and wrapped up warm she headed off to the village.

      For now, she wanted go over all the clues and interview people again. She was sure something would turn up. Maybe there was a clue she had missed.

      The village hall was her first stop. The dressing room had been cleaned and everything was neat and tidy. She checked every inch, but it didn’t shed any new light on the problem. The rug on the floor moved as she walked across, and she had to grab the table to steady herself. Could Jacob’s death really have just been an accident because of a slippery floor? Why would he say he had been killed though, unless he was being a mischievous ghost? Jacob should have been able to stop himself from falling, though, as she did. She still believed he had been pushed.

      The next stop was the local shops and businesses where all the members of the cast and crew of the play were working. It seemed some of them remembered Molly having an argument with Jacob backstage and that Donald junior had visited. It was strange that Molly had not mentioned it. It appeared that some of the cast had decided she had something to do with the death and didn’t believe her. The actor who played the detective from the play felt he had it all sorted. The maid did it. Poor Molly.

      It was almost lunchtime, and the only people she hadn’t been able to talk to again, were Molly and Donald. The baker said Molly hadn’t come into work today because she was unwell. She said it was most inconvenient so close to Christmas. Donald wasn’t at work either, but his father was and complained loudly.

      “Not sure why I bother paying him. Used to spend half his time messing about with Jacob. I thought now the lad was gone my son might be more inclined to work, but no. If you see him, tell him if he doesn’t get here soon not to bother coming back at all.”

      Penny could see Donald’s father was an unpleasant man and could well believe him capable of violence. Jacob might have been taking up his son’s time, but that wasn’t really a motive for murder. She would head back to the manor and have some food. She needed to come up with another plan of action. Plus, no one had seen the father backstage and Donald junior, gave the impression the necklace was his.

      Patricia had chicken soup and fresh bread ready for lunch and Penny took some into the parlor. She was just tucking into her food when the doorbell rang. Maybe it was James and he would brighten up her day. Patricia answered the door. There was a knock at the parlor door and she showed Molly in. Well, Penny hadn’t expected that. She stood to greet her.

      “Take off your coat, Molly, and come and sit. You look pale and frozen. Can we get you something to eat or a rug?”

      “I’m fine, thank you. I don’t have much appetite at the moment.”

      “I’ll bring some tea,” Patricia said and left the room.

      “I called in earlier at the bakery and they said you were unwell.” Molly stared at her hands in her lap as she bit her bottom lip. Something was wrong, and Penny didn’t want to make her worry even more. “If you’re worried about something, I promise not to tell anyone.”

      “It won’t matter soon enough. The reason I didn’t go to work is because I was so sick. I’m pregnant.”

      Penny took Molly’s hand in hers. “Let me know what you want me to do?”

      “Everything was going well. Donald wanted to marry me and had even proposed. You were right when you said you’d seen the ring. I didn’t know I was pregnant then, but I hoped Donald would want to marry me anyway.”

      “Does this all have something to do with the death of Jacob?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The doorbell rang again. This time it was James. He stood by the door.

      “I’m sorry, I interrupted you both. I can call back later if you want. Unless you’re ill, Molly. Can I help?”

      “I’m not sick but I’m to have a baby, and Donald wanted to marry me but his father said no. Jacob is dead and everything’s going wrong.” She burst into tears.

      “When you saw Jacob the day of the fair, did he say more than you’ve told us?” Penny asked.

      “I told him I was going to marry Donald and he got angry. I don’t know what was going on, but what I was saying shouldn’t have bothered him that much.”

      “We believe you, Molly,” Penny said. “Some of the cast have said you had another disagreement backstage with Jacob. Is that true?”

      Molly nodded. “I said he would need to hold up his end of the deal. Donald was putting all his money in and we wouldn’t be able to afford to if we were married. He looked so angry I thought he might hit me. I’d not seen him like that before. I was scared.”

      “How can we help? What do you want us to do now?” Penny asked.

      “Will you come with me to see Donald? His father won’t fly off the handle if you’re there.”

      “Of course we will.” Penny didn’t want to say how unpleasant Donald’s father had been earlier or Molly wouldn’t be brave enough to go. If the worse happened she would find some way to look after Molly and the baby. She would not see them out on the streets. That was if she didn’t get thrown out of her own place as well.

      They walked to Donald’s house, and Molly knocked. Thankfully it was young Donald who answered and not his father. The way he gazed at Molly showed he still cared. They just needed to convince him that he could do what he wanted despite what his father said. He glanced across the green at the workshop. Penny turned around and was pleased that there was no sign of his father striding toward them.

      “Come inside before you all freeze.”

      They went into the front parlor and sat down. There was a moment of awkward silence, and Penny thought maybe this was a mistake, but Molly had asked for their help.

      “Donald, I asked Penny and the doctor to come with me because I wanted you to know I’m pregnant. I was afraid your father would be here and stop me seeing you.”

      Tears formed in Donald’s eyes as he moved forward and took Molly in his arms. Penny pulled a handkerchief from her bag and dabbed her own. The couple came apart and sat down.

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t stand up to him. I still want to marry you if you’ll have me. I’m not sure how we will cope. Most of my money was put into the business with Jacob.”

      “You might have more than you know,” Penny offered. “We’ve discovered a few things, but want you both to be completely truthful with us.”

      They nodded.

      The doctor stood. “We visited Jacob’s rooms and found a contract for an invention you’d both been involved with. It was for a substantial amount of money but it didn’t have your name on it.”

      Donald shook his head. “I thought something was going on. Jacob took my drawings to London with him to see the investor. He kept putting me off and saying the man wasn’t interested.”

      James continued, “He hadn’t returned the contract so I’d suggest you go and visit them yourself.”

      Now it was Penny’s turn to ask a question. “Before you do any of that I want to ask about Jacob’s death. You said you were backstage that evening, you argued and then you left, is that right?”

      “Yes. We pushed each other but he was standing when I left.”

      “What did you argue about, and why was your necklace was under the couch in the dressing room.” Penny pulled the necklace from her bag.

      Donald reached out and took the necklace in his hand and then put his hand in his pocket. “We argued about Molly. He said he cared for her. That was why I didn’t want to say anything. I didn’t want to involve her and he had been acting strange.” He squeezed Molly’s hand. “The necklace isn’t mine. Mine is broken. Look, I’ve had it in my pocket thinking I would get it fixed.”

      “Why did you not mention this before and who does this one belong to then?” Penny asked.

      “It’s my fathers. Look, he has a temper on him but he wouldn’t kill Jacob. I was trying to protect him, too. I wanted to ask him about it but every time I brought it up, he changed the subject. I didn’t have the necklace to prove anything.”

      The door to the room swung open and Donald’s father stormed in.

      “What’s that trollop doing here? I thought I said I never wanted to see her in my house again.”

      Donald stood eye to eye with his father and didn’t back down.

      “I’ve asked Molly to marry me and she’s accepted. I’ll not have you talk to her like that. And I’ve no intention of staying in this house with you anyway.”

      “You’re just like your mother, whining, complaining and running away.”

      “You leave Mum out of this. Miss Penelope and the doctor want to know where the necklace Mum gave you is? I asked you before about it, so talk.”

      Donald senior looked sheepish as he glanced at each person.

      “I lost it. What’s it to you lot anyway?”

      Donald held up the necklace, and Donald Senior went to grab it, but his son snatched his hand back.

      Penny stared him down. “Not so fast. We want to know what it was doing at the scene of Jacob’s death.”

      Donald senior went to the dresser and helped himself to a large whiskey and gulped it down.

      “I went to see Molly to tell her to stay away from Donald. Heard he was thinking of asking her to marry him and I was having none of it. She wants a free ride, that one. I’ll not have her under my roof.”

      Donald shook his head at his father.

      “Molly has not mentioned that she spoke to you that night,” Penny said.

      “Didn’t see her. But I wanted words with Jacob anyway. Been wasting my son’s money on hair-brained schemes. Just because I made some money in the War people want a free hand out all the time. Told him to clear out. He said he was leaving anyway, and Donald would get what was coming to him for stealing his girl.”

      “That’s rubbish. I was never Jacob’s girl. He was just a friend,” Molly said.

      “It still doesn’t explain the necklace,” Penny offered.

      “I grabbed him by the collar and told him to leave town. He said Donald was a fool and he didn’t need him anyway. Say what you want about me but I don’t like people talking bad about my boy. Jacob pushed me and I pushed back. He fell and I left. I’d no idea he’d hit his head and it would kill him.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this, Dad. I’ve been trying to protect you because I thought you were involved. You need to go and talk to the sergeant,” Donald said.

      “The hell I will. I don’t want to rot in jail. They think it was an accident. I heard Bert chatting about it.”

      Donald went up to his father. “People in the cast heard Molly and I have words with Jacob that night. They think we had something to do with it. I was protecting you when I knew about the necklace, because I don’t want you to go to prison. Now, I know it’s an accident you should clear our names.”

      Penny thought the elder might have been able to frighten his son in the past, but not now.

      “You will go, Dad, because if you don’t, I’ll tell people how you beat up Mum. Don’t think I don’t know about how you hit her where the bruises wouldn’t show. No one will do business with you by the time I’m finished.”

      “You wouldn’t do that after everything I’ve done for you.”

      “You lied about Mum, and you’ve used me as cheap labor for too long.”

      Penny held her breath as both men stood with hands fisted. Molly grabbed her arm and held on tight. James moved forward and placed himself between the two men. He looked straight at Donald senior.

      “You know we’ve all heard your confession, and the best thing for you is to go to the police.”

      “It’s not the best thing for me if they think I did it on purpose. I’ll get the noose.”

      The doctor stood. “I’ll back you up. I said to the sergeant I thought the death was probably accidental.”

      “I’ll go, will you come with me, Doc?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll not be here when you come back, Dad. You and I have a lot of issues to deal with.”

      The doctor and Donald senior left for the local police station. Penny touched Molly’s arm. “I want you both to come back to the manor and wait for James to get back.”

      They wrapped up warm and headed off. Penny had made new friends and would do everything in her power to help them.
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      They walked to the manor together, and Patricia made them hot drinks while they waited. Two hours later James turned up.

      “Your father has gone home now and the police were happy with his story. To be honest, I believe the sergeant was relieved it was all sorted,” James said.

      Penny poured him and Donald a brandy and herself a glass of wine.

      “We’ll all be very busy with a wedding and a baby to be sorted,” Molly said.

      James patted Donald on the back. “I was thinking you could move into the spare room at my place until you and Molly find somewhere. I hear the Melson house might be up for rent soon.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Molly said.

      Penny could see the tears in her friends’ eyes but wanted to do more. “My family arrives tomorrow on Christmas Eve and we’re having dinner together. I wondered if you would all like to come. I’ve discussed it with Patricia and she thinks it would be lovely as well.”

      James smiled at her. “I can say yes, unless one of my patients calls me away.”

      Molly was looking at her with a raised eyebrow. “That’s very nice, and today has been a strange one, but you’re holding something back. You’ve helped us, so it’s our turn to help you.”

      “I do have a problem, but I may have some ideas about solving it. My grandparents were not very good with money, and my parents are still in Australia. They only have enough to look after themselves. What I’m trying to say is that if I can’t find some money, I’ll have to sell the manor.”

      “No, we can’t have that,” James said.

      Penny took a deep breath at the thought of what she was about to say. They might all think her mad. Maybe she was.

      “I’m going to tell you some things that might make you look at me in a different light. Since I moved into the house, I’ve seen ghosts.” Penny waited for the reaction, and for people to get up and run a way. They didn’t. In fact, Molly was beaming from ear to ear.

      “I always thought this place was haunted. That’s so exciting, but how is that going to help you raise money. Are you going to do haunted tours?”

      “No, but that might be an idea for the future. I’ve been able to see ghosts for a few years now. Usually someone who has gotten stuck and can’t pass over. I help them. When I first got here, I saw my grandparents and they said goodbye.”

      Donald looked across at James. “You’re a man of science. Do you believe this?”

      “I’m a lot more accepting of things since I was in the War. You tend to see a lot of things you thought weren’t possible.”

      Penny knew that was a tactical answer from him, and she wasn’t going to give his secret away.

      “I’ve also seen another ghost that I believe to be my great-great-grandmother, Philomena. There’s a man I’ve seen as well who was my great-great-grandfather, Robert. I’ve a feeling that something amiss happened here. I want to understand.”

      “How are ghosts going to help you save the house?” Donald asked.

      “Patricia said that Philomena’s first husband was gambling away her fortune and that she hid her jewelry so that he wouldn’t sell it. I’ve been looking for the necklace but can’t find it.”

      “Maybe she used all the money back then to keep the manor going,” James offered.

      “She might have sold some, but the story is that after her first husband died, she had an accident and couldn’t remember where she’d hidden it. I’ve searched everywhere but can’t find anything. I’ve a poem, a locket and a painting, but they haven’t helped.”

      “So, what do you want us to do?” Molly said enthusiastically.

      “I was thinking we could have a séance, and maybe the ghosts will tell us where the jewelry is.”

      “That sounds amazing. I’m in,” Molly said.

      “Patricia is going to join us as well. Brian said he has no intention of being involved, but that’s good because we might need someone if we all run screaming from the room.”

      The others followed her through to the library and they sat around the table that was usually covered in books. Patricia came in and joined them.

      “I don’t know if this is going to work, but thank you all for lending your energy to trying to talk to the others,” Penny said.

      “I’ll be honest,” Donald said. “I don’t think we’re going to see anything.”

      “Then we’ve nothing to lose, and we’ll just have to go over the whole house with a magnifying glass until we find the necklace.”

      Penny sat down with James on one side and Molly on the other. Patricia sat opposite and nodded, giving her the strength to go on. She reached out and took the hands of those next to her. James squeezed hers. Penny suddenly realized how lucky she was to have come home and made such wonderful friends. They didn’t question her but accepted what she did, and she adored them for it.

      Penny closed her eyes and tried to imagine her great-great-grandmother. She pictured Philomena in her dress in the painting, with the beautiful ruby necklace around her neck. The familiar feeling of warmth wafted over her. A gasp came from Molly. Penny opened her eyes to see Philomena standing at the door to the room. She kept glancing back over her shoulder. The ghost was there, but Penny was pretty sure Philomena couldn’t see them. Maybe they were just seeing a moment from the past.

      Penny closed her eyes again to see if she could connect with anyone else. When she opened her eyes this time, she could see the ghost of Rupert, and his hands were around Philomena’s neck. Another ghost appeared next to them, and Penny recognized her great-great-grandfather, Robert. The two men fought and then appeared to fall. Then the ghosts were gone.

      James took both of Penny’s hands in his.

      “Are you all right? You look so pale. Maybe we should stop this before you get hurt.”

      “I might be misguided, but I feel I’m needed to finish something here. Not just because they’re my family but because they’re trapped, experiencing this scene over and over. We have to help them let go. I’m going to try to make Rupert come back.”

      Penny concentrated on his image in her mind. It seemed to be getting easier, and when she opened her eyes again his ghost was standing next to the table. Unlike before, when he was caught in the loop of his death, this time he was staring straight at her.

      “Who are you people?” he said, though his voice sounded like an echo.

      “My name is Penny. I live here and these are my friends. Time has passed, Rupert. I inherited this house from my grandparents.”

      “You bear a resemblance to my wife,” Rupert replied.

      “She was my great-great-grandmother. You need to move on, Rupert. It’s only causing you pain to stay here and repeat history.”

      “I was so angry for a long time, but you’re right and I’m ready. If you talk to Phili, tell her I’m sorry. I’ve wanted to say that so many times to her over the years but couldn’t.” He shook his head. “What do I do?”

      “I’ll call someone to come and take you over. I promise to let Phili know. I’m sure she’ll forgive you.”

      A bright light formed next to Penny and a translucent figure could be seen. It looked female but didn’t speak. The ghost reached out its hand toward Rupert and, though hesitant at first, he took it and, in that instant, disappeared.

      “Why didn’t you ask him about the jewelry?” Donald asked.

      “He wouldn’t have known. Philomena had hidden it from him. If we’re to gain any more clues it will be from her. Is everyone all right and ready to try again.” They all nodded, and she shut her eyes. It was easy to imagine Philomena. When she opened her eyes, Robert and Philomena stood across the table from her. Her great-great-grandmother glanced around. Penny assumed she was expecting Rupert to appear.

      “He’s gone, Phili.”

      She grasped Robert’s hand, and Penny saw tears forming in the ghost’s eyes.

      “You’re my descendant, I believe.”

      “Yes, I’m Penny, and these are my friends. We saw that you were caught in a loop and wanted to free you so you could pass over. We need your help first. We don’t have much money and I’ll have to sell the house. We’ve been looking for the jewels that we were told might be hidden.”

      Philomena glanced at Robert as she bit her lip. Things didn’t look good given the way she shook her head.

      Robert spoke next. “I was the local blacksmith here when Rupert and Phili were married. The scene you saw before was when Rupert became angry because he couldn’t find the jewels to pay his gambling debts. He was going to kill Phili and I stopped him, but we all fell down the stairs. Rupert was killed and Phili was sick for a long time. She hit her head and has no memory of where the jewels are.”

      This was not the news Penny had hoped for. “How did you manage to keep the house going with no money?”

      Philomena shook her head. “When Rupert died, we were able to sell a property he possessed. It could only be done upon his death or he would have sold it himself to pay his gambling debts. Ours was not a happy marriage.”

      “He wanted to tell you he was sorry but couldn’t. He was trapped in the loop, the same as you.”

      “It’s true that until now we have all been here in the house but separate.”

      “That must have been torture for you all.”

      “When your grandparents were here, we thought they could see us but couldn’t speak to them. We’d given up hope until you came along,” Phili said.

      “I’ll help you to go over, but is there anything else you remember at all. We have the poem and the picture.” Penny placed the items on the table. The ghosts stared, and then Phili peered back at her.

      “I remember the day the painting was done. I wore the necklace all day, and then it was hidden. I can’t remember where. I’m sure the two things are connected. I just can’t recall how.”

      James stood and stared down at the painting. “Where is this? Can you remember what room?”

      “It looks like the ballroom room at the front of the house. Why?” Philomena replied.

      “Maybe the painting is showing us. Follow me. And Donald? Bring one of those chairs,” James said.

      Penny and the others, including the ghosts, followed him. Once in the ballroom he placed the chair in the middle.

      “Molly, can you sit in it?” Penny said.

      They compared the picture to where Molly was but it wasn’t right. Ten minutes later, after moving the chair around, they thought they had the right position.

      “Hold your hand in the same position as Phili in the painting.” Penny could see he was right. Molly looked exactly like Phili and her finger pointed to the floor. He pulled back the carpet to reveal the polished floorboards beneath.

      Patricia came forward. “Before any of you get any ideas about wrecking the floor when we have visitors coming, you can stop right there. I’ll get Brian to come and do it properly.”

      Five minutes later Brian was back with his tools. When he walked in and saw the ghosts, his mouth hung open.

      “You’re catching flies, dear. The ghost won’t bite.”

      They all watched over his shoulder as the floorboards were lifted. For a moment Penny was disappointed as there didn’t seem to be anything but dust that had built up over the years. Brian ran a small hand-brush back and forth, revealing a small leather pouch. It was so covered in dust you could easily have missed it. Brian sneezed and handed the package to Penny.

      The ghosts watched on as she undid the leather tie and tipped out the contents. The necklace she had viewed so many times in the picture rested in her hands, but the bag still felt heavy. Molly held out her palms as a beautiful pearl necklace, gold and silver bracelets, and earrings tumbled forth. Penny couldn’t help the screech of delight that left her lips. Then she remembered the ghosts nearby.

      “Thank you so much, Phili. This means we’ll be able to stay here. I’ll always make sure everyone knows it was you who kept the house in the family.”

      Phili wore a beaming smile as she clasped the translucent hand of Robert.

      “It’s time we went over. I look forward to meeting all those that have already gone through. I may even find peace with Rupert.”

      Penny closed her eyes and called with her mind. The connection was quick, and when she opened her eyes the spirit was there to take them on their final journey. As they disappeared, words echoed in Penny’s head.

      “You have a gift.”

      Penny didn’t know who had said the words, but for now was so happy her heart felt lighter than it had in months. “Let’s return to the library and examine these,” she said, and the others followed, except Brian.

      “I’ll stay here and fix the floor. We’ve visitors coming, and I don’t want someone to break their leg falling in a hole.”

      In the parlor, Penny and Molly placed their treasure trove on the table, and Patricia brought over a lamp. The jewels glittered in the light like twinkling stars. There was more than she could ever have imagined.

      “How much do you think it’s all worth?” she asked.

      James replied. “I’ve a friend in Bath who is a jeweler. I’ll get them assessed for you if you like. I feel they will be more than enough for you to be able to keep the house going.”

      “I should like to keep some for memory’s sake, but needs must.” Her mind was bursting with ideas of what she could do with the manor. “We should celebrate with champagne.”

      Patricia got them all glasses and they drank champagne to the future.

      Later, Penny walked to the door and waved goodbye to everyone. Molly said she would be back in the morning to help get everything ready for the visitors. Her mind couldn’t stop with all the excitement, and she doubted she would be able to sleep. Penny needed to as she would be tested by her uncle, and she had done little practice in the last few days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      It was Christmas Eve, and the family would be here by midafternoon. Penny was excited, and even Willow seemed to have a bounce in her step. She had so much to tell her relatives. She went to the garden to pick some mistletoe, which she placed above a few doors around the house. She hoped James would get the hint and try to steal a Christmas kiss. She wouldn’t stop him if he did.

      The morning was spent in the kitchen with Patricia as they prepared food for the evening. The meal would be a lovely cooked ham and vegetables. They had the turkey ready for the next day and prepared as much as they could. It was going to be wonderful to have the house full of happiness and laughter.

      After lunch she went up to her room and practiced her spells. Willow sat in attendance, watching every move.

      “I believe you’ll do. I’ve met your great uncle and he can be grumpy, but underneath he is a big softy.”

      “Just like you,” Penny said as she scratched Willow behind her ear. She might be a snooty cat but that always made her purr. Penny got dressed and ran downstairs as the doorbell went. It was Molly, and she was thrilled her friend had arrived to give her some moral support before the family turned up.

      “The place smells wonderful. Even with my morning sickness I feel tempted to try some of the food. Now tell me what you need me to do.”

      “We have to set the table and get out the glassware. I’ve some champagne on ice so we can all celebrate Christmas and finding the jewels.”

      Within a few hours, everything looking wonderful.

      “I also wanted to talk to you about something before the others arrive. I was thinking that we could do your wedding reception here if you like. The ballroom is big enough, and Patricia has agreed.”

      “I couldn’t put you to all that bother.”

      “I have an ulterior motive. I know we have the jewels, but I believe I need to prepare for the future. We could use the venue for receptions. There’s a village church. Brian can provide the flowers. I can do the photography, and maybe you could do the cakes. You would be my guinea pig, and we can find out if it works.”

      “I’d love to. I’m not sure how I’ll cope when the baby comes along, but my mother said she’ll help.” Molly hugged her.

      “It’s all settled then. Talk to Donald later and set a date.”

      “What about romance between you and the doctor,” Molly said with a wicked grin.

      “Well, I’ve lots of mistletoe about, so let’s hope he gets the hint and I get a kiss.”
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        * * *

      

      Penny checked on Patricia in the kitchen and they all talked about the future wedding venture. For the first time in ages there seemed to be an element of hope and happiness in the house. Penny was still sad the ghosts had gone when she had just been getting to know them, especially Phili. It had been the right time, though. The doorbell rang and Penny couldn’t wait.

      The first to arrive were Annabel and her husband, Isaac. As always, she was immaculately dressed. Isaac had been a pilot in the War and still bore the scars on his face and body. He looked fearsome and aloof, but adored Annabel, and that was enough for Penny. He had also gotten them out of some scary situations. They hugged, and she took their coats. Annabel glanced around the old manor house.

      “This place is wonderful, but do I sense some spirits have recently departed?”

      Penny wasn’t surprised at the comment.

      “Yes, our ancestors have just left. I’ve so much to tell you, but I’ll wait until Uncle gets here. This is my friend, Molly who lives locally. WE plan on going into business together. For now, let me show you to your room so you can settle in.”

      Two hours later and everyone had arrived, including Donald and James. They settled around the big table in the dining room. Penny told them about all the events in the village and how they discovered the jewels. They all agreed her ideas for the future sounded wonderful. All she needed to do now was pass the test with her uncle. She wasn’t sure she would get much sleep, but Uncle Clive kissed her on the cheek goodnight and said he would see her bright and early in the morning.

      The doctor was coming for Christmas lunch, and Molly and Donald were going to her mother’s. His father would have Christmas alone, and hopefully it might make him appreciate what he’d had in the past. Penny joined everyone as they placed presents under the tree to be opened on Christmas Day. A package had even arrived from her parents in Australia.

      James seemed to completely miss the mistletoe, though Penny glanced up at it a few times.

      “He’ll never get the hint,” Willow said as she sauntered off.
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        * * *

      

      Penny jumped out of bed in the morning and smiled. She didn’t feel nervous at all. It was Christmas Day, and she was so excited about everything. Downstairs she grabbed a cup of tea and found Patricia already busy preparing the Christmas lunch.

      “Well, off you go, and let me know how it goes. Your uncle is in the library. If I hear an explosion, I’ll know something didn’t quite go as planned. Take that cat with you as well. She keeps trying to push sausage rolls off the table.”

      Penny knocked on the door, and Willow followed her inside. Uncle Clive was sitting by the fire next to the Christmas tree and made her think of Father Christmas with his white beard and red jumper. She sat opposite with her hands in her lap.

      “I hear from Willow that you’ve been practicing and are doing well. I only want you to do one spell for me today, that is to make fire.”

      Penny could not believe her luck. This was the one spell she practiced more than any other. To fail and never be allowed to use magic again was something she didn’t want to contemplate. She concentrated on the wick of the candle and imagined it glowing as she recited the words of the spell. The wick sizzled, sparked and lit up. Her uncle smiled.

      “I should let you know I’m more than happy with your skills. Willow is the true tester, not me.”

      Penny gave a sly look at her cat.

      “What I wanted to talk to you about is how you must honor the responsibility you have with magic and do no harm. I also have a message from the other side. They may be sending the odd ghost to you for help to pass over. It seems you have a gift.”

      Penny was more than happy with that.

      “There’s one other thing they imparted to me. It seems you’re not the only witch in the village. It seems we have a wizard as well.”

      “Doctor James.”

      “Yes, but he doesn’t know it yet. He fights it because he’s a man of science. He’ll come around with your help. Now, be off with you and let me finish my cup of tea in peace before the madness begins.”

      Penny kissed her uncle’s forehead and headed back to the kitchen to help Patricia. It was almost lunchtime, and everyone was up and busy when the doorbell rang. It was James, and he had a basket of presents in his hand. He placed them under the tree and went to follow her to the dining room where everyone was gathered. Before she could get through the door, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her back into his arms.

      “What is it?” Penny asked.

      James pointed to the mistletoe above their heads. Penny stood on tiptoe as he kissed her lips.

      She gave him a big smile and took his hand. “That is the best Christmas present I could have asked for.”
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        Sunnyville – where magic and murder collide

      

      

      Ezra Thornton doesn’t believe in magic. He believes in strong coffee, logic, and to-do lists. When one of the locals is found dead a week before Christmas, he is not fearful like the rest of Sunnyville’s people. He is sure it is a personal vendetta that has nothing to do with him. Life for Ezra is the same each day, and while the murder unsettles him, it doesn’t worry him. Until the day he finds a note on his front door that looks very much like the note the murderer left for his last victim. And when Ezra stumbles across a door that leads to another dimension, he knows that life is not nearly as black and white as he once thought. Especially when a woman floats up to him, hugs him, and says ‘I’m so glad you’re finally home’. As if life wasn’t already turned upside down for Ezra, he’s now solving a murder from his world with a woman he’s almost certain isn’t human.
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      The coffee in my hand was lukewarm, and I wasn’t happy. I had been going to Master Froth for years, and while it wasn’t as trendy as some of the newer places, it was predictable in all the right ways. In a world of constant changes it was nice to have that one place where everything was always the same. Mike had dubbed himself Master Froth when he’d attended a coffee course one day many years ago. Instead of completing the week-long course, he’d quit after a day and opened his own café. Master Froth was a small place, with booths, 80s-inspired posters, and various rock n roll memorabilia. I usually liked it, but during the Christmas season it looked more like Santa’s play area than a café. To say I didn’t like Christmas was an understatement, and the only two reasons I still frequented Master Froth during this time was because Mike was my friend, and the coffee was always good. Today, however, it was not. It also didn’t help that Christmas carols were playing inside on a loop. That always messed with my mood.

      “It’s cold,” I said to Marvin. This was another weird quirk of Mike’s, who had made it his mission to only hire people whose names started with M. He’d done well in finding them, too, although I had my suspicions when it came to Martha. I could swear her name was really Angela. When I’d asked her, she insisted it was Martha, and I’d let her be. I’d often thought of changing my name but I hadn’t had the galls to do so.

      “It’s not cold,” Marvin said. “It’s the perfect temperature. A lot of research went into this, and according to science, this is the ideal way to drink coffee.”

      “So you’re telling me this is on purpose?” I could feel my eyebrows lifting as I regarded a man I once very much thought of as intelligent.

      “It’s on purpose,” Marvin said. “And so far you’re the only customer who has complained.”

      “That’s because people are too afraid of Mike to say anything,” I pointed out. Mike was my best friend, but I was aware of the stark differences between us when we stood together. I looked like I belonged in a room of computers, while Mike looked like he’d be at ease with a gang of bikers.

      “Mike isn’t here,” Marvin said. “He’ll be back tomorrow. But he was the one who told me to do this.”

      I groaned. “It sounds like a very Mike thing to do. The coffee is awful.”

      “The coffee is the same,” Marvin said. “It’s the temperature that’s different.”

      “Which has a direct impact on the way it tastes.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Marvin said.

      “Is it? I can’t eat my soup if it’s gone cold. Can you?”

      “That is not the same thing.”

      I grinned because I had made the perfect point. “Yes it is, and you know it. Can you please make me another one, at the normal temperature?”

      “Can’t I just heat this one up for you?”

      I gasped. “You can’t heat coffee up!”

      Marvin rolled his eyes and snatched the cup from me. “Fine. I’ll make you another one, but you’re paying for it.”

      “Do you always talk to your customers this way?”

      “Only the annoying ones,” Marvin yelled with his back toward me as he stormed to the counter to remake my coffee.

      Once he’d handed me the new one, I took a sip and yelped. “This one is scorching hot.”

      “You’re giving me a headache,” Marvin said.

      I handed him a note and told him I didn’t need change. I wanted a new coffee, but I knew well enough not to push it. Marvin, just like the other staff members, always seemed a little ruffled around the Christmas season.

      “This will do,” I said.

      I left the café feeling strange. I didn’t like change. Nor did I like cold coffee. I took another sip of my coffee and winced. Or scorching coffee.

      My tongue was numb, and even when my drink had settled to the right temperature, it didn’t taste the same. I wasn’t one who believed in superstition, but the coffee interaction had made me uneasy. It felt very much like something was going to happen that day. Something once again out of my control. I shook my head. I was being ridiculous. For someone who didn’t believe in fallacy and fantasy, I sure was acting as though I did.

      

      I was happy to get home, as I always was. Home was the place I liked most. It was a small, freestanding house with a little yard, a front porch, and a wall around it. It was different to most of the other houses in the area, which seemed to mimic the style of London. Not that I’d been there, but I’d watched enough television to know. I had never liked houses where the walls of the one touched the walls of another. Mike stayed in a house like this, and if you pressed your ear against the wall you could hear the neighbors. Mike, being prone to gossip, spent a lot of time listening, and he always walked around with a slightly red ear thanks to his snooping activities. Whenever I went to his house, I imagined the people next door doing the same, ears squished on their side of the wall as they tried to listen to our conversation. I’d taken to talking quietly, but with Mike’s booming voice it probably sounded like he was talking to himself. My house might be small, but at least it was private. Mike liked to tease me that I was an eighty-year-old man living in a thirty-four-year-old body. He said men my age were meant to go out and see the world, meet women, drink until they passed out, and spend money on things that weren’t important. But I wasn’t Mike. And if that’s what other men my age were doing, then I was more than happy to be called eighty.

      

      I made myself a new cup of coffee, settling for subpar homemade brew to get rid of the bitterness of Master Froth’s new below-average blend. It was Sunday, and my fridge was fully stocked for the week. I pulled out my Sunday mid-morning box, took out a muffin, and then headed to the living room to watch my favorite weekend show. Tracking Time was an old series that had recently made resurgence into modern society, with all the fifty-to-sixty-year-olds watching it for nostalgia’s sake. I liked it because it reminded me of a quieter time, where men wore tailored suits and women sewed. I’d once mentioned it to Mike and he told me never to speak like that in public.

      “Why not?” I’d asked him. “What’s wrong with wishing to be born in a different era?”

      “Do you even listen to yourself sometimes? You want to be born in an era where all women know how to sew? That’s a little chauvinistic, don’t you think?”

      Mike confused me sometimes, and this conversation had only strengthened that. “People seemed happy then.”

      “Why don’t you learn how to sew?”

      “You’re crazy.”

      Mike shook his head. “Do me a favor, Ezra. Run your thoughts by me before you speak to the rest of the public. You’re going to need a filter.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about. But you don’t have to worry. I do my best not to talk to most people.”

      I wasn’t lying. I really didn’t enjoy speaking to the outside world. It was surprising that I was even such good friends with Mike considering how different he was to me. But Mike had always been there for me. I couldn’t remember when we had met, or how we’d become friends. I just always remember him being a part of my life. This was weird, come to think about it. Surely I should recall the day I met someone whom I considered one of my best friends. I made a mental note to ask him about this the next time I saw him.

      I flipped through the channels to get to Tracking Time, but stopped when a news report caught my eye. It was Charlie News, Channel Three’s most beloved anchorman, with a worried look on his face. Unlike the rest of the town, I’d never thought much about Charlie. He was always a little too excited about everything. Also, there was no way his name was real. Charlie News? Come on, who was he fooling?

      The reason I stopped was because Charlie never looked worried. His expression took me by surprise, and it suddenly became imperative that I found out what was going on. I turned up the volume and leaned forward, a little like a kid about to watch his favorite cartoon. Although, in this case, I was certain I wasn’t about to watch something that would make me happy.

      “I’d like to warn everyone in the town to remain vigilant,” Charlie said. “What has happened here has shocked us all, but you can be certain we have the best people on the job, and justice will be served. For now, I’d like to extend my sincere condolences to the Tribble family. Tony will be missed by us all. More updates to follow in the evening news.”

      I stared at the screen long after Charlie’s face had disappeared from it. What was going on? Was Tony Tribble dead? And what did that have to do with any of us? Why were we to remain vigilant? I got out my phone and typed Tony’s name into the search bar, and the first thing that came up surprised me. Tony was dead, and not by any accident. There had been a murder in our sleepy little town. I thought of the cold coffee I’d had this morning. I knew something weird was going on. I sighed. I hadn’t known Tony all that well, so while I felt sad that he’d gone under such horrible circumstances, I would be lying if I said it affected me.

      I was about to switch to Tracking Time, when my doorbell rang. Who on earth was coming to see me? Nobody ever visited without first checking with me. I hated unexpected guests almost as much as I hated Christmas. When I opened the door I was surprised to find my neighbor Thomas standing there with that dumb expression he always got whenever he was shocked by something. This was more often than not.

      “What’s going on?” I asked him.

      “Didn’t you hear the news?” Thomas gasped. He sounded as if he’d been running a marathon and I had a feeling mine wasn’t the first door he’d knocked on. “Tony Tribble was murdered.”

      “I heard,” I said. “Awful news.”

      “But…aren’t you scared?”

      I frowned. “Scared of what?”

      “Tony was murdered.”

      “I know. What does that have to do with me? People get murdered all the time.”

      “But not in this town,” Thomas said.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it. I’m sure we’re safe.”

      “But…”

      “It’s going to be fine, Thomas,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Thomas looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. He mumbled something I couldn’t understand and left without saying goodbye. Instead of closing my door, I kept it open to see where he went next. As expected, he went knocking on someone else’s door. A door with a Christmas wreath hanging proudly on the exterior, a door just like all the others down the road. Except mine, of course. If I was going to hang anything on my door it would be a sign telling people I wasn’t home. The man opened the door, listened to Thomas, and pulled him in for a hug. Then the two of them went down the road, probably to gather more like-minded troops. I closed my door and locked it before anyone else could visit. I sighed. I had always liked my sleepy little town. A murder was the last thing I needed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      People often asked me if I got lonely working from home, and their questions always surprised me. I had never felt loneliness in my life. Other than Mike, it was safe to say I had acquaintances more than friends, but this was from my own choosing. If I wanted to have friends, I’d go out and make some. I was a relatively slim thirty-four-year-old man with a decent head of hair and enviable smooth skin from years of sun avoidance. I was knowledgeable in most areas of life and could hold a decent conversation with almost anyone. Unless they wanted to talk about celebrities. Then I wasn’t interested. I could easily make friends if I wanted to. I simply didn’t. I had thought about it once, after maybe one too many glasses of wine, but I hadn’t come up with a viable reason other than that humans annoyed me. I was aware that I was a part of the human race too, but I had never felt like I belonged. Even Mike, with all his efforts with me, got a little too much for me after a while. I had read an article recently about introverts, and for a while it made me feel as if I wasn’t alone. The article was so well written and had hit home so much that it almost felt as though I had been the one to write it. It had made such an impact on me that I’d stalked the writer on social media, something I had never done before. I figured maybe I could tell this woman how much her article had meant to me. I’d even entertained the notion that maybe she and I could become friends. Then she could write a new article about how she was a little less of an introvert after meeting me. It was all sunshine and roses for a while in my mind. Until I found her on Instagram with endless photos of her hanging out with her friends and posting selfies of her heavily filtered face. That was not the account of an introvert. After that I’d shut down all my own accounts. I shouldn’t have had them in the first place. But with most of the news these days being shared through social media, it was no wonder I now had no idea what was going on in our town. The murder had happened the day before, and I hadn’t known what chaos I was about to walk into when I decided to pop into the store to get something. The store was quiet, and the carols playing from the loudspeaker seemed even more brash than usual to me.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked Paul.

      I only knew his name was Paul because of his name badge. We lived in a small town, where everyone knew everyone, except for me. They all seemed to know me, but the same couldn’t be said of the reverse. Most people just looked familiar to me, but I couldn’t tell anyone much about them. I had definitely seen Paul before. Round nose, round face, round eyes, black hair, gray eyes. He looked like he’d been drawn by someone whose only tools were a pencil and a mathematical compass. I had written about him once. As I did with most people. I may not know their names or much about them, but I could describe them. As a writer, these notes were important to me.

      Paul looked at me as if I had lost my mind, as most people in this town regarded me. “They’re staying indoors, keeping their doors locked.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t tell me they’re scared of a little murder?”

      “A little murder? You didn’t really say that, did you? One of our own died, Ezra. This is no little issue. This is huge. And of course people are scared. This has never happened here before.”

      I sighed. In a way he was right. “I know, but just because we live in a small town doesn’t mean we’re immune to this sort of thing. We’re still a part of the world. And in the real world, murders happen.”

      “But it’s not just that it happened, it’s how it happened.”

      “How did it happen?” I asked.

      I was trying hard not to get involved, but the storyteller in me wanted to know more. I often wondered if the reason I didn’t need friends was because I was constantly living in my own make-believe world. And in my world of fantasy creations, real humans always seemed boring to me. It often came as a surprise to people when they discovered that I wrote fantasy, but it was because of my strong desire for a black-and-white world that I so often needed an escape to the mysterious. I never read fantasy, but I wrote it. I was a walking contradiction, and nobody knew that better than me.

      “You don’t know?” Paul asked.

      “Fill me in.”

      “Don’t you read the papers? Watch the news? It’s all over Facebook, too. Everyone’s talking about it.”

      “I’m not on Facebook.”

      “Of course you’re not,” Paul said. I couldn’t figure out if he was insulting me, but I didn’t care. I was used to people taking digs at me.

      “So what happened?” I asked.

      Paul leaned closer to whisper, even though no other people were near. “Tony Tribble was poisoned.”

      I laughed. “No, he wasn’t.”

      “Why are you laughing?”

      “Because people don’t get poisoned. That sounds like a story from one of my novels.”

      “Well, it wasn’t. This really happened. They found it in his coffee. Also, there was a note.”

      “A note? From who?” I was now the one drawing closer. I leaned back the moment I caught myself doing it. It was so easy to get caught up in gossip. I should just walk away, but I needed the story to be complete. Even when I hated a book I had to know how it ended.

      “A note from the killer.”

      “You’re messing with me,” I said.

      “I’m not, Ezra. You see, I told you this was serious. The killer left a note.”

      “What did it say?”

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “You shouldn’t be here? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Paul shook his head. “I have no idea. Look.” Paul lifted a newspaper from the stack next to him where the front page showed a close-up of the note. It was written in childlike handwriting on a scrap of paper, almost as if the decision to write it had been last minute.

      “Bizarre.”

      Paul threw the paper into my bags even though I hadn’t bought it. “It’s a lot more serious than you think. Go home, Ezra, and keep safe.”

      “Why aren’t you at home?”

      “Unfortunately someone has to be here.” Paul’s tone changed slightly, as if he was declaring his bravery to the world. Paul, the cashier, here to save the planet.

      

      Paul was starting to annoy me. His tone had shifted to one of self-importance, and I simply had no time for people like that. A murder by poison with a note from the killer was certainly unusual for this town, but it didn’t mean the rest of the inhabitants were at risk. I pondered this as I made my way home through the ghostlike town. With everyone hiding in their homes, the streets were almost empty, and for the first time I felt as if I could breathe. I wasn’t glad that Tony Tibble had been murdered, but I was enjoying the aftermath of the event. I thought I liked my hometown, but maybe it was time for me to look into relocating somewhere with wide-open spaces. Fewer people, that’s what I needed. Also, Tony Tibble had always seemed like the sort of man who was keeping a secret. I felt certain I’d even written about it once. When I got home, I shoved all the post from my front door onto the kitchen counter and made my way to my writer’s nook to find my character book. I had a few of them, but I was sure Tony was in the first one, as I couldn’t remember writing about him recently. It took me a while to find him because I didn’t put anyone’s names at the top. I’d figured if someone ever found my books they wouldn’t be able to accuse me of writing about them because no names were ever mentioned.

      “Ah, here you are,” I said out loud as I located his page.

      

      What a small man. From the back you’d think he was really an old woman, with white wispy hair that fell in layers down his slightly hunched back. His face, in contrast to his body, is large, and the wrinkles on his face so deep they make me wonder if the tears fall through them like rivers when he cries. He’s an odd man, neither friendly or mean. His voice is low and monotonous, so dreamlike that you go into a trance when talking to him. He’s an active member of the community and yet there’s something about him I can’t place. Something that doesn’t sit right with me. It’s like he’s keeping a secret.

      

      “I knew it,” I said as I closed the book. I had no idea what had gotten into me. It wasn’t like me to talk to myself. The sound bounced off the walls.

      There was something going on with Tony, and the murder only proved it. People were worried for no reason. He had been poisoned because someone had a personal vendetta against him. This wasn’t a sporadic kill. This had been planned, and the killer had gone after Tony for a reason. Only time would tell whether the town was safe. I put the book back on its place on the shelf, and went back to collect the post. Now that I’d figured things out with the murder I could focus on how annoyed I was that the postman had once again dumped all my letters at my door when I had a perfectly good mailbox. He’d also dropped promotional pamphlets despite the sign on my door saying I do not accept them. I wasn’t sure why I was so surprised. Nobody seemed to take their jobs seriously these days. I went through the letters, which consisted of bills and pamphlets, the usual rubbish, and almost threw away a note that was shoved in between them. The only reason I stopped was because the handwriting seemed so familiar. I pulled it out and dropped the note. I stared at it on the floor. It had fallen face up, so the writing could still be seen. I had no idea how to react to it. I usually wasn’t a very reactive person anyway. No matter the situation, I could always look at something from a place of calm. But I’d never had anything like this happen to me. The note, which I now realized was written in the same handwriting as Tony Tipple’s murderer, was addressed to me. The childish writing only made the whole thing more eerie. I shivered as I read it over and over again. Ezra, you’re next.
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      The note remained on the floor for the rest of the day. I went to bed early, just to avoid it, but couldn’t sleep. I tried to read, but I got through three chapters without absorbing anything. I tried to watch a movie, but a serial killer was mentioned and I could no longer concentrate. I thought about writing out my feelings, but the words would not come. I must’ve eventually fallen asleep because when I woke I was on the floor. It wasn’t the first time this had happened to me, and every time was when I had too much on my mind. On most mornings I woke to a bed that looked as if it hadn’t been slept in. I usually slept on top of the covers because I didn’t like anything touching my feet, and the only thing I would have to do is give the cover a gentle pat to straighten it up. Not having to make my bed each day worked out to many saved hours throughout my life. Today was different. Not only was I on the floor, but I’d managed to drag the whole bed cover along with me. When I had something on my mind, I couldn’t keep still, and I must’ve fallen off while tossing and turning.

      “Ow.” As I stood it felt like someone was sticking a million tiny needles into my neck.

      I limped to the bathroom to throw water on my face then headed to the kitchen to make a cup of coffee. That’s when I saw the note. With the pain of waking thanks to the hard floor, I had forgotten about why I’d been so restless in the first place. I stared at it. And stared. And stared. My phone rang, and I almost screamed as if it was the killer himself calling me.

      “Yes,” I said when I finally answered.

      “Yes? Is this your new greeting?”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. It was Mike. Of course it was Mike. He was one of the few people who called me. Whoever had left this note wasn’t going to phone me. I was being ridiculous.

      “Hello? Anybody there?” Mike asked.

      “Sorry. I’m here. Are you back?”

      “I’m back,” Mike said. “I hear you didn’t like the new coffee temperature.”

      I sighed. “Sorry about that. Marvin sure likes to talk, doesn’t he?”

      “You’re one of our favorite customers. It’s imperative that you are kept happy.”

      “Ha, you didn’t like the temperature either, did you?”

      Mike chuckled. “It seemed like a good idea at the time. You’ll be happy to know you weren’t the only one to complain.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Not going to gloat about it?”

      “Huh?”

      “What’s up with you?” Mike asked. “You sound strange.”

      “I am strange,” I said.

      Mike laughed. “Yes you are. Come to the café today. I’ll give you a cup of hot coffee. You sound like you need it.”

      I’d left the window slightly open, and a gust of wind came through which caused the note to flutter ever so slightly. I had been staring at the note the whole time, and the movement made me gasp. For a second I forgot I was on the phone and was startled when I heard Mike’s voice.

      “What’s going on?” Mike asked. “Seriously, dude, you sound weird.”

      I decided now wasn’t the time to remind Mike how much I hated being called dude.

      “I’m okay. I’m okay.” I had to say it twice just to make it seem real. More wind. More movement. I shuddered. I wasn’t okay.

      “You need more than a cup of hot coffee. Come now. The café is quiet.”

      “I–”

      “Come on, Ezra. I know you’re not a man who willingly talks about his feelings, but maybe it’s time you changed that. If not I’m going to come and see you. And your coffee is not as good as mine, so you might as well come here.”

      I needed to get out the house. Away from the note. Mike was right. I needed to talk to someone.

      I nodded even though he couldn’t see me. “I’ll be there soon.”

      

      I showered then tried to eat something before heading to Mike’s. The toast, despite the overload of butter, felt too dry to swallow. After a few attempts, I threw it away, grabbed my coat, and headed out. I was only a few steps from my front door when I turned back. Back inside, I picked up the note, shoved it into my coat pocket, and went back out. I wasn’t sure if Mike would believe me if I didn’t have proof, and I was scared the note would disappear if I left it at home.

      As I walked to the café I tried to make sense of it all, but it was impossible to formulate any rational thoughts at the moment. My whole life had been structured and methodical, and I had always believed that everything could be reasoned. There had never been any gray areas in my life. But this was gray. Very gray. A joker would say I was in the middle of fifty shades of it, but I was not a joker. And I only ever referenced literature that I enjoyed.

      I was so lost in thought I almost went right past the café.

      “Did you forget where the café was?” Mike said as I entered.

      “No, just lost in thought,” I told him.

      “Dude, you’re a mess.”

      “Nice to see you, too, Mike.”

      “That’s Mistletoe Mike to you,” he said.

      “What?”

      “It’s my new Christmas-themed name. What do you think?”

      “I hate it.”

      Mike laughed. “Of course you do. Remind me why you hate Christmas so much?”

      I took a seat at the counter while Mike made me coffee. He was right about the café being quiet. Other than a couple in the far corner of the shop, it was empty. People were still frightened by the murder, and now for the first time so was I. Usually I would’ve made some comment about how ridiculous everyone was being, but I could no longer do that. If I insulted them I would only be insulting myself.

      “Because Christmas is a time for people to spend money they don’t have on things they think will make other people like them more. It’s a holiday manufactured to make people feel inadequate.” I looked around the café in disgust as I took in all the décor. The tree was the worst, so big and garish it hurt my eyes. And Mike clearly had a thing for holly, which he’d scattered all over the room.

      “So, are you going to tell me why you’re acting so weird?” Mike asked.

      “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On whether you’re going to force me to call you Mistletoe Mike,” I said as I took a sip of my perfectly hot coffee.

      Mike laughed. “I’ve known you for a long time. I know that nobody can tell you what to do. I also know that you’re stalling. Come on, spill the beans, dude. What’s bothering you?”

      “You’re too old to use words like dude,” I pointed out. He was right. I was stalling.

      “Are you upset about the murder?”

      “I guess it’s rattled me.” That note was burning in my pocket.

      “Really? I’m surprised.”

      “Surprised? I’m not that heartless, you know.”

      “Trust me, I know. You’re way nicer than you let on. Everyone loves good old Zera.”

      “What?”

      “Everyone loves you,” he said.

      “What did you call me?”

      “I called you Ezra. That’s your name, you know. Are you losing your mind?”

      I thought of the note. “Maybe I am.”

      “Tony Tipple wasn’t someone you were close to. I guess I never imagined you to be affected by it all. The whole town has gone a little crazy. I guess they’re all worried they’ll be next. I keep telling them that just because Tony was murdered doesn’t mean they need to worry, but nobody is listening to reason.”

      “But I do,” I whispered.

      Mike frowned. “What do you mean?” 

      I looked around. The couple had just gotten up and were making their way out. They waved at Mike, and I waited until they were gone. Then I rushed to the door and closed it.

      “Uh. Okay. What’s going on?” Mike asked.

      I handed him the note. My hands were trembling so much I almost dropped it. “This came for me yesterday. It’s the same handwriting as Tony’s killer. Look what it says.”

      I wasn’t sure what reaction I was expecting from Mike, but it certainly wasn’t this one. Mike looked at the note calmly. Then he looked at me and sighed. He held out his hand. I stared at it in confusion.

      “Take my hand,” he said.

      I frowned. “What?”

      “Take my hand.”

      I did as I was told almost as if I had no power over the matter, like our hands were magnets. He then led me to the back of the shop like a father leading his child somewhere. I tried to retract my hand, but it felt stuck to Mike’s. My mind went into overdrive. What on earth was going on? Was Mike the killer? Surely not. But if not, then why was he acting so strange, and where was he taking me? My mouth had gone dry, and I couldn’t seem to get any of the answers out. I had been at the back of the shop on past occasions, but I could swear I had never seen this door before. It was robust but old looking, almost like it belonged in another era. Mike turned to look at me and nodded.

      “It’s time.”
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      One minute I was standing in front of this big wooden door with a man I was now sure was about to kill me, and suddenly I was pushed through the door into a long dark corridor illuminated only on the sides by tiny colored lights. I turned around.

      “Mike? Are you there?” I called out.

      Nobody replied. Despite the little lights I still couldn’t see anything. In fact, the lights might have blinded me more. I reached out but there was nothing around me. I stood for a while as my eyes adjusted to the darkness, but all that was in front of me was a long walkway. Eventually, after what felt like forever but might have only been seconds, I began to go down it. I had no idea how long I walked. Like time, distance seemed to have disappeared, too. Then I saw a door just like the one I had seen at the café. I touched it to make sure it was real, and the hard wood against my skin made me sigh with relief. Just feeling something normal made me feel less like I was losing my mind. Maybe I was dreaming. I had never believed in lucid dreaming, but perhaps I had been wrong. I had already been shown that my life was not nearly as predictable as I once thought it was.

      I suddenly wasn’t even sure I wanted to go through the door. A part of me was expecting to open and see Mike standing in front of me with that silly smirk of his. Like this had all been one big joke. One of his Christmas pranks he always tried to pull on people. Another part of me thought that the moment I opened the door I would wake from this crazy dream. Both options were fine by me. I was only hesitating because of the third option. The one that saw me opening the door to a place I had never been before. I shook my head. I was being ridiculous. I was either being pranked or I was dreaming, and there was only one way to find out the truth. I inhaled deeply, counted to five, and then opened the door with my eyes closed.

      The first thing that hit me was the heat. Not too hot, but not cold either. It was the sort of perfect weather I always longed for and so different from where I had just come from. I opened my eyes and squinted as the sun’s rays hit me directly in the eyes. I looked around. I wasn’t back at Mike’s café, nor was I at home. Was I still dreaming? I must be. But I had never experienced anything so real. I pinched my arm and yelped. That was definitely real. What was going on? I had stumbled right into summer. What did that mean? Was I on the other side of the world?

      I felt the heat on my cheeks as I looked around. As a writer I was used to describing places, but I was having a hard time coming up with any descriptions to do this place justice. It couldn’t be real. I had recently purchased a virtual reality headset. It seemed only fitting for someone like me who was always looking for a way to escape the real world. A week ago I discovered this game called The Green, where you got to create your own ideal world. The scenery reminded me so much of this place, so perfect it was hard to imagine a single human being had touched it. The beauty of the place took my breath away, and yet the more I saw the more familiar it seemed to me. And not because of The Green. It felt more personal than that. Familiar and unfamiliar at the same time, like I was returning from a recurring dream.

      I took off my coat. I was dressed completely wrong for this place. I wasn’t sure what to do with it but as I was about to swing it over my shoulder, a tall man appeared at my side.

      “Uh. Hi. Where am I?” I asked him. I was pleased to see another human being with me, although I wouldn’t have been surprised if an alien had walked in. I was no longer sure of anything, and my belief system had been left behind when I’d first walked through that door. Or pushed through it.

      The tall man smiled. “Your coat.”

      I frowned. “Sorry?”

      “Let me take your coat for you,” he said as if it was the most normal thing in the world.

      I didn’t know what else to do so I handed it to him and said thank you. He pointed to something behind me, and I turned to see what he was talking about, but there was nothing there but more beautiful scenery. I turned back, and he was gone.

      “What the—”

      I did a full 360 but he had vanished. This made no sense at all. Where could he have gone to? That’s when I realized I no longer saw the door I had walked through, even though I’d barely taken a few steps out of it. I closed my eyes tightly. Maybe when I opened them everything would go back to normal. And then a thought occurred to me. Tony Tipple had been poisoned. The last thing I remember doing in the real world was drinking a cup of coffee that Mike had made me. Had he poisoned me? Was I dead? Yes. That was the only explanation.

      I sat down. The place was beautiful, and I still felt alive, but just knowing I had been murdered by my only real friend made me sad. The grass underneath me was so soft it felt like it was made out of velvet. I ran my hand over it, and for a moment I forgot why I was upset. As I lifted my hand I was jerked back to reality. I was dead. My own friend had killed me. But why? I may not have been the friendliest man in the world, and I could probably have been a better friend to him, but did that warrant a murder? And to do it with my favorite coffee seemed a little too cruel. Was he upset that I’d gotten upset about the temperature? That I refused to call him Mistletoe Mike? How long had he hated me? A little gasp escaped from me, and a deep rumble came from my throat. The sound surprised me, and so did the tears that followed. I was dead. Until this moment I had thought I hated life. I had often considered what it would be like to no longer be alive, and I had always figured I wouldn’t mind. It wasn’t as if life was so wonderful for me anyway. But now I would give anything to be back there. What a pity it took death to make me realize that.

      A sound had me look up. A woman was walking toward me. I stood up and almost fell back down. She wasn’t walking toward me. She was floating. I blinked a few times. Still floating. Yep, I was dead. When she reached me, she smiled, and her eyes locked into mine in a way that made me feel like she’d looked into them before.

      “I’m so glad you’re finally home, Zera.”

      “My name is Ezra.” I was enough of a wordsmith to know she’d just mixed the letters in my name. It wasn’t a common name, and it was crazy that she knew even a mixed-up version of it.

      The woman’s smile was the sort a parent gave to their child when they wanted them to know that everything was going to be okay. This rattled me in a way I couldn’t explain. It was as if she knew me even though she couldn’t. She took my hand, the way Mike had done, and I knew that if I tried to let go I wouldn’t be able to.

      “You mean Mistletoe Mike?” she said.

      I gasped. “I didn’t say anything. Are you reading my mind? How do you know Mike? Who are you? Where are we? Where are you taking me?”

      The woman didn’t reply, but she continued to hold my hand. I tried simply not walking, because I was sure I was stronger than her, but it didn’t work. That’s when I realized my feet were no longer touching the ground. I stared at the ground in shock as we glided just a little above it, and I became even more convinced I was now dead.

      “I’m a ghost,” I said.

      The strange woman giggled. I tried looking at her, but the motion of being pulled without the force of gravity made me queasy. I focused on the ground but suddenly that wasn’t working for me either. I had always been prone to motion sickness, something Mike had teased me about when he’d first discovered I had gotten sick from a video game. If we didn’t reach our destination soon I was probably going to throw up.

      “Don’t worry. We have arrived.”

      I was about to ask her if she was reading my mind again, but became momentarily distracted by the room we were now standing in. It was like someone had taken everything I hated and put it all into one space. The amalgamation of bad taste hurt my eyes. Incense moved around the interior, the smell so bad it caused my nose to wrinkle. I took in the too-many posters on the wall, the candles all over, the beads hanging from little hooks all over the wall. I wanted to open the curtains and let in some of the natural light from outside. I wanted to blow out all the candles and throw away the incense sticks. And why on earth was every wall a different color? The whole thing was reminiscent of my childhood home, a place I hadn’t thought about in such a long time. I swear, it even smelled like it. How could it be so similar? Why was it making me feel so—

      “This is your home, Zera.”

      “But...how...” I stopped and took a deep breath. “Hang on, why do you keep calling me that? My name is Ezra.”

      “Oh, Zera. You are funny.”

      I took a seat on the bed, mostly because the chairs all looked too flimsy for my liking. I imagined sitting on them, breaking them, and smashing my head against the wall. Perhaps the chair wouldn’t have been such a bad idea after all. A concussion might be just the thing I needed. Maybe that was what was happening now. Had Mike hit me on the back of my head when I was facing that door? Was I really lying on the floor of his café right now?

      I still didn’t know this woman’s name, but for some reason I didn’t want to ask her. I gained the impression this was something I should know, even though I’d never seen this woman in my life. Also, I was trying so hard not to think because I was sure she was reading my mind. Which was weird. People couldn’t do that. Was she even a person? Stop thinking.

      She didn’t say anything but I could tell even by the back of her head that she was listening to me. I thought of telling her to stop but that would mean I actually believed she could do this, and I wasn’t yet ready to admit this. She turned around, smiled, and handed me a cup of coffee. I took a sip. It was exactly the way I liked it. Even the temperature was right. I didn’t ask her how she knew. She looked like she was about to take a seat next to me, but chose the chair instead. Maybe she could hear me thinking how much I didn’t want her so close. Stop thinking.

      “Zera, you poor thing. You’re still so confused. We’ve missed you.”
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      “You’ve got the wrong guy,” I said. My name is Ezra Thornton. I live at 12 McCotton Drive. I am a writer. I am thirty-four years old. And yes, I act older, I know that, but life is a lot more serious than people seem to think it is. And I... And I... “ I shook my head. I was babbling, and there seemed no point to it. I had never been a babbler. Was there even such a word? I needed my little dictionary which I always carried around in my rucksack, but that was now lying on the floor of Mike’s café. Or was it? I... A giggle stopped my thoughts, and I looked up in surprise.

      “What’s so funny?”

      She giggled again. “You. I forgot how funny you could be. No wonder things felt so boring around here. You know, the others just don’t have the same sense of humor as you. Of course, you also annoy me to no ends, but that’s to be expected because we’re so different. Except when we’re not, because that happens a lot.”

      I pushed my finger into my temple. “What are you talking about? And why do you sound like you’re reading a Dr. Seuss book?” 

      “A what book?” 

      “Dr. Seuss. Except when we’re not, because that happens a lot. It sounds like something he would say.”

      “Who is he?” 

      I stared at her and waited for her to laugh, but she didn’t. “You don’t know who Dr. Seuss is? Where have you been all your life?” 

      “I’ve been right here. If only you had been too. It looks like your head has been really messed with.”

      I had no idea what was going on, and the more we spoke the more confused I became. I tried hard to get some more concrete details, but Floaty Mac Floaty only responded with the information she wanted to give. Which wasn’t much. She seemed to say a lot without saying much at all, and I was dizzy with confusion. I had never met anyone more exasperating in my life, and I had met many annoying people over the years.

      “Show me the note from the murderer you received.”

      “How do you know about that? Anyway, it’s in my coat pocket and I don’t have it anymore.”

      “You put it in your jeans pocket after you showed Mike,” she said.

      “No, I didn’t,” I said but put my hand in my pocket anyway. I probably shouldn’t have been surprised to find the note there. I handed it to her and asked her how she knew about it. “Like you’re going to tell me,” I mumbled.

      As expected, she didn’t answer me. Instead she studied the note with a frown. She checked the other side of it then turned it round again.

      She sighed. “Just as I thought.”

      “What is that supposed to mean? What did you think? For once just tell me something. Tell me the truth.”

      She looked up at me. “This note is not from your world. It’s from here. Someone here wants to kill you.” She sighed again. “I was afraid of this.”

      I stared at Floaty in surprise, but something had happened to my mouth, and I seemed unable to speak. What was she talking about? There was only one world. I realized I could not explain where I was or how I had gotten there, but that didn’t mean I believed in multiple worlds. Then again, how could I explain her floating or reading my mind? I waited for her to smirk at me, but she didn’t. It seemed that for once she was too preoccupied to listen to my thoughts. I was still certain I was dead. This was the only explanation. I was about to blurt out the millions of questions that were stacking one on top of the other in my head when a massive board appeared on the wall.

      “Let’s go through the suspects,” she said, and as she spoke the words ‘The Facts’ appeared on the board on the wall. It looked like an invisible hand was writing them, which was enough to make me dizzy. As she talked, more writing appeared, and I could do nothing but watch in stunned silence.

      “Let’s start off with suspect number one,” she said, and a big number one was written on the board. “Martin McBleary. I have no obvious reasons for this one, but I can’t dismiss him just because I have no reasons. He’s a bad boy through and through. Or a bad man now, at least. That guy was always getting into trouble. He’s old now. Too old to be doing all of this. But maybe he’s just looking out for some fun again in a desperate attempt to relive his youth. What an idiot. I always said one day he’d take it all just one step too far. He’s banned for doing anything in this world, so it makes sense for him to go to another. In fact, the more I think about it, the more I think it might be him. There aren’t many bad people here, but we still have a handful.”

      Somehow the invisible pen knew which parts of the conversation to write down and which to ignore. So even though she was babbling, the board made perfect sense. She paused to take a sip of her coffee, and I found myself doing the same even though mine had gone cold. This immediately took me back to my real life where little things like the temperature of coffee used to be my primary concern. If only I knew how good my life had been.

      “Then there’s Tom Trollip,” Floaty continued. “There’s no denying he’s always hated Dad. But does he have it in him? I’m just not sure he does. I couldn’t imagine him doing something as big as this. But I have to put his name down because it’s often the people you least expect.” Dad? What did she mean by that? She took another sip of coffee, and once again I found myself doing the same.

      “Who else? Who else? Ah, Angel Snow. Stupid name. She has always been envious of your power.”

      “My... My what?” I wasn’t sure if I said the words out loud or just thought them. It didn’t seem to matter because Floaty heard me anyway.

      “Your power. Don’t act surprised. You know she’s always been jealous of you.”

      I couldn’t respond. What was going on? Why was there a weird magical board in front of me? Who was writing everything on it? How did this woman in front of me float instead of walk? Why did she suddenly look familiar to me? And what was she talking about when she said I had power?

      I tried to stand, but it was clearly the wrong idea. As I did, my legs turned to jelly, and I felt myself falling. Then I hit something. Everything went dark.
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      I woke in the same room and groaned. I didn’t want to be here. This place was weird. I shut my eyes in the hope it would all go away, but when I opened them I was still in the same place. The amalgamation of colors and fabric hurt my eyes. I turned to the side and saw Floaty sitting with her knitting needles as if it was the most normal thing in the world. She looked at me and smiled in that annoying way she had, as if all of this was something she saw every day. Like she had strange men fainting in her house all the time.

      “You’re awake. I’m glad. You were out for too long. I’m never sure how long is too long, you know, but I figured you’d wake when you were ready. What are you staring at? Oh this,” she said as she held up the needles. “I’m knitting you a coat. Percy took the one you were wearing when you got here, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years it’s that Percy will hold onto things for as long as he can. He’ll deny it, of course, but he forgets I know what’s in his mind. You know me, I know everything. He’s not a bad guy, but boy does he push his luck sometimes.”

      I sat up and rubbed my eyes. Then I rubbed my temples. Nothing could stop the body aches. Everything hurt.

      “Stop!” I yelled.

      Floaty’s eyebrows went up. “Stop knitting? Why? I can multitask, you know. Look, I can talk to you and knit at the same time, and I won’t make a single mistake. And if I do, you can just pretend the coat is meant to look that way. For ventilation purposes.” She giggled as if she was the funniest person in the world. She really wasn’t.

      “No. Just stop. Stop. Stop. Stop.”

      “Everything?” She lowered her knitting needles but didn’t put them away completely.

      “Yes, just stop. Please for the love of all things normal, just stop.”

      “The love of all things normal? I’ve never heard that saying. Is that something you picked up on Earth?”

      I groaned. “What are you talking about? Listen, I have questions, and I demand some answers. I’ve had enough of not knowing what’s going on, and I need you to tell me. I cannot handle this anymore. I swear I’m going to combust if you don’t tell me what’s happened to me.”

      “Ooh, someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed.”

      I gestured around me in frustration, my arms flailing in all directions. “This is not a bed. This is a tent. I’m lying in weird little tent in the middle of the floor in some bizarre room in some strange world, and I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

      Floaty nodded. “Just how many other ways are there to say strange? You’ve already said weird, and bizarre. What about peculiar? I like that one.”

      “Are you trying to drive me insane? Just tell me what’s going on?”

      “Calm down. Calm down. What would you like to know? The meaning of life?”

      “Well…yes…of course…but…” I shook my head. Was she trying to confuse me? Did she really have the answers to life? I groaned. Of course she didn’t. And why was she smirking like that? Was she reading my mind again? “Stop it. Stop smiling like that. You’re so infuriating.”

      “You’ve always said that, Zera, but I know you don’t really mean it.”

      “Okay, question number one. Why do you keep calling me Zera?”

      “Because that’s your name, silly.”

      “It’s not. It’s Ezra,” I said. Another smirk from her resulted in another groan from me. “Fine. Whatever. Call me whatever you want. What’s your name then?”

      “Not Floaty Mac Floaty, as you like to call me. Although I do like the nickname. It’s fun. I’m Dehlia.”

      “Dehlia?” As I heard the name coming out of my own mouth, I wondered why it seemed so familiar to me. “One of my characters. The Dawn of Morn.”

      “The what?”

      “The Dawn of Morn. It’s a book I wrote. One of the characters was called Dehlia.”

      “You wrote a book while you were there? Nice, Zera. Well, I’m glad you thought of me when you were doing it if you didn’t know it.”

      “But…who are you?”

      “Zera, I’m your sister. What’s going on? Are you still sleeping?” she asked.

      “I’m wide awake and I don’t have a sister.” I got the feeling I wasn’t going to get any answers from Floaty. “What is this place?” I asked her. I wasn’t sure why I was still asking her questions but I couldn’t help myself. Maybe in the middle of her lies would be some truth.

      “This is home. My home. Your home. Although you said you would move out when you returned. I don’t blame you. It’s time for us to have our own places and this was always more my style than yours. What’s going on, Zera? Were you drugged?”

      “Yes. I think I was. By you.”

      She laughed. “You’re funny.”

      “You’re not.”

      “You really are too serious these days.”

      “Who are you?” I asked again.

      “I’m Dehlia. Your sister. We’ve been through this already. Have you already forgotten the conversation?” she asked.

      “You’re not my sister, and I don’t know what’s going on anymore.”

      “Why am I not your sister?”

      “I told you already,” I said. “I don’t have one. I’m dead. That’s it, isn’t it? I’m dead, and you’re having a hard time telling me the truth. Is that your job? To tell people they are dead. Give them coffee and a place to land when they faint. You can tell me the truth. I’m ready for it.”

      “You’re not dead. That would be impossible. Are you ready to get to the bottom of this?”

      “I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “Neither do I,” she said. “But maybe it’s time we go over it one more time because I don’t think you were really concentrating the first time. You know, I haven’t seen you for a while but you’re not usually this confused. Right, let’s figure this out.”

      Just like that the magical board appeared out of nowhere.

      I frowned. “How do you keep doing that? Reading minds. Magical boards. Invisible hand doing all the writing. I DON’T UNDERSTAND!”

      She seemed surprised by my sudden outburst. “Wow, you really don’t know what’s going on, do you?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked her. Why was she so evasive about everything? It felt as if she couldn’t give me one straight answer. In fact, the more questions she answered, the less I really knew.

      “Okay, let’s start from the beginning. Tell me about your life.”

      “Excuse me? You want me to tell you about my life?” I asked. “I thought the point was for you to tell me what was going on. Are you stalling?”

      “There’s method in my madness,” Floaty said. Then she frowned at me. “Are you always going to think of me as Floaty?”

      “Are you always going to read my mind?”

      “Sometimes,” she said. “I like to keep people on their toes.”

      “And you clearly don’t like to be on yours,” I said.

      “Huh?”

      “You float. You don’t walk. You’re not on your toes,” I pointed out.

      Floaty laughed. It was one of those loud laughs that everyone seemed to love for being so real and which I couldn’t stand. A person could find something funny without having to make such a big racket about it.

      “Good one,” she said. “Now, just humor me. Tell me about your life.”

      I sighed. “My name is Ezra Thornton, and I live in a small town called Sunnyville. An annoying name, to be honest, but not far from what it is. Their slogan is ‘Even in winter we’re sunny’. And really, the people do tend to look at the brighter side of life. Which is why a grump like me doesn’t always fit in. I’m okay with it, though. It would be strange if everyone was happy all the time. You need a few realists thrown in.”

      Floaty frowned. “And you’ve lived there for how long?”

      “My whole life. You’d think I would have moved by now.” I shrugged. “I’ve always threatened to, but I just haven’t been able to move. It’s like I’m stuck there. It’s voluntary, of course. But it doesn’t always feel that way. I don’t know, it’s hard to explain.”

      “Like there’s a magical force keeping you there?”

      I looked up in surprise. “Yes. Exactly. Except I don’t believe in magic.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course I don’t. Do I look like the sort of person who believes in magic?” I said.

      “I…” She shook her head. She looked sad suddenly. And a little worried. “Tell me more.”

      I had no idea why she was so interested in my life. Why didn’t she just read my mind? I thought of suggesting it, but I didn’t want to give her any more reason to do so. Also, it was a little nice talking about my life. It made me think maybe I would get the chance to go back somehow. If I wasn’t dead, of course.

      “I’m a writer,” I said. “I write fantasy novels. The worlds I create…well…they look a lot like this place actually. So beautiful you can’t believe they’re real. Which is why I’m certain none of this is happening.”

      “You think you’ve somehow managed to get inside one of your books?” she asked.

      I scoffed. “Of course not. I’m not deranged. It’s why I’m certain I’m dead.”

      “Did you imagine death to look like this?”

      I laughed. “Most definitely not.”

      “And you say you’ve been there your whole life? How long is that?”

      “If this is your weird way of trying to figure out how old I am you can just come right out and ask me. I’m thirty-four. Not too old. Not too young. Although, I must say, I thought I’d be a lot older when I died.”

      “And you liked Earth?”

      That was an odd question. “Earth? Uh, yeah, I guess so. I mean, it had its faults, but that was mostly due to the humans.”

      “You included?”

      “I did nothing wrong. I…well…okay, I didn’t always recycle. And I guess cutting down the trees to get paper for my books is also wrong. But that’s about it. I think.” I stopped. “Wait, why are you asking me all of this? Why are you so interested in my life?”

      Floaty sighed. “Because that’s not your life.”

      “What do you mean?”

      So far everything Floaty had said had either annoyed me or infuriated me. But there was just something about that one sentence that scared me, and I had no idea why.

      “Zera, you’ve been on Earth for only one year. You were sent on a secret mission. You were programmed to be fully integrated into human life so that you knew how to blend well with the rest of the people, but you were meant to remember everything when you returned. So far I figured your memory was just a big foggy because you fainted and knocked your head. Either that or I thought you were messing with me like you always do. But this…” She gestured around her. “This is your home.”
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      I stared at Floaty so long my eyes had gone dry. I blinked a few times just to feel normal again, but normality felt like a distant dream.

      “Can you explain?” I asked her. My voice came out strange, as if my mouth was filled with sand. I was a walking desert.

      “Your name is Zera Thorn, and you have lived here your entire life. Well, other than the year you were on Earth, of course.”

      “If I was born here, why did I go there?” I hated asking these questions because it felt too much like I believed what she was saying. For all I knew, I was hallucinating and talking into a mirror right now. Was that why her eyes looked so much like my own? I blinked again.

      “You were sent to Earth on a mission to learn as much as you could about Tony Tribble.”

      “What? Why? He was murdered.”

      “Well, yes, we know, and this is unfortunate. We have reason to believe he’s really from here, and not an Earthling at all.”

      “You think Tony Tribble wasn’t human?”

      “He was when he was on Earth. That’s how it works. Tony is a shape shifter, you see, so when he left it was hard to keep track of him. We’ve been tracking him for years, and we finally thought we’d found him. That’s when we sent you.”

      “Was Tony his name here?”

      “Yes.” Floaty laughed and shook her head. “Not the smartest guy. Then again, I suppose he thought we’d never find him. It’s also far easier to keep your real name. Less to remember.”

      “But my name was changed.”

      “Yes, but you had no idea who you really were,” she reminded me. All of this was starting to hurt my brain. Although, if I was dead, I probably no longer had one.

      “So what is this place if it’s not Earth?” I asked.

      Floaty smiled proudly. “This is Dora.”

      I snorted. “Like Dora the Explorer?”

      “Who is that? Whoever it is has a cool name.”

      I sighed. “Never mind. Dora, huh? That’s an odd name. It—” I gasped.

      “What?”

      “Doran.”

      “Excuse me?” she asked. “You’re not making much sense.”

      “You haven’t made any sense since I met you. Doran,” I continued. “That’s the name I gave to the fictional world I created in my fantasy novel. I know it’s not the same as Dora, but one letter out is far too much of a coincidence. This is so strange. All of this. Why would I name it Doran if I don’t remember this place at all?”

      “Even though your memories were stripped from you while you were on Earth, they weren’t taken away. They were just on pause. I suppose they found a way out when you were writing your stories. Creativity is powerful, isn’t it?”

      “I suppose, but…” I shook my head. “I released those books years ago. That doesn’t make sense. You said I was only on Earth for a year.”

      “Sure, but one year in Dora equates to five years on earth.”

      “You didn’t tell me that,” I said.

      “Hey, I thought you knew all of this. I didn’t realize how little you remembered. Is any of this coming back to you, by the way?”

      I shook my head. “No. In my mind I’m still Ezra Thornton. Sort of. I mean…” I sighed. “I don’t. I’m confused. Even that doesn’t seem right to me. It’s like I’m not Ezra, and I’m not Zera. I’m some guy stuck in the middle of two worlds. How do I know you’re even telling me the truth?”

      “There is one way of finding out, you know,” she said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean? You’re being all cryptic again. I don’t like it.”

      “It will all come back to you,” she said.

      “You’re annoying.”

      “So you’ve said.”

      “Tell me more about this mission of mine. Why was I sent to Earth in the first place? Why me?” While I didn’t know much about the previous me she was talking about, I didn’t seem the type who would volunteer for something like this. I wasn’t a typical hero.

      “You’re the one who volunteered to do it. Trust me, nobody was as surprised as me. You’ve always loved being home. You could never understand why anyone would want to leave. I guess curiosity got the better of you. You’re a writer, after all. You love creating worlds, and what better way to write about a world different to your own than to visit one.”

      “Wait, I’m a writer here, too?”

      “You sure are.”

      “Am I…uh…am I any good?”

      Floaty grinned. “You’re the best.”

      “Are you being sarcastic?”

      She sighed. “No, of course not. Here take a look at this.”

      Floaty floated to the bookshelf and picked out three books. I wanted to ask her why she didn’t walk anywhere but then I thought that if I was given the chance I’d probably float too. Walking was tiring. She handed me the book selection. They were mine.

      “The Mask and the Mallow,” I said as I ran my hands over the words. “By Zera Thorn. That’s me.”

      “Ah, so you finally believe me now.”

      “I…” I stared at the books. I had no idea what the title was supposed to mean, but there was something about it that seemed familiar to me. And seeing my name in print made it even more so. The more I stared at the name, the more I felt like Zera.

      “You are Zera Thorn,” she said. “You are.”

      I nodded. “I guess I am. So, what was the mission? The Earth mission? What was my reason for going?”

      “Tony Tribble was a troublemaker. Tony Trouble was what he should’ve been called. It’s what all the newspapers called him.”

      “You have newspapers here?”

      Floaty laughed. “Of course we do. Earth came after us. They’re an experiment designed by us. But that’s a long story and definitely one for another day. Anyway, what was I saying? Oh yes, Tony Trouble Tribble. He was a thief. You won’t believe how much he had taken from his own kind. An awful sort of being. One us Doras don’t want to associate with. At the heart of it, we’re mostly good people.”

      “Except for Tony,” I pointed out. “So what was up with him? What sort of things was he stealing? It must’ve been pretty serious if he ran away like that.”

      “Oh, he wasn’t stealing things,” she said. “He was stealing powers.”

      “Stop dropping bombs like that. You do it so casually, too.”

      Floaty laughed. “You already know about the powers. How else do you think I could float? Or read your mind?”

      “Well, sure, I suppose you’re right. I just…” I sighed. “You have to understand. This is hard for me. It’s like I’m learning all of this for the first time. Okay, so let me get this straight. Tony Tribble was taking powers from people. Is that even possible?”

      “It is,” she said sadly.

      “But how?”

      “It’s not easy, and you have to know how to do it, but let’s just say it involves potions, curses, and torture.”

      I gasped. “Torture?”

      “Not quite the same sort of torture I know the people on Earth can do. That stuff is exactly the reason why we’re the superior race. It’s also why Tony never fit in to this place. We have a lot of mischievous people, but they’re not bad people. Tony’s torture wasn’t at the level you are thinking of, but it still goes against all our values.”

      “That’s horrible,” I said. “I always knew there was something off about that guy.”

      “He escaped to Earth when he realized people were onto him.”

      “Is it that easy to get to Earth?” I asked.

      Floaty shook her head. “Oh no, definitely not. Most here won’t know how to do it. We actually have no idea how Tony managed to do it. Then again, he was stealing powers from people, so it was obvious he would do anything to get what he wanted.”

      I tried to take everything in at once, but it was a lot, and my head felt like it was going to explode. It felt like I had too much going on in there, and that all those thoughts and memories had no way of escaping.

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Floaty said. “It’s a lot to take in. Right now you have memories from here coming back up to the surface, but you still have all your memories of your time on Earth. That means you have double the amount that other people have.”

      “Are you reading my mind again? Hey, how come you have two powers?” I asked. “You can levitate, and you can read minds.”

      She chuckled. “Some of us are just gifted like that.”

      “Do…”

      “What?” she asked when I didn’t finish my sentence.

      “Do I have a power?” I wasn’t sure why I was acting so demurely. It just seemed like such an odd question to ask, but I still wasn’t convinced I wasn’t being duped. I imagined Mike appearing out of nowhere with a TV crew and everyone laughing as they revealed how they’d pranked me.

      “Of course you do. You really don’t know?”

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t ask you if I knew the answer. What is it?” A part of me didn’t believe that I really had a power, while another part was desperately hoping that it was something cool. I had created worlds where people had powers, and I always felt sorry for my characters with the silly ones.

      “If I had to ask you what power you wanted, what would you say?” she asked.

      “What a stupid question. Just tell me.”

      Floaty chuckled. “You make me laugh, Zera. Go on, just answer my question. I’m curious.”

      I had a feeling she wanted me to answer this because my power was stupid, and I would obviously answer with something amazing. I didn’t even have to think about this one. It was the sort of question everyone had thought of before. That one, as well as what I would do with a million dollars, were two questions that popped up in everyone’s conversation at least once in their lifetime. I had thought of it many times. At least, I thought I had. If I had only been on Earth for five years I couldn’t have thought of it that often.

      “I want the power to take other people’s powers,” I said confidently. Who didn’t want endless power opportunities?

      Floaty laughed.

      “Why are you laughing? What were you expecting me to say? You asked what I would want if I had the opportunity, and that’s my answer. So what if it’s an exaggeration. You’re about to tell me that my real power is pathetic, aren’t you?”

      “Not at all. You’re spot on. Spot on.”

      “Spot on with what?”

      “With your guess. Although, judging by how quick you answered, you probably remember without knowing you remember. How ironic is that?”

      I gasped. “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You’re lying,” I said again.

      Floaty sighed and took my hand. “Look into my eyes.”

      “Why? Are you going to hypnotize me?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Just do it.”

      I stared into her eyes, which were so much like my own I had a hard time looking for too long. At the same time, I couldn’t look away. Then I heard her telling me I was an annoying little brother, but when I looked at her mouth it wasn’t moving. I took my hands away from hers as if she’d shocked me.

      “Did I…?”

      She chuckled. “Yes.”

      I couldn’t believe it. I had read her mind.

      “No. You made that happen,” I said. “You did that to me.”

      “Stand up,” she said and pulled me up to my feet without letting go of my hand. “Do it again.”

      “Do what?”

      “Don’t you hate walking?”

      I was about to ask her once again what she was talking about, but I suddenly understood. When I looked at her she smiled and nodded. I squeezed her hand and stared into her eyes again. Then a strange feeling came over me, and when I looked down, I was no longer standing on the floor.

      “I’m floating…”

      “And apparently I’m Floaty,” she replied and laughed.
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      If someone were to ask me what it felt like to float above the ground, or to read someone else’s mind, I wouldn’t be able to put it in words. Years of being a writer vanished as I tried to imagine how I would explain the sensation. The only thing that came to mind, that seemed to touch the surface of what it was like, was that it simply felt normal. It was an awful description of something so mind blowing, but that’s how it felt to me. I didn’t feel as if I was having some out-of-body experience, and I didn’t feel like someone had taken over my body. I didn’t even feel superhuman. I just felt normal, as if I had done it a million times before. Which, if what everything Floaty had told me was real, was exactly what had happened.

      “Do you think my memory is going to come back?” I was sitting down, mostly because I didn’t want to faint all over again. I had no idea I was so prone to fainting when things got too much for me to handle. I considered asking Floaty if that was something Zera always did, but decided not to. She had a bit of a smirk anyway, which more than likely meant she had just read my mind.

      “I have no idea,” she said. “This is strange. Something like this has never happened before. Do you really not remember anything?”

      “I don’t. Some things seem familiar, but then I’m not sure if that’s because I’ve experienced them before or because I wrote about them in my fantasy novels.”

      “You do realize they’re not fantasy, don’t you? You were writing your autobiography.”

      I frowned. “Tiny green men with hairy feet and pointy fingers exist here?”

      She laughed. “That’s what you wrote about? No, they don’t exist. That’s from one of your childhood books. Mom used to read it to you all the time. I guess you mixed up truth and fiction.”

      I didn’t like it when she threw in words like ‘mom’. It made me uncomfortable, and I decided not to ask her about it. I would cross that bridge one day, but I wasn’t ready for it now. As far as I was concerned, I had a mother and father on Earth who had died when I was a little boy. I had even seen photos of them. Hadn’t I?

      “Tell me about your childhood,” she said.

      “I don’t remember ever living here,” I reminded her.

      “I know. So tell me what you do remember. Tell me about the childhood that’s in your mind right now when you think about it.”

      I was the sort of person who had always focused on where I was. I very rarely thought about the past or the future. Was that a precautionary measure I had created so I didn’t remember my real past? If that was the case, then why did I still have some memories? It made no sense. Who had created them if they didn’t really exist?

      “I stayed in this small room. I remember that. I had no parents. They died when I was little, so I never got the chance to get to know them. I lived with an aunt. She was old and not all that fun to be around. But she fed me and kept me safe. She had this small room for me to stay in which always smelled a little like wet dog. But it had this giant bookcase filled with books that kept me busy. I would read late into the night even after she’d come in and switch my light off. I had this little torch she didn’t know about. And she always made the same food. Toast and soup. Except for Sundays when we’d have roast chicken. I looked forward to Sundays the most. She called it Sunday surprise day even though it was always the same. And… What else… We had a dog. Charlie Rose. Aunt Marjorie said she was a male dog with female tendencies. I was pretty sure that dog had its own room before I came along. My room. And...” I stopped.” Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Floaty looked confused. “Some of the things you’re saying happened here. But some didn’t. There was no aunt. But there was a dog. Rosalie Charlie the Great. And even though we didn’t always have chicken on Sundays, it didn’t stop you from asking for it every week. You were always quite determined like that.”

      “But…these are my Earth memories,” I reminded her.

      “Zera, that’s impossible. You weren’t there when you were a child. You were here. These memories…some are fake. Some are real. I don’t know what’s going on, but there is someone who might know.”

      “Who?”

      “Come on, I’ll take you to see him now.”

      

      It was warm as we left Floaty’s house, and I commented on it as we left. I hadn’t felt any air-conditioning in her house, and yet I hadn’t felt the same heat from outside. I mentioned it to her and she laughed.

      “Silly. There’s no air-conditioning here on Dora.”

      I frowned. “There isn’t? That’s awful. I just realized you have the opposite weather to what December is supposed to have. At least, in America that is.”

      “Oh dear. You have a lot to learn. The weather is different here than on Earth. Here it’s whatever you want it to be.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, what weather do you want it to be now?”

      “This,” I said.

      She smiled. “Exactly. This is perfect for you, but why don’t you change it to something else.”

      “Change it? How?”

      She shrugged. “It’s hard to explain. I guess you just have to think about what you want it to be and believe that it will change.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Try it.”

      It wasn’t hard to imagine the cold because it was what I had just come from, and the moment I imagined it, the weather around me matched my thoughts. I gasped.

      “It’s snowing.”

      Floaty laughed. “Do you like it?”

      “Not really.”

      “Change it back.”

      So I did. And just like that, summer was back. “That’s amazing.”

      “Dora is a special pace,” she said.

      “But doesn’t this get confusing? What if I wanted summer and you wanted winter at the same time? Won’t the constant flux of weather changes like…I don’t know…make the place explode or something?”

      She chuckled. “My weather is not the same as yours right now. I like it a tad chillier than this.” She wrapped her dark green cardigan around her as she spoke, and I realized that the chill in the air that she was feeling could not be felt by me.

      “I’m speechless.”

      “That’s a first,” she said.

      

      As we made our way, she explained who we were going to see. Molta was the man who had sent me to Earth in the first place. He was the one responsible for sending everyone on their secret missions to other planets.

      “Other planets?” I said. “But Earth is the only planet with inhabitants.”

      Floaty laughed. Then she frowned “Oh, you’re being serious. Uh, Earth isn’t the only place. Wow, this mission really did a number on you.”

      I didn’t get a chance to ask her what she was talking about because we were suddenly standing in front of a house overgrown with ferns, and an unnervingly tall man was standing in front of us. I wasn’t sure how he knew we were there, but I was so used to things not making sense that I no longer bothered to ask anymore.

      “Dehlia, good to see you again. Zera, you’re home. Welcome back. I was looking forward to your return.”

      “Zera, this is Molta,” Floaty said to me.

      The tall man had a long beard he could not stop playing with. He looked down at us in confusion. “Why are you introducing him to me?”

      “It’s a long story. Can we come in?”

      “Of course.”

      Molta’s house made my head spin. It was hard to walk around because almost every free space had been taken up by Christmas decorations. Baubles hung from the ceiling, and as we made our way to the living room, he kept knocking his head into them. Either he was used to it, or he didn’t notice, but he didn’t say a word. I wasn’t nearly as tall as him, but even I hit a few on the way.

      “I thought Christmas was an Earth celebration,” I said as I sat down on a sofa covered in tinsel. I yelped a little and moved some out the way but it was impossible to get rid of it all. I was grateful I was at least wearing jeans so the decorations didn’t scrape against my bare skin.

      Molta laughed. “What’s going on with you? Of course it’s not just an Earthly celebration. Everyone celebrates Christmas. There’s always been a debate about who started it first, but I’m certain we did. It’s a big deal here. I don’t think there’s one house on Dora that isn’t decorated.”

      “But why are there no decorations at Floaty’s house?” I asked.

      Molta frowned. “Who on Dora is Floaty?”

      Floaty laughed. “That’s what he called me when he first saw me float toward him. He knows my real name, but I guess the nickname has stuck. I don’t mind. I quite like it.” She turned to me then and chuckled. “And you’re wrong about my house. It’s filled with Christmas decorations.”

      “No it’s not,” I said. “I know I’ve lost my mind a bit, but I haven’t lost it that much. I know what I saw, and I most definitely did not see any Christmas decorations at your house.”

      “You saw what you wanted to see. I guess your mind was already taking in too much so it discarded this to deal with later. You’ll probably see it when we head back there after this.”

      “I think you both better tell me what’s going on. Zera is acting strange,” Molta said.

      “He thinks his name is Ezra,” Floaty explained.

      “It was. On Earth. Actually, I thought that was rather clever of me to come up with. But…” Molta peered in to get a closer look at me, and I shifted nervously in my seat as he gave me a once over. “You don’t still think your name is Ezra, do you?”

      “I don’t know what I think anymore,” I admitted. “My head hurts. One minute I’m an ordinary guy on Earth whose only complaint was when his coffee was lukewarm, and the next I’m some amazing creature from Dora who can take powers from other people.”

      “Correction,” Floaty said. “You are not a creature, you’re a Dorian. And you don’t take powers from other people, you share the powers with them.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better? Because all that does is make me more confused.”

      “Tell me about your life, Zera. Or Ezra. Whatever you prefer. Tell me what you remember,” Molta said.

      “I already told Floaty all that,” I mumbled. I wasn’t sure why, but I was starting to get annoyed with these two. It felt as if they were making a fool of me.

      “Please, Zera Ezra,” Molta said. “Just tell me what you remember.”

      I sighed. “Okay. Although I’m not sure where this is going to get us.”

      I took Molta through it all as if I was writing a synopsis of my life. I tried to keep things as succinct as possible while still including all the details I thought might be important. He kept encouraging me to tell him more, but the look on his face throughout suggested he was nothing short of incredulous.

      “You are an anomaly,” Molta said. “Fascinating. If I was a scientist I’d stick you in a lab and study you.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” If I was a cartoon character my chest would be puffed right about now.

      “I know exactly the things you’re talking about.”

      “Meaning?” I was getting more and more exasperated by this conversation. Both Molta and Floaty seemed unable to simply state the facts.

      “Let me ask you something.” Molta peered closely at me, and I leaned back. I had never been good with people being in my space like that. If I could walk with a wall around me, I would. “Did you have a cat when you were a kid called Tiger? And did he attack you once in front of a group of your friends? Is that why you’re not a fan of cats now.”

      I gasped. “How did you know that?”

      Molta shook his head in obvious amazement. “These aren’t your memories, I’m afraid. Let me show you something.”

      I watched as Molta took out a tape and stuck it into an old VCR that sat below his small square television set. I wanted to tease him for having something so old when he turned around and told me he was a collector of antiques.

      “You can read minds, too?” I asked.

      “Oh goodness no. I wouldn’t wish that power on anyone. No offense,” he said to Floaty.

      “None taken,” she said. “I know exactly what you mean. Sometimes it’s possible to know too much.”

      “So how did you know what I was thinking?” I asked him.

      “Because it’s what everyone thinks when they see this thing. Anyway, tell me what you think about this.”

      The words In The Beginning flashed on the screen, followed by a cheesy song that made it obvious I was about to watch a sitcom from the eighties. A young boy was sitting at the kitchen table with a bowl of mashed potato in front of him. He was poking it with a fork as if that might make it disappear. A large woman, with a moss-green dress turned and sighed and told him to stop playing with his food like that. Cue cheesy sitcom audience laughter. I didn’t understand what was going on. I tried to stand, but my legs wouldn’t support me, so I sat back down.

      “What’s wrong?” Floaty asked, and when I turned to look at her, I could see she was genuinely concerned for my wellbeing. Molta, on the other hand, looked smug, as if he’d just accomplished something big.

      “That’s…” I shook my head. “But it can’t be.”

      “That’s what?” Floaty asked.

      “Is that the life you remember?” Molta asked me.

      “Yes. That’s…that’s me. That’s my aunt.” I looked back at the screen. “There’s Tiger. There’s Tiger. There’s Tiger.” I jumped up and down on the sofa, not daring to stand up again. “That’s Tiger. Wait…how is this happening?”

      “Interesting, very interesting,” Molta said as he stroked his beard. I wanted to tell him that he wasn’t a wizard, but the words were not coming out of me. Floaty let out a little giggle. When Molta wasn’t looking, she mimicked stroking an invisible beard on her, and I couldn’t help but smile. It was the first time I’d felt connected to her, although I still wished she’d stop reading my mind. She mouthed “sorry” and I nodded to her in thanks.

      “What’s so interesting?” I asked Molta. “Why are my memories the same as this show?”

      “In preparation for your trip to Earth I gave you a whole bunch of shows to watch from there. You took a particular liking to this one. I remember because every time I walked in to see you, I heard this annoying laughter. I told you that there wasn’t a real audience, and you said you didn’t care. You liked the show. I think you especially liked the cat.”

      “So let me get this straight. The memories I have of my entire life are actually a show from the eighties?”

      “The eighties,” Molta said. “Such a human construct. They view time so differently to us.”

      “Please stop it,” I said and tried not to bang my head in frustration on the table in front of me. It was made of glass, and the action would certainly not help anyone. My head hurt enough as it was.

      “Sorry,” Molta said. “You have become a lot touchier since coming back. You used to be so easy going.”

      “Do you blame me? My whole feels like a lie. My life is a lie. It’s a television show. Now that would be an interesting concept for a new show. I would call up a producer and let him know, only I’m not on Earth anymore.”

      “You knew television producers?” Floaty asked.

      “No. I didn’t. I just…” I groaned. “This is all just too much for me to deal with. It all feels so real. The cat. The house. Everything. It feels as if I lived it. And yet. It also feels like a dream.”

      “You seem to have mixed up this show with your real life, and with a bit of made-up stuff in between. You’re a writer, though, so I’m not surprised. It’s like you’ve created your own sense of reality. Interesting.”

      “Please stop saying interesting. It’s not interesting at all. It’s horrible. How would you feel if you found out most of your life was played by actors?”

      “I’d find it intere—”

      “Don’t say it!” I glared at him, as if daring him to say that word again. “What is going to happen to me? Will my real memories ever resurface?”

      “I have no idea,” Molta said.

      “What? But you’re supposed to know these things. Haven’t you dealt with something like this before?”

      “You’re the first,” he said. “People are usually a little confused when they return, but their memories eventually return quite soon after a good nap. I’m sure yours are just taking a little longer to come back.”

      “So what do you propose I do? Keep napping?” The annoyance in my voice was obvious.

      “I think we should solve the murder,” he said.

      “Why should I care about that?” I huffed.

      “Zera, you were sent on a mission. I know you’re confused, but we need to get to the bottom of this. And maybe now is the best time when your mind is still so filled with Earth stuff.”

      I was about to argue when Floaty reached out and squeezed my hand.

      “Please, Zera. This is important.”

      I realized her lips hadn’t moved at all. She was letting me read her mind.

      “Please,” she said again in her mind.

      I nodded. “Okay, let’s do this. We have a murder to solve.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Hot chocolate was made, filled to the brim with marshmallows in the shape of clouds. I was surprised to find the food on Dora was exactly the same as on Earth, but I was grateful for it. The sugary drink was doing me good, and I could feel myself becoming more normal as I drank. Or, at least, a new sort of normal. I wasn’t sure what that word even meant anymore. I was now convinced I was Zera, even though I still felt mostly like Ezra. And it was because of this belief that I decided to help them with their mission. If they really had sent me to Earth to learn more, I couldn’t let them down. It was a pity we had to be surrounded by Christmas decorations to discuss this, but I decided to let that go.

      “Let’s get started,” Molta said.

      Molta was a puzzle man. It had nothing to do with the stacks of puzzles lining his bookshelf either. This was a guy whose brain never stopped ticking and who needed to solve things. I gained the impression that he didn’t care much for the fact that I was almost murdered. He just wanted to figure out who it was.

      “I thought you said you were making tea,” I said as I drank. I wasn’t complaining. I had never been much of a tea person. The only time I liked tea was when I made it myself. I found that this was a difficult drink to make right for someone else. The balance of tea to sugar to milk had to be perfect. Something as simple as a few extra grains of sugar could upset the entire equilibrium of the process.

      “I did make tea,” he said.

      “Is this what tea tastes like in Dora?” I asked. “If so I would love to know what hot chocolate tastes like. Unless it tastes like tea, because then I don’t really want to know.”

      Molta looked at his mug as if he was seeing it for the first time and laughed. “Well dang it, you’re right. I made us hot chocolate.”

      I raised my eyebrows at the guy. Not only had he made the drink himself and topped it up with marshmallows, but he’d already had quite a few sips of it. If I hadn’t said anything, would he have thought he’d just had a cup of tea? Was this guy right in the head? There was no way for me to know that. Right now I had no choice but to continue working with him. I wasn’t even sure if Floaty was all that with it. Maybe all people on Dora were batty.

      “Before we start, what’s the deal with Mike?” I asked.

      “Mistletoe Mike?” Molta asked.

      I groaned. “Yes, Mistletoe Mike.”

      “Did you get on well with him on Earth?” Molta asked.

      “I did, surprisingly. I guess he was the one person I felt I could trust.”

      “Do you remember how you met him? How did the two of you become friends?” Molta asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Which I realize now seems absurd. I assumed he was always in my life. Is he from here?”

      “He sure is, and he’s your best friend here, too. He’s one of the gatekeepers to both worlds but he usually resides on this side. We sent him with you to keep you safe.”

      “He’s my best friend here? Why didn’t he tell me what was going on?”

      “He knew you were sent without memory of your home. He didn’t tell you for your own safety. Also, let’s be honest, would you have believed him if he had told you the truth?”

      “I guess not,” I said. “I would’ve assumed he’d lost his mind, or was trying to help me come up with the plot to my next book. But hey, why did he get to keep his memory while mine was taken away?”

      “Your memories weren’t taken away, they were put on hold. There’s a difference. He had to keep his. He’s a gatekeeper. It’s imperative that their memory is always intact. Gatekeepers have the sharpest minds of us all. That man is incredible. You can ask him anything, and he can give you the facts and figures. You wouldn’t think so looking at the guy, but he’s incredibly smart.”

      I nodded at that. I had sat with him for a few quiz nights, and he always had the answers for even the most obscure questions.

      “Where is he now?” I asked.

      “He’ll stay there for a while. I’m sure he’s desperate to come back and talk to you. It must’ve been a long year for him with you not recognizing him. Although knowing Mistletoe Mike, he probably had a lot of fun with it.”

      I cringed. I wished they’d stop using that name. “But does he have to stay?”

      “He needs to make sure nobody saw you leave.”

      “I never thought about that. Won’t people wonder where I went? I mean, I just vanished.”

      “Who would be looking?” Molta asked.

      I didn’t think he meant it as an insult. At least, I hoped not. He was right, though. Who would look for me? Only Mike cared about me, and he knew the truth. The others would make a fuss and pretend to care, but they’d only do it to make others think they were good people. And it would make for some fantastic gossip.

      “More than likely Mistletoe Mike will tell them you left the country to explore new worlds for your book. They’ll soon forget you were even there,” Molta explained.

      Even though I hadn’t made friends with anyone, the thought of being forgotten made me sad.

      “I thought you didn’t like anyone there,” Floaty said.

      “I didn’t. And stop reading my mind. It’s a terrible and incredibly rude habit of yours,” I pointed out. What I didn’t say was that if I could read minds I’d probably also do it all the time. Although she probably heard me thinking that, too.

      “You didn’t meet any girls, did you?” Molta asked, clearly distracted by the real reason for this talk today. Floaty hit him, and Molta chuckled. The whole exchange made me feel like an outsider, as if they were in on a little secret I was not a part of.

      “Why did you hit him? Is it that unlikely I would meet someone? Is that what you think of me?” I could feel myself getting agitated. Mostly because they were probably right. I had never been all that good with women.

      “No, of course not,” Floaty said. “It’s just…well…”

      “He doesn’t know, does he?” Molta said.

      “Know what? The two of you are so infuriating. Are you all like that here? Is this just the Dora way?”

      “You’re engaged.” The words burst out of Floaty.

      “What? What do you mean? How?”

      “Engaged,” she said the words slowly, sounding out each syllable. “It’s when you ask someone to marry you. That’s what engaged means.”

      “I’m not an idiot. I know what it means. But I’m not engaged.”

      “You are.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are.”

      I looked at Molta, as if he was the deciding factor in all of this, and groaned when he nodded. “You are, Zera, and she’s lovely.”

      “She is lovely,” Floaty agreed.

      My head was spinning. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Her name is Holly. You asked her to marry you on Christmas day two years ago. The wedding was postponed because of your secret mission. She’s struggled without you, but she is your biggest supporter. The whole thing is so romantic, if you ask me.”

      “Hang on a second. I asked her to marry me on Christmas day and her name is Holly?”

      “Yes.” Floaty let out a long happy sigh. “That’s one of the reasons you did it.”

      “That proves it then. You have the wrong man. I hate Christmas,” I said as I yanked a piece of tinsel that had somehow gotten tied up around my leg.

      “You love Christmas,” Floaty said.

      “But I don’t. I know what I like and what I don’t like.”

      “Do you?” she said. “I don’t mean to insult you, Ezra, but right now you don’t know much. You probably just think you hate Christmas because while you were on Earth it would remind you too much of home. Subconsciously, of course.”

      I tried to let the information sink in, but it was a lot. This was even more of a shock than the fact that I wasn’t an actual human being. I was engaged. Engaged. I let the word play around in my mind, but it was hard to fully understand the range of emotions milling around my head. Despite this strange thought, a little bit of hope ran through me. If I was engaged then maybe I wasn’t such a failure after all.

      “Where…where is she?” The question suggested that I believed them, and I could see the return of a little smirk on Floaty’s face.

      “She doesn’t know you’re back,” Floaty said. “I think it’s probably best that you wait until your memory comes back.”

      “Can we discuss the murder now?” Molta said.

      I nodded. “Sure. Let’s discuss.” I was happy to think about anything other than the fact that I had forgotten my own fiancée. Hopefully Holly was the forgiving type. “Can we bring up the magic board?”

      Floaty laughed. “Sure we can.” The board appeared with all the writing from before, and Molta took some time reading through it. He made little “Hmm” sounds while he read, and then nodded appreciatively at Floaty.

      “Very good. Although I’m not sure you were on the right track here. You were trying to figure out who would come after Zera. What we need to figure out is who would come after Tony.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s true,” Floaty said.

      “Well at least I know who my enemies are,” I said as I stared at the board. As I did, the words were washed away and the board became blank again. I knew without a doubt that I wouldn’t remember one of the names she had mentioned. That was probably a good thing.

      “What can you tell us about Tony Tribble?” Molta asked me.

      “I’ll be honest, I didn’t have a great deal to do with him,” I admitted. “I wasn’t the most sociable person there, and I found the man a little odd. Now that I know he’s not from Earth, it all makes a lot more sense, but I didn’t know that then, so I stayed away as much as I could.”

      “What did you do with your time?”

      “I mostly wrote,” I said proudly. “I am the author of a few fantasy novels, and they were quite popular.”

      “But we didn’t send you on Earth to write novels. We sent you there so you could bring Tony back. You should’ve been taking notes.”

      I raised my eyebrows at that. I wasn’t the eyebrow raising type, but I could feel them arching. Maybe Zera was more expressive than Ezra had been.

      “You do realize you sent me there without my memories? How was I supposed to know what to do? I did, in fact, take notes, but I left them all on Earth. And don’t get upset with me for that, too, because I had no idea I was meant to bring them back here. In fact, I think you should reconsider changing the way you send people on these secret missions from here onwards. If I had gone with my memory I would’ve done a much better job, and I could’ve probably come back after a few months rather than losing a whole five years of my life.”

      “One year,” Floaty said.

      “Well it felt like five years to me,” I said. I could feel myself getting angry. “You are both expecting way too much of me. Now, I’m going to tell you what I know, and if it’s not enough then I think one of you should go and find out more for yourself.”

      They both looked at me in shocked silence, then Molta told me to go ahead.

      I nodded. “Tony Tribble was a strange man. He didn’t seem to fit in with the rest of the people on Earth. I didn’t think much of it because I never felt as though I fit in much myself. He lived in a large house with a green door, and people often wondered how he could afford something so fancy when he didn’t have a job. He…” I stopped as I recalled a conversation I’d had with Paul at the grocery story.

      “What is it?” Molta asked.

      “They found a note when Tony was murdered. It said something along the lines of you shouldn’t be here. That must mean that someone knew he wasn’t from Earth. And if someone knew that then surely that must mean…”

      “Someone from Dora went after him,” Floaty finished with a gasp.

      I nodded. “Exactly. You said he did some bad things. Stole from people. Well maybe someone wanted revenge. Why don’t we figure out who was the most affected by some of his antics? Who would risk their lives by following him to Earth to murder him?”

      “I knew we could count on you,” Molta said.

      “Thank you,” I said. “But here’s what I don’t understand. Why did I get a note?”

      “Maybe the person who came after Tony decided to come after you in case you told everyone when you got back to Dora,” Floaty suggested.

      “That makes sense,” Molta said. “Now we’re just got to figure out who would do this. You know, we could just try and track down Tony. It might take a while but we could probably do it. Then we can really get to the bottom of this.”

      I frowned. “Track down Tony? What, so you can talk to the dead now, too?”

      “Tony isn’t dead.”

      “Yes he is. He was murdered, remember.” I was now back to thinking that these two were completely insane.

      Floaty chuckled. “He was murdered, but he’s not dead. Earthlings die. Dorians don’t.”
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      I had to keep reminding myself that they were used to the Zera who knew everything about his home planet, and not Ezra who thought Earth was the only planet worth talking about. I was constantly getting annoyed with Molta and Floaty, but I had to remember I was frustrating them, too.

      “Explain,” I said simply.

      “Explain what?” Molta looked genuinely confused by this question.

      “Explain how it’s possible that he can still be alive when he was murdered,” I asked.

      Molta chuckled. “I keep forgetting how little you know about us. When those on Earth die, they cannot come back, as you know. However, you cannot die on Dora.”

      “But…”

      “I told you Dora was the superior planet,” Floaty interrupted.

      “You keep calling Dora a planet, but we were never taught about it in school.”

      Floaty laughed. “You didn’t go to school on Earth.”

      “I know. But I remember going there.” I kept forgetting that none of what I remembered was real. It was a little hard to keep track of everything.

      “What planets were you taught of?”

      I paused as I dug around in my now messy brain until I came up with something that seemed familiar. “My Very Eager Monkey Jumps Sideways Up Norman’s Pants.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I don’t know why I said that,” I said. “Oh wait, I remember. The first letters stand for something. Yes. M is for Mars. So it’s Mars, Earth, Mercury, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune and Pluto. Although that one is apparently not a planet anymore.”

      “People have a strange way of learning things on Earth,” Molta said.

      “Certainly,” I agreed. “But, you see, there’s no mention of Dora.”

      “Of course there isn’t. Earth is our creation. Long story. Really not the time for it now, unless you want to be here all day.”

      I shook my head. “I definitely don’t want to be here all day. That’s almost too much to comprehend. Let’s refocus. So, you can’t die on Dora, but you can die on Earth. Tony was on Earth, so surely he’s dead?”

      “That’s where it gets complicated. He’s not an Earthling. He’s a Dorian. This means he’s more than likely in the in between world as he tries to find his way back. He was murdered, which means he won’t be able to get back to Earth, and he’ll end up back in Dora.”

      “So this has happened before?” I asked as I tried desperately to understand it all. I felt like a baby learning something for the first time. As soon as I was sure I had figured it all out, there was something new to learn.

      “This has happened before. There are ten points of entry for those returning back to Dora, so that’s how he would return,” Molta explained.

      “So why not just go to those entry points and see if he’s there?” I asked.

      “Zera, Dora is huge. It’s twenty times the size of Earth, and even if we did find the right entry, it doesn’t mean he’ll still be there. I doubt he’d hang around.”

      “Twenty times?” I gasped. “And is there a chance he’ll simply not find his way back?”

      “I doubt that. Even if it takes time, he’ll return.”

      “Why did you send me there? If he was so bad, why didn’t you just leave him on Earth? Surely you don’t want a man like that here?” I asked.

      “Secret missions are good for knowledge. They’re important. But you shouldn’t cross pollinate planets. There’s a reason we’re all separated. And it’s of the highest order of Dora that Dorians are alienated from the rest of the universe,” Molta said.

      “Alienated,” I said with a chuckle. “Excuse the pun, huh?”

      Molta frowned and shot Floaty a look as if he thought I was mad. “Uh, sure. Anyway, the point was for Tony to come back and serve his time for stealing before he was reintegrated into society like everyone else. My job was to make sure it was him before we got Mike to bring him back. Mike is always keeping tabs on all the other planets, and he was the one who told us about a man there called Tony Tibble. That’s why we wanted to investigate. But we had to make sure it was him before we got Mike to bring him back.”

      “But surely Mike could see it was him?” I asked.

      “He’s a shape shifter, remember. So just because the name was right didn’t mean it was the same person. Imagine it was all just a coincidence and we brought an Earthling here to Dora. That would’ve been bad.”

      “Hang on a second. He’s a shape shifter and he chose to look that way on Earth?” I asked.

      “That bad?”

      I laughed. “That bad. Okay, but if the mission was to get Tony back from Earth, isn’t your mission accomplished? You might not know where he is, but he is back. You’ll probably find him eventually. Why not just put the word out that you’re looking for him? I know Dora is huge, but he can’t stay hidden forever.”

      “Absolutely, and we’ll definitely do that. However, we have a new problem now. A new mission,” Molta said. “If someone killed Tony on Earth, it means someone else from Dora got in, too. So now we have to figure out who that is, and bring them back.”

      “Not me,” I shouted, and both Molta and Floaty looked at me curiously. My outburst had been so loud and so sudden that it had taken everyone by surprise, including me.

      “Not you?” Floaty asked. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t want to go back. Don’t send me.”

      “I’m surprised,” Floaty replied. “I thought maybe you’d want to go back to the place you still think of as home.” I was sure I noticed a hint of a smile playing on her face. Floaty Mac SmirkFace.

      I shrugged and played with a bit of tinsel next to me. “I don’t know what home is anymore.”

      “But you like it here?” she asked.

      I shrugged again. “I like the control we have of the temperature here.”

      She chuckled. “Yeah, that is nice.”

      “We won’t send anyone back to Earth unless we absolutely have to,” Molta said. “For now, let’s use the board and come up with our suspects.”

      “But Molta, Tony stole from so many people. We’ll be here all day,” Floaty said. “He even stole shoes from me.”

      “That’s a weird thing to steal,” I said.

      “They were made out of real gold,” Floaty explained.

      “You walked around with shoes made of real gold?”

      “Of course. Why not?”

      “Well…I guess…”

      “Let’s focus only on those that would want to actually kill him for it,” Molta said.

      “I don’t understand. Why would they kill him if they knew he couldn’t really die?” I asked. The rules and regulations of Earth seemed so much easier to understand.

      “It would force him back to Dora where he would have to pay for what he had done,” Molta explained.

      “Okay, that makes sense.”

      “And yes, while he did steal things like shoes,” Molta said. “He also stole powers. Let’s concentrate on those misdemeanours for now.”

      “Pete Park!” Floaty said in excitement, and I saw the name appear on the magic board. “Remember when Tony took his power? That one was bad.” She looked at me as she explained what happened. “Pete had this amazing ability to climb, almost spider-like, up and down buildings and anywhere he wants. It was spectacular to watch. Tony took that from him. You see, when Tony takes a power from someone, they lose it for as long as he has it. Why are you smiling?”

      I thought of explaining Peter Parker and Spiderman to her but decided against it. I had no idea why some things on Dora and Earth were so connected, but perhaps the entire universe had these correlations I never knew about. Maybe on Saturn there’s a man called Parker Pete. I no longer found things surprising. Just amusing.

      “Just a funny name, that’s all,” I said. “Let’s get back to the list.”

      “Major Buck,” Floaty said. “Tony took his flying ability away.”

      “Flying? Wow. I thought floating was cool.”

      “Floating is cool,” she said.

      “It is.” I smiled at her. Now was not the time to make enemies. “Is he a major?”

      “A what?”

      “Major Buck. Is he a major?” I asked.

      Floaty frowned. “That’s his name.”

      “Yes but,” I sighed. “Never mind. Would Major have it in him to go after Tony on Earth? Because that’s another thing we need to figure out. Who would do that? And not just Tony. But me. I mean, what did I do?”

      “That’s true,” Molta said. “That’s the part that makes no sense to me. I understand getting Tony back so he can pay for what he did on Dora, but you did nothing. You were there to get Tony back, too.”

      I shook my head. “Makes no sense. So, other than Pete and Major, who else?”

      “I know this isn’t a power, but Tony did take Frank’s children for a little while,” Floaty reminded Molta.

      “Excuse me? His children?” I asked. “How and why do you take someone’s children?”

      “Tony wanted to know what it would be like to have kids. That was his excuse, anyway. We think he wanted the two kids to make him breakfast every morning.”

      “Like slaves?” I said. “That’s despicable. Frank is definitely a worthy candidate in this.”

      “I guess you’re right,” Molta said. “It might have nothing to do with him taking people’s powers, which makes our job of finding who it is a lot harder.”

      A thought occurred to me. I should’ve thought about this a long time ago but I blamed the current state of my foggy brain for it. “Maybe I’m missing something here, but why don’t you just figure out who is missing from Dora? How can someone just go missing without anybody wondering where they are?”

      “You’re right,” Molta said. “That would be strange. Yet nobody has come forward to the police department. You know, the more we talk about this, the stranger it gets.”
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      I could no longer concentrate on what was being said. The words drifted from Molta to Floaty but seemed unable to make their way into my own ears. I was hungry, tired, and confused. I wanted my memory to come back to me, and I was thinking more and more about this fiancée who still didn’t know I had returned. I both wanted to see her and didn’t want to see her at the same time. I was scared I wouldn’t recognize her. Floaty was once again listening in on my thoughts.

      “I have an idea,” she said. “Why don’t we call this a day? A good meal and a long sleep might be just the thing you need for your memories to return.”

      “Or we can continue until we solve this thing,” Molta suggested.

      “No more talking,” Floaty said. “Why don’t you make us your famous stew? Zera won’t remember it so it will be like he’s having it for the first time, the lucky guy.”

      That was all the encouragement Molta needed as he jumped up to make the stew. “Good idea. You chop the vegetables, I’ll do the rest.”

      While the three of us worked in the kitchen, Molta and Floaty talked. They either seemed not to notice that I wasn’t partaking in the conversation, or they knew that it was all too much for me. I had a feeling Floaty realized. Molta didn’t seem the type to fully understand the emotions of others. He was a loner. People didn’t fit into his little world. I didn’t know this because I remembered anything, but it seemed obvious just by looking at him.

      Molta and Floaty were fast in the kitchen, while I spent the entire time cutting carrots. When the stew was ready I was still cutting, and Molta simply put my cut carrots to the side instead of in the stew. Somehow there were already carrots in there. It felt very much like they had just given me a task to keep me busy while they did the real work, as if I was a child and they were the parents. I thought of chastising them for this, but what was the point? It wasn’t like I wanted to help them cook anyway.

      The stew was as excellent as Molta kept telling me it was going to be. This was not a man who was afraid to boast, and why should he with a meal as good as this? Maybe it was because I hadn’t eaten in a while, but it was one of the nicest dishes I had ever tasted. I told them, and Floaty said all food on Dora was delicious, but Molta quipped that some things were still better than others. The message was clear, his stew was the best.

      Floaty insisted that we watch television while we ate in order to give our brains a rest, and it was obvious she was only talking about my brain, but I was grateful for it. Television shows on Dora were similar to the ones on Earth, except I didn’t understand most of the references. So when Molta and Floaty found things funny, as they often did, I found myself laughing with them just not to bring any more attention to myself. There was nothing worse than someone having to explain why something was funny. Apparently we were watching a comedy, but I would never have thought so. I kept thinking to myself how ‘back home’ I would never have watched a show like this, and then I had to remind myself Earth was not my home.

      We watched many shows, none of which I found funny. I wasn’t sure when it happened, but somewhere after the third one I fell asleep. Floaty poked me awake.

      “I’m not sleeping,” I called out in defence.

      She laughed. “It’s time to go home.”

      

      The word haunted me. Home. As a writer I should’ve realized how powerful that word was, and yet only now did I understand it for the first time. What was home? Was it the place you lived in as a child? Was it the place you were in right now? Was home simply the place you felt most yourself in, whether you lived there or not?

      “Do you see it?” she asked as we walked in.

      I was about to ask her what she was talking about when I noticed the Christmas decorations that lined every nook of the house. It was even worse than Molta’s, and I would never have thought that possible. I thought the house looked bad before, but this hurt my eyes. Had Santa chosen this one house to throw up in?

      Floaty laughed. “You do realize that you’re responsible for making at least seventy percent of the décor, don’t you? I tried to put it up the way you did last year.”

      “Impossible.”

      “Just a day ago you didn’t even know Dora existed,” she pointed out.

      “I hate Christmas.”

      She chuckled. “Sure you do. Come on, Zera the moaner, let me take you to your room.”

      She opened the door, and I laughed. “You see! No decorations. Surely my room would be full of it if I loved Christmas as much as you seem to think I do.”

      “I wasn’t even sure if you would be home for Christmas. There seemed no point to decorate if nobody came in here.”

      I groaned. “Fine. Whatever. Christmas is amazing.”

      “Sarcasm does not suit you. Do you want anything before you get some rest?”

      “I should probably shower, but…”

      “What’s that?”

      I gasped. “You don’t shower on Dora? Please tell me that means we’re always clean?” I smelled my armpits. “I smell good.”

      Floaty grimaced. “I don’t know why you’re smelling yourself like that but it’s quite disgusting. I don’t know what a shower is, but I have a feeling I wouldn’t like it. Well, goodnight, Zera. I hope my brother is back after a good sleep.”

      “I hope so, too,” I said.

      

      I was momentarily side tracked by the idea of never having to shower again, until I snapped back to reality. I felt dizzy at the word. Reality was just as foreign to me as the word home. This, if all was to be believed, was my room. I stood at the door as I glanced from one wall to the next, from one item to another. This was my room? It seemed nothing like me. Posters lined the walls, showcasing movies I had never heard of, and a band which looked like a mixture of heavy metal and pop. The whole thing was ridiculous. I couldn’t help but laugh when I saw a lava lamp sitting on the bedside table, as if I’d just arrived back in the nineties. I switched it on and watched as the lava swirled from one side to the other. It was mesmerizing, and the more I watched, the calmer I felt. The feeling also seemed vaguely familiar, as if the lamp had calmed me down many times before. I didn’t have one on Earth, so maybe this was my room. I climbed into the soft bed and watched the lamp until I eventually fell asleep.
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      I had no idea what time it was when I woke. The room was so dark I couldn’t see a thing, and for a moment I thought I was back in my room on Earth. I almost expected everything to have been a dream, and the idea made me uneasy. But then I turned around and saw the lava lamp, and everything came back to me. I switched on the lamp and looked around the room again. I lay there for a while and tried to remember everything, but my mind was still filled with a mixture of memories of Earth, Dora, and TV shows. I heard a bang, followed by a small yelp, and I jumped out of bed and headed out the room to see what was going on. Floaty was in the kitchen, making sandwiches, and when she saw me, she smiled.

      “You’re up,” she said. “I’m sorry if I woke you. I was trying to be as quiet as possible, but then I dropped the pan. It’s so typical of me. Whenever I try to be quiet I end up making more noise. Did you sleep well?”

      Was she always so chipper in the morning? “I slept well, although I have no idea how long I was out for. What time is it?”

      She looked forlorn at my question and sighed. “You still don’t remember anything, huh?”

      “How do you know I don’t remember anything?” I asked her.

      “Because time is a human construct. There is no time on Dora.”

      I sat down. That was too much to comprehend. “But it’s morning, right?”

      “It’s…” Floaty thought about what she was going to say. “It’s hard to explain. Yes, there is night and day here, but it’s not the same as what you’re used to. And you sleep when you’re tired. You don’t sleep just because the sun has gone down. Humans are so set on structure that they let time dictate their entire lives. It’s different here. If you’re still tired in an hour’s time, you’ll go to sleep. If you are not tired, you’ll stay up. That’s why we’re all so sufficiently rested here, and why we’re so productive.”

      “I couldn’t imagine a world without time.”

      “You’ll understand soon enough. I’m starting to realize there are a lot of things on Dora that are hard to explain. But you’ll soon see that everything we do here is the right way. I’ll do my best to explain as much as I can, but hopefully your memories will come back to you.”

      “I thought they were going to come back after a good sleep,” I said.

      “Me too. I’m not sure what happened to you, Zera. Does anything seem familiar?”

      “The lava lamp,” I said.

      Floaty laughed. “Of all the things. You remember the lava lamp over your own sister.”

      “I’m sorry.” I genuinely meant it, too. I felt like an awful person to have forgotten my own family. I didn’t even remember my own fiancée. What was wrong with me?

      “Don’t be sorry,” she said. “This is not your fault. Do you want something to eat? I’ve made cheesy egg toasted sandwiches.”

      “That sounds delicious. I’d love some.”

      She handed me a sandwich and I devored it within minutes. She laughed and gave me another one. “At least your appetite is normal.”

      “Really? So, uh, what else can you tell me about my life? What sort of things did I do? What was I like?” I asked.

      “You don’t have to talk about yourself in the past tense, you know. You’re still that person. You just need to find yourself again, that’s all. I’m sure the longer you stay here on Dora, the more you’ll forget about your old life. What’s wrong? You look sad,” she said.

      “I’m scared,” I admitted.

      “No, you’re not. The Zera I know wasn’t scared of anything. Well, except sporadic spiders, of course, but everyone’s a little afraid of them, even if they won’t admit to it.”

      “What on Earth are sporadic spiders?” I shivered at the thought, despite not knowing what they were.

      “Don’t you mean what on Dora?”

      I laughed. “Oh yeah. I keep forgetting. What are sporadic spiders, and why do they sound so horrific?”

      “They are bizarre creatures, sporadic in many different ways. Sometimes they’re big. Sometimes they’re small. Sometimes they bite. Sometimes they don’t. Sometimes they’re fast. Sometimes they’re slow. You just never know what you’re going to get with them. And you can tell them apart from the other spiders because their eyes are huge.”

      “Please tell me you’re messing with me,” I said.

      She laughed. “I’m not.”

      “I thought you said Dora was the perfect place.”

      “The spiders aren’t from Dora. They were created by one of our scientists. He was only doing it as an experiment, but it got out of hand. Now they’ve become a part of our world. As you can imagine, the scientist is not the most popular guy.”

      “I hate him already,” I said.

      “Don’t worry, they’re not all that common, and they’re slowly dying out. Dora really is an amazing place. Now, let me see, what else can I tell you about your life here.”

      “Do I really like that weird band from that poster on my wall?” I asked her.

      “Stone Poor Mustard?” she said. “They’re the best. Everyone loves them.”

      “That’s their name?”

      “Creative, isn’t it? They’re fantastic.”

      “They just don’t seem like the sort of music I would listen to.” Although as I said it, I realized I had no idea what music I liked. Which was strange. Surely everyone had a favourite band? I thought of the bands I knew from Earth but suddenly nothing came to mind. Either I had paid very little attention to music when I was there or my memories of the place were starting to fade.

      “Let me play some for you,” she said.

      I had no idea what to expect. Maybe alien music, whatever that was. Instead I was pleasantly surprised by the sound now drifting through the air. Floaty danced around the room while it played, and I laughed as I watched her. I had never seen anyone float dancing before. She held out her hand, and I shook my head, so she pulled me up to my feet.

      “Float,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Float.”

      I closed my eyes and imagined my feet off the ground, and just like that I was floating along with her. As we danced around the room, the song, like the lava lamp, seemed familiar to me. I had often heard people talking about the power of music, but I hadn’t understood it until now. Happiness overwhelmed me, and the moment the thought occurred to me I realized I had never known that feeling before. At least, not while I was on Earth. Was music what was missing from my life? Or was Dora missing from it? I was certain I wasn’t the best dancer, but being off the ground made it a lot easier. Floaty took my hand again and twirled me around, and I laughed. Then it was her turn to laugh as I fell to the floor and rolled across the floor like a burrito. I lay there as she floated above me.

      “How did that happen?” I asked her. “I lost my floating powers.”

      “You must’ve been thinking about being on the ground again. You know how to keep the powers for a long time, so this is probably a case of you not being used to them anymore. It made for some pretty entertaining viewing,” she said as she landed back onto the floor and turned off the music. “I take it you like the band?”

      “I love them,” I said. “Am I really like this?” I got off the floor and took a seat at the table again. I was pleased when Floaty handed me another sandwich. I was ravenous that morning, or whenever it was. It suddenly occurred to me that I didn’t care. I was awake. I was hungry. Why did it matter what time it was?

      Floaty grinned. “Like what? Clumsy?”

      “Happy.”

      “You’re happy?”

      I nodded as I took another bite. “I am. And let me tell you, for a man who spent most of his time holed up in his room on Earth, this is a strange feeling for me. I thought I was happy there, but there’s no chance you’d ever have caught me dancing without care like this.”

      “That’s sad,” she said. “Earth life doesn’t sound like a lot of fun.”

      “I don’t think it was Earth. I think it was me. I didn’t want people to see me having fun like this.”

      “Why not?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I was afraid they would laugh at me. Maybe I was trying to uphold a certain image. I don’t know.”

      “People would laugh at you?”

      “If I danced badly, sure. And if I danced well they might say I was trying to show off. It’s a tricky balancing act. I found it easier to stick to myself. People can be cruel.”

      “Not here on Dora,” Floaty said.

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Tony was bad. And what about that other guy, the one who took my coat.”

      She chuckled. “Percy isn’t a bad person. He just has a nasty habit, that’s all. And sure, not everyone here on Dora is perfect. You’re right about that. But we’re good people at the heart of it all. Tony is an anomaly. Every few hundred years you get someone like him. But after a good initiation he’ll see the light. We like to have fun here. We like to laugh. We like to celebrate. And we don’t have to be good at everything we do. In fact, sometimes being bad at something is a lot more fun.”

      “Sounds too good to be true.”

      “Earth made you cynical,” she said.

      “Maybe it did,” I said thoughtfully. “I still feel cynical. Even after everything you’ve told me. I keep thinking that it can’t possibly be real.”

      “It is,” she said. “I promise you. I guess time will tell for you.”

      “I hope so. So what’s the plan for the day? Will the magical board make a reappearance?”

      She laughed. “I love that you still call it that. It’s just a board. I think we’ll probably head back and see what Molta has to say about all of this. Hopefully he’s had some time to think on it, too. While you were sleeping I spent most of my time trying to figure out what we were going to do. I’m not as brave as you. I don’t want to go to Earth. I like it too much here. And, well…I’m a little scared.”

      “Why? If you die there you just come back here,” I reminded her.

      “I know. I just don’t know if I have it in me to go. I know it seems like no big deal to you right now, but it is. It’s a huge deal. You lost a year of your life to go to Earth.”

      “Then don’t go,” I said simply. “After everything you’ve told me about my life I’m not sure why I went. I don’t seem like the heroic type.”

      “You didn’t go because you wanted to be a hero. You went because you’re a writer and a naturally curious person. You figured you could help Dora at the same time by getting Tony back, but we all know the real reason was for you to get some information for your books.”

      “But I could’ve just watched it all on TV. You have all their shows,” I said.

      “That’s not the same as experiencing it yourself,” she said. “Those were your words, by the way. And Mike was the one who convinced you to go. He’s a good friend. He knew you had it in you. I think we should head over to Molta’s house now. He can make us some more of that delicious tea.”

      I laughed. “Is he usually so absent minded?”

      “When he has something on his mind he becomes so focused on it that he loses the ability to focus on anything else. It’s always amusing.”

      “He’s an interesting character,” I said.

      “He is. He’s a good person, but boy does he like a good puzzle.”

      “I’m surprised he didn’t go to Earth.”

      “Trust me, Zera, not many of us would.”

      I was heavy in thought about that comment, because I knew it said a great deal about me, but I didn’t get much time to process it because a knock sounded on the door.

      “Maybe Molta couldn’t wait and came to see us,” Floaty said as she jumped up to answer. “I wouldn’t be surprised. He’s not the most patient person.”

      But it wasn’t Molta. Instead a tall man stood at the door with a sheepish look on his handsome face. I thought maybe it was one of Floaty’s ex-boyfriends until she gasped and said “Tony!”
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      I wasn’t sure what I expected Tony to really look like. I figured he’d be more toward the horrific side of the attractive scale, considering the look he’d chosen for Earth. If that was his idea of good looking than I was certain the guy wasn’t going to be much of an oil painting. As it turned out, I got that one very wrong. Tony was a great-looking man, with the sort of looks most other men would be jealous of. He was the type of character I never wrote into one of my books because I didn’t like that attractive people always got cast so highly. They were born that way. I preferred people who earned their status in life. Maybe that was why I liked writing fantasy. It was a lot easier to cast unlikely heroes into the story.

      “Uh, hi, Zera,” he said.

      “You’re Tony?” I asked.

      He frowned at me, and then looked at Floaty. “Can I come in?”

      “I don’t know? Can you?” Floaty sounded like a petulant child and her answer made no sense at all, but I understood why she would have her guard up. It wasn’t every day a murdered Earth escapee showed up at your doorstep.

      “Please,” he said. “I don’t want anyone to know that I’m here. I’ll explain. I promise.”

      Floaty sighed. “Fine, come in. But I’m only letting you in because I’m curious. I don’t want to see you.” Floaty was acting as if the two of them might have actually dated once. I wanted to ask, but there were a million other questions to ask before that one. Floaty looked at me, clearly having read my mind, and shook her head. The look on her face said ‘I would never date someone like him’ and I was so grateful for it that I forgot to get upset that she’d read my mind again. Even though I had only recently discovered her to be my sister, I felt a strange pull to be protective over her.

      “Why are you staring at me like that?” Tony asked me.

      “Sorry, I can’t help myself. I’m just so surprised to see you looking this way.”

      He laughed. “You got used to seeing me as the other Tony, huh.”

      “Actually, I didn’t know that was you,” I pointed out.

      “Oh yes, of course you didn’t. That was the fun part of it all. Both you and Mistletoe Mike had no idea.”

      I groaned. “Does everyone call him that? All year ’round?”

      Tony frowned. “What are you talking about? Of course not. We only call him that at Christmas. What’s gotten into you? You’re acting all weird.”

      I was about to explain myself when I caught Floaty glaring at me. She stood behind Tony and shook her head.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I’m just surprised to see you here.”

      “Yeah,” Floaty said. “What are you doing here? Actually, you know what, tell us everything. Why did you leave in the first place?”

      “I’m sure you know why.”

      “I want to hear it coming out of your own mouth,” she said. I decided I liked this version of Floaty. Decisive. Bossy. It suited her. Unless she was directing that to me, of course.

      Tony looked a little nervous. “I escaped Dora because I knew I had to pay for all the things I’d done here.”

      “And by ‘escaped’ you mean ‘ran away’, don’t you?” she said.

      “Well, yes, I guess you can call it that.”

      “I can call it that,” she said.

      “Okay fine. I ran away. I ran away to Earth because I figured out a way in, and I thought I’d be safe there.”

      “You didn’t think we’d send someone after you, did you?” Floaty said.

      “No, I didn’t.” Tony glared at me. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw you. I’ll be honest, I was always so curious about why you were there. I wasn’t sure if you were there on a mission or if you had escaped the way I had. But I couldn’t ask you because you had no idea who I was, and I didn’t want you to find out. I must say, Zera, you fit in well with the rest of the Earthlings. You acted just like them. If I hadn’t recognized you, I would never have suspected you weren’t from there.

      “Uh, yes, well, I’ve always been a good actor,” I said.

      Tony laughed. “No you haven’t. So, why were you there?”

      “I was there to find you,” I said.

      “You were?” Tony chuckled. “You didn’t do a very good job of it. Too busy writing novels, huh? You just couldn’t help yourself.”

      “Tony, are you here to start a quibble or do you want us to help you with something? Because right now you’re just asking for trouble,” Floaty said. “And I do not like trouble in my house. Especially not at Christmas time.”

      “Sorry, sorry. I actually came here because I thought you’d want to know who murdered me,” he said. “And who, in turn, was after you.” Tony turned to me then and smiled proudly as if he’d just won the Nobel Prize. I wondered what the equivalent to that on Dora was, but decided it wasn’t the best time to ask. Right now the only thing I wanted to know was who was after me.

      “Who was it?” I asked.

      “Well, in order to give you that information, I’d like something in return.”

      “And why should we give you anything?” Floaty demanded. “You’re nothing but trouble Tony Tribble.”

      He stood. “Fine, so you don’t want to know. That’s fine by me. Whatever.”

      “Stop,” I said, despite the look Floaty gave me. “I want to know. What do you want in return?”

      “If I tell you who murdered me and who is now after you, will you let me continue life on Dora without retribution?” he said and looked directly at me when saying it.

      “Why are you asking me?” I said.

      “You’re the retribution decider,” Floaty said.

      “Huh? Why don’t you know that?” Tony asked but we both ignored him.

      I smiled tersely. “Give us a moment.”

      I pulled Floaty to the corner of the room. “What is he going on about?” I whispered.

      “Zera, it’s a lot to explain right now, and I was hoping by now you’d have remembered everything, but clearly not. You are a lot more than just an author with a sharp mind and a sarcastic tongue. You have the greatest power on Dora, that you already know, and you’re also one of our leaders. We have five.”

      It was still hard to believe I had power, let alone the greatest power, and now she was telling me I was a leader. Me? “Are you sure?”

      “You are.”

      I frowned as the information sunk in. “But I live here with you.”

      She laughed. “So?”

      “Aren’t leaders supposed to live in fancy houses?”

      “Hey, this house is just fine, thank you very much. I don’t know what sort of manners you picked up on Earth, but they won’t fly here. We believe in equality. You live like the rest of us, and it’s a pretty fine life to lead.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that.” I glanced over at Tony, who was watching us in confusion. “So what do we do?”

      “Not we. You. You decide.”

      “Why me?”

      Floaty sighed. “Because, silly, you’re one of the leaders. You get to decide on things like retribution.”

      “But I don’t know what to do. I don’t even know who I am, and I certainly don’t recognize that man as Tony Tibble.”

      “Trust me,” Floaty said. “That’s Tony. And unfortunately, I can’t help you with this one, as much as I want to. This is your choice, and I will agree with anything you say. I’m all for debates and sibling rivalry, but not when it comes to leadership choices. This one is all on you.”

      “But how do I know what the right decision is?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “You’ve never let us down before.”

      That was not comforting. Floaty went back to the table, and sat down. I stood for several more seconds, trying to figure out what to do. I didn’t like the thought of having so much power, and I couldn’t wrap my head around being a leader of a place as big as Dora. Actually, I couldn’t imagine myself as a leader of any place. I thought I was the sort of guy who shied away from things like that. I was having a hard time separating Ezra from Zera. I turned when I heard Tony’s uncomfortable cough.

      “Right, I’ve made my decision,” I said with as much authority as I could muster. I decided not to take a seat with them. Standing made me feel a little more in control.

      “What is it?” Tony asked.

      “I want to know the truth.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Tony looked relieved, and thankfully so did Floaty. I’d have some explaining to do, since letting a man off from his retribution wasn’t setting the greatest example, but we had a murder to solve, and another guilty man hiding out on Earth. But, as Tony was about to talk, an obvious question came to mind that made me wonder why nobody had asked this question before. Either there was something I didn’t know, or we had overlooked a pivotal part of our investigation.

      “Hang on a second,” I said.

      “What’s that?” Floaty asked.

      I frowned. “What’s what?”

      “A second.”

      I laughed. How much longer was I going to be using Earth terms? I had one or five years, depending on how you looked at it, of memories stored in my rusty brain. I was either going to start some new trends, or I was going to be getting a lot of strange looks.

      “Earth slang.” Tony grinned at me, and for an instant I felt a strange connection to him.

      “Sounds weird,” Floaty said. “What was your question?”

      “I understand you being able to hide in plain sight on Earth because you changed the way you looked so that anyone coming to look for you from Dora wouldn’t know it’s you,” I said. “But what about Mike?”

      “What about Mike? He wouldn’t know what I looked like either,” Tony said. “That’s why I shape-shifted.”

      “I know that, but there was someone else from Dora who came after you. Someone who seemingly has a vendetta with me, too. Why didn’t Mike recognize them? Surely he would’ve known right away that they were from Dora.”

      Floaty gasped. “You’re right. Does someone else know how to shapeshift? I thought you were the only one,” she asked Tony.

      “I am the only one,” Tony said.

      “But that doesn’t make sense,” I said. “Was there someone else from Dora on Earth? Or did an Earthling kill you?”

      “It was definitely someone from Dora,” Tony said smugly. He seemed to be enjoying this game.

      “So tell us already,” Floaty said. “Please don’t tell me Mike was in on this.”

      Tony chuckled. “Oh, Mike was definitely in on this.”

      “I don’t believe you. Is that how someone else got in? Did Mike let them in? Did Mike let you in?” Floaty asked.

      Tony shook his head. “Mike didn’t let anybody in.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense then, how—” Floaty stopped and gasped while I watched the whole exchange in confusion.

      “Mike…” she whispered.

      Tony nodded. “You got it. Mike murdered me, and then he came after his very best friend.”

      “Mike tried to murder me?” I said. “It can’t be. When I got to his café, I showed him the note, and he pushed me through the door to Dora. He saved me.”

      “Is that what you remember happening?” Tony asked.

      “Well, I…it was all very hazy,” I said. “He held my hand, rather firmly actually, and took me to the back of the café. And then…then I was here.”

      “Did he give you anything to drink while you were there?”

      “Yes. He gave me coffee. But what…” I frowned. “Do you think he poisoned me?”

      “Oh, I don’t think he poisoned you. I know he did. How do you think he got me?”

      “But I didn’t die,” I pointed out.

      “That’s where Mike went wrong with you. If you had stayed on Earth you would’ve died, like I did. But he pushed you through the door, probably to hide the evidence, and you survived.”

      “Which is why your memory is so foggy,” Floaty said. “That explains it.”

      Tony looked at me. “Your memory is foggy?”

      “It’s a long story.” I didn’t need him to know that I still didn’t recognize him. “Okay, so let me get this straight. My best friend murders you, and then attempts to murder me. But you came back to Dora, and if he had kept me on Earth I would’ve simply come back here, too.” It was a lot to take in and I needed to get the facts straight and my head hurt. “You didn’t die because you’re not an Earthling. You simply reappeared back into Dora. And the same goes for me, only I returned without my memory.” I sighed. Well the truth was out now.

      “Without your memory? No wonder you’re all weird,” Tony said.

      “You’re weird,” I said. Now I was being the petulant child. Tony seemed to bring this out in people.

      “It can take a long time to come back to Dora,” Tony said. “I got back quickly because I’ve done this sort of thing before. But I took a long time to come back the first time.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “I drifted in and out of places. It was a confusing time. It felt almost like I was stuck in a dream I couldn’t wake up from,” he explained. “Anyway, this whole thing would basically just give Mike some time to get what he wants without anyone knowing that he was the one responsible for it. Unfortunately for him, I saw him sneaking out of my house before I died.”

      “But what does he want?” I ask.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Tony asked us.

      “No, it’s not obvious,” I said. “If it was then when we wouldn’t be asking you, would we?”

      “You sure are touchy,” he said. “You’re very Ezra, and not very Zera.”

      “Oh yeah? Well you’re…”

      “Stop it,” Floaty said. “The two of you can bicker about this some other time. For now just tell us what we want to know. Why did Mike go after Zera?”

      “Because Mike has always been in love with Holly. Without you in the picture, he had a chance to win her over. Killing me would make him the big hero, and getting rid of you for some time would give him the opportunity to make his move with Holly. He figured you’d take a long time to get back, which would give him a good few months to get Holly to fall in love with him.”

      I was about to stick up for the guy. After all, all I could remember was the big kind man who loved nothing more than to serve good coffee to all his friends. But as I was about to defend him, I thought of his café, and the big Christmas tree that stood proudly in the corner. Out of all the Christmas decorations he’d put up, this one had always struck me as peculiar. Two baubles stuck together, one with the word Mike on it, the other with the word Holly. I had asked him once why they were stuck together, and he’d said it was an accident he’d had with the glue stick he was using and I hadn’t bothered asking for more details. But I used to see those baubles every time I came into the café. I now released how cruel it was for him to have put that where I could see. Mike and Holly.

      “You should’ve sent me there with my memory,” I whispered. The room was spinning. It was a strange feeling to be upset about your best friend going after a woman you didn’t even remember.

      “You sent yourself there,” Floaty reminded me.

      “But why couldn’t I have gone with my memories?”

      “We needed you to go there and integrate as a human. The plan was to send you back after a year and gather everything we could about Tony to see if he was really the same guy from here. If you went there with your memories of him here, everything would be tainted. We needed you to see him and get to know him with a fresh mind.”

      “But I didn’t know I was even supposed to get to know him,” I said.

      “Well, yes…” Floaty said. “It made a lot more sense when you were going in. We’ll have to work on that if this ever happens again. But hopefully it won’t. You’ve got to understand, Zera. This isn’t something we’re used to dealing with.”

      I stared at the floor. I had lost one, or five, years of my life not knowing why I didn’t fit in with everyone around me. One full year where my fiancée had to live without me. One Dorian year of feeling alone. And now that I was home, I still didn’t feel like I belonged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It was Christmas Day. I wasn’t sure how there could be days when there was no time on Dora, but when Floaty tried to explain it to me I got so confused I decided it wasn’t worth figuring out. I had to hope it would all come back to me. After Tony had left, I’d taken another nap. I was suddenly overwhelmed with tiredness, and when I woke it was Christmas Day. Just like that. The weird part was that I knew it, too.

      “Merry Christmas,” I said to Floaty as I came out my room. She was in the kitchen, whipping up something that looked a lot like chocolate mousse. Although the bottles of alcohol on the counter were open, so I couldn’t be sure.

      I stopped and looked at her. “There’s chocolate everywhere.” I looked up and laughed. “Even on the ceiling.”

      “That’s just how I cook,” she said. “The more of a mess I make, the better the food comes out. You’ll see. You’re going to love this one. Are you okay? You look a little odd.”

      It was time for me to see Holly. Mike was being dealt with by some of the other leaders, who all agreed that I was too personally connected with him to make any rash decisions. My memories of Mike were all Earth memories, but that didn’t dull how hurt I was by him. Knowing he was my best friend on Dora made it even harder. But I had more important things to worry about now. It was time to see my fiancée. I wasn’t sure I could do it.

      “Hello, Dora to Zera. You’ve gone all glossy eyed. What’s going on?”

      “I need to see Holly.”

      Floaty’s hands went up as she gasped, which sent a wooden spoon in the air and more chocolate on all the surfaces. She jumped up and down a little in excitement. “Finally.”

      “I’m so nervous. I’m not sure I can do it. What if I don’t feel the same way about her? What if she’s upset I can’t remember her?” I said. “I feel so awful. In my mind I’m still this weird guy without friends who spends all his time either writing books or reading them and who has never had a girlfriend in his life. That’s who I feel like.”

      “You might not be Ezra anymore, but you are still weird,” Floaty said.

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      She chuckled. “Yes, it is. Don’t be so hard on yourself, Zera. You’re still you. You were you when you are on Earth. Just a different version of you, that’s all. You are weird. You do write and read a lot. And before Holly you hadn’t had a girlfriend. Earth has made you insecure, but it hasn’t changed who you are. Don’t worry about Holly. Don’t worry about your mixed up memories. It’s Christmas, Zera.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “Christmas is a time for Miracles.”

      I groaned. “Not this again. There’s no such thing as miracles.”

      “Just like there’s no such as people who can float?” she said as she floated across the kitchen to me and handed me a bowl.

      “I think I’ve lost my mind. What is this? It’s delicious.”

      She smiled. “You have lost your mind, and that is something I make every year for Christmas. It’s basically a lot of chocolate and a lot of booze. Probably just the thing you need to find courage to speak to Holly.”

      “It’s amazing. It’s also the first positive thing about Christmas so far. What can you tell me about Holly before I see her? Where does she live?”

      “Holly lives in tree house. It’s one of many new developments in the area, and they’re all the rage. It’s large, and you’ll probably live there after the wedding with her. As for Holly herself, she’s hard to put into words. She’s…well…she’s a female you. She’s lovely, Zera.”

      “I’m scared. What am I supposed to do? Pretend I know her?” I asked.

      “Just be honest, Zera. Be yourself.”

      “But I don’t know who that is anymore,” I said. “Who am I?”

      “You do know who you are, and you’ll be fine. I promise you. I think you should go now before you chicken out,” Floaty said.

      “Now? But…”

      “Now.”

      “Okay, let me take a shower first, and…” I laughed. “Oh yeah, no shower. Let me at least change my clothes. What does a man who was lost on Earth wear to meet his fiancée he doesn’t remember on Dora?”

      “I know just the thing,” Floaty said as she rushed to my bedroom.

      

      Floaty’s idea of the perfect outfit was black jeans and a black shirt, with red shoes. I wasn’t sure about the shoes, but she reminded me it was Christmas. The fact that I owned the shoes in the first place suggested they’d be something I would’ve worn, so I let it be. Anyway, I was too nervous to worry about clothing. Floaty gave me an approving look, took my hand, and the two of us floated out the house. We didn’t say anything as we glided out the house down the forest, down a few roads, and around what looked like a giant playground. I barely looked at the area, even though I was desperate to compare it to Earth. I had to keep reminding myself that I had plenty time to take it all in. But right now, I had a fiancée to meet.

      “This is where I leave you.” Floaty pointed to a treehouse that would suit one of my fantasy novels, so beautiful it was impossible not to feel happy just looking at it. The thought that this might actually become my home one day was surreal. Unfortunately, it didn’t bring back any memories. I had still hoped that by the time I reached Holly I would remember everything.

      “You’re not coming with?” Panic overtook me, and I was suddenly on the floor and no longer floating.

      Floaty shook her head. “This is something you have to do without me. I’ll be waiting out here to take you home whenever you’re ready. Don’t worry. I have my book with me, so you’re welcome to take as long as you want.” She took out a book, and I saw it was one of mine. The gesture made me emotional.

      “You don’t have to read that,” I said.

      “I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to do,” she said. “But I want to read this. Good luck, Zera.”

      I smiled at my sister. It was still hard to believe I had one. “Thank you, Dehlia.”

      “Hey, you said my name.”

      “I know. It sounds weird.”

      She chuckled. “I prefer Floaty. Now, stop stalling and go.”

      I took a deep breath and nodded. “Thanks, Floaty.”

      

      I walked slowly to the treehouse. When I turned, Floaty was sitting on the floor, her back against a huge tree, and she already looked deeply involved in my book. It was strange to think she was reading a book I didn’t remember writing. To reach the treehouse I had to climb some winding wooden stairs that were so wide apart I could only take them one at a time. When I got to her front door, my mouth had gone dry, and it took me a while to muster up enough courage to knock. But I didn’t have to. The door opened, and standing in front of me was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in my life. I blinked, and just like that everything came back to me. I remembered the first time I met her, the way she’d laughed at a stupid joke I’d said, and how for the first time in my life I felt like someone had noticed me. I remembered how she took her coffee, and the way she always got food in her hair no matter what she ate. And it wasn’t just her that I remembered. My memories of Earth were still there, but they were second place to the vibrant kaleidoscopic Dora. I saw my mother, my father, my sister, and even an annoying dog I pretended to hate but really loved.

      “Zera,” Holly exclaimed. Every day I made a bowl of oats, and I watched as I slowly poured honey around the edges to sweeten it up just the right amount. That was her voice. “I missed you.”

      I got down on my knee. “Will you marry me?”

      Holly giggled. “We’re already engaged, silly.”

      “Will you marry me today?” I asked.

      “Today?”

      I nodded. “I want to get married to you today. It’s Christmas Day, Holly, and you know how much I love Christmas.”

      
        
        The End
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thanks for reading!

        If you’d like to read more of my books, please visit my website. www.christinebernard.com
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      If you want to know when Christine’s next book will come out, please visit her website on www.christinebernard.com and sign up to her newsletter.
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        Christmas is Saltwater Cove’s favourite holiday of the year, but that didn’t stop murder and mayhem from making an unscheduled visit.

      

      

      

      The yuletide spirit is out and about, the eggnog is flowing, fairy lights are hung, and the town is pumped for the most exciting event on the Christmas calendar, the Annual Concert. This year aunt Edie decided it would be a brilliant idea to volunteer me and my best friend, Harriet, to run both Santa’s photo booth and the refreshment stall.

      

      As the festivities kick-off, things turn complicated fast when my childhood friend, Trixie Snowball, winner of the Elf of the Year contest, reveals she's lost Santa's list and is desperate to find it. I agreed to use my magic to help, but things take a turn for the worse when the runner-up of the contest turns up dead behind the refreshment stall, and Trixie is the number one suspect.

      

      Christmas day is fast approaching, and now I’m in a race against time to find a murderer, clear Trixie’s name, bring the real killer to justice and find the list before disappointment rains down on children all over the world. How, oh, how did I get myself into such a predicament?

      

      A Killer Christmas List is a holiday whodunnit novella and part of The Melting Pot series featuring an apprentice baking witch, a talking cat and a cool hip Aunt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “You know, some would say this is slave labour,” I said, as I tucked my camera away in my bag in between my elf ears and gingerbread cookies. “Aunt Edie is going to pay for volunteering us to take the annual Santa photos this year. I love Christmas as much as the next person, but trading my witch uniform for a Santa’s helper costume is not exactly the way I wanted to spend the week before Christmas.”

      My best friend Harriet cleared her throat and smiled. “I happen to think you rock the Santa Helper outfit. It’s not that bad. I mean, look where we get to hang out.”

      I followed her gaze around the Saltwater Cove church hall. It amazes me how every year the council manages to turn our mediocre church hall into the stunning Christmas village. Glittering colourful fairy lights hung from the roof and covered the pine tree displays. A gingerbread house took pride of place at the opposite end to Santa’s Photo Booth, and it wouldn’t be complete without fake snow covering the trees and the front of Santa’s workshop. It did have central heating, which was a bonus considering my extremities were as frozen as popsicles on my way here this morning. “It’s four days before Christmas and some of us still have shopping to do.”

      Harriet stared at me and promptly burst out laughing.

      “You have the cutest pout, Evelyn.”

      Pout? I do not pout. My jaw dropped, and I stared at my best friend. I shook my head and Harriet’s infectious giggle had me joining her in no time. How can I stay mad at her? It wasn’t long ago I nearly lost her to a crazed lunatic in a resurrection ritual. Every time I think of Halloween, icy shivers cover me from head to toe. I’ll happily wipe that day from my memory.

      “Hey, Evelyn. Where’d your mind trod off to?” Harriet asked, restacking the Santa sack full of lollies ready for tomorrow’s shoot. Lollies always did keep the children in order. It’s amazing what bribery does.

      “Oh, sorry.” I shook the cobwebs from my mind. “I was just thinking about Halloween.”

      Harriet paused mid-handful, and she turned her sparkling emerald eyes on me.

      “Evelyn, you have to let it go. Thanks to your quick-thinking witch skills, it all turned out okay in the end. I prefer to take the positives out of the event.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Positives? Did we both live through the same Halloween where your heart was almost sacrificed in a resurrection ritual?”

      “Yes, we did,” she said, accompanied by an eyeroll and a huff. “But it was also the Halloween I found out I was a witch who could see the future. Tyler came home from his time in Nepal and Aunt Edie connected with Detective Huxton again and we both know she still has the hots for him.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s a given, but she still insists they’re just friends.” I covered Santa’s chair with Alfred’s big red embroidered throw blanket. “I’m so glad Alfred was able to play Santa again this year, aren’t you?”

      Harriet nodded and pulled the drawstring on Santa’s sack tight. “I sure am. After he had that health scare mid-November, I wasn’t sure if he was going to make Christmas, let alone play Santa. But he proved the doctors wrong. I wish Jordi were here though, then it would be the perfect Christmas.”

      “Yeah, me too.” I was crushed when Jordi, my other best friend, broke the news she was spending Christmas day with her extended family in Australia. I mean, Australia of all places. I hear the scenery is simple stunning and the beaches are to die for, but apparently the humidity and temperatures soar so high you can fry an egg on a car hood. So they say. A hot flush worked its way up my neck to my cheeks just at the thought of the hot dry weather. I bet my skin would shred after one day in the scorching heat. “I don’t envy her. Spending her days hot, sticky, and sweaty. Yuk. Give me a snowfall any day, thank you.”

      Harriet placed the stuffed Santa sack behind his red and gold chair while I locked my camera in the storage cupboard under the desk and pocketed the key. I spun and stopped when I saw Harriet standing with her arms folded across her chest and her sly grin beaming at me.

      “What?”

      She tapped her fingers as if I were supposed to know what she was waiting for? “You still haven’t answered my question from afternoon tea?”

      “And what question is that?” I asked, knowing perfectly well what she was referring to. Men.

      She threw her arms up in the air and flopped down on Santa’s chair. My neck stiffened, and I grimaced at her. Thrusting my hands on my hip, I stood in my best annoyed Wonder Woman pose. “Harriet, I just finished covering Alfred’s chair with his throw rug. Now it’s going to be all squashed and out of place.”

      She glanced at the crumpled rug and shrugged. “I’ll fix it. We’re not leaving the warmth of this hall until you answer my question.”

      “If we don’t get a wriggle on, we’ll be late for the annual Christmas concert and fireworks display. We’re on set up with Aunt Edie, remember? I can’t wait to see Jezzamy and Talen’s performance. I hear they’ve been working on some new material,” I said, doing my best to stare her into submission. I waited and waited and waited. I bit the inside of my cheek and waited some more. If I bit any harder, I’d draw blood. “Damn girl, those focus exercises Aunt Edie’s been teaching you are really working. That, and your superb acting skills.”

      She sat as focused as a witch performing their first spell in public. I rolled my eyes.

      “Fine, what do you want to know?”

      She clasped her hands together in triumph. “I want to know what it’s like spending so much time with Eli at The Melting Pot Café now that he’s working full time with you, while Aunt Edie helps me catch up on my witch training?”

      The Melting Pot was Aunt Edie’s witch themed Café we ran together. We shared the same passion for cooking and the best part was I got to dress up as a witch every day to go to work. I totally rocked the trendy hip witch look with orange and purple stripe stocking. It was one of the most popular places to eat in Saltwater Cove.

      Oh, God, do we have to talk about this now?

      “I’m not really sure what you want me to say, Harriet?” I stood composed as though her question hadn’t stirred the butterflies in my stomach. I’d caught Eli looking at me on more than one occasion. He rocked up in Saltwater Cove just before Halloween and began busking opposite The Melting Pot. When he sang, his soulful sexy voice was like the Pied Piper drawing you in to his luscious world of temptation.

      I shrugged. “Eli’s a nice enough guy and he’s really helpful, but we’re friends who work together. That’s all.”

      Harriet was the one pouting now. “What a shame. I’m surprised he’s stayed single for so long. He’s caught the eye of many women in town.”

      My core temperature was about to hit explosion point. I was not about to have my best friend play matchmaker. “I’ll say it one more time.”

      “Friends. Okay, I get it,” Harriet said, butting in, holding her hands up in surrender. “That leaves Eli fair game then.”

      I burst out laughing and threw my arms around her. “Oh Harriet, you are incorrigible. I love you.”

      She squeezed back. “I love you too. Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      All rugged up in my soft winter woollies, I watched Harriet walk ahead of me toward the hall exit. I’d taken no more than ten steps when I jerked to a stop, hearing the rambling voice of Aunt Edie muttering a hundred miles an hour in my head.

      ‘Please don’t tell me you’ve left the hall yet, Evelyn. I’m running so late, and Micah will be here any moment. Please tell me you are still there?’

      I stood with my gaze fixed on the door ahead and my mind pre-occupied with the conversation.

      ‘Calm down, Aunt Edie. Yes, Harriet and I are still here. What’s the problem?’

      ‘Oh, thank goodness.’

      Aunt Edie was on the other side of town at The Melting Pot, but I could sense her relief as though she were standing right next to me.

      ‘I sent Eli home early to get ready for the concert. Micah will be here any minute and I am far from finished and we’re supposed to pick up Vivienne on the way. She’s bringing the raspberry pies.’

      My pulse raced at the same speed she was talking. It was disorientating to say the least.

      ‘Okay, Harriet and I will swing by Vivienne’s and pick her up. It’s all good, you just focus on what you need to do to get there on time.’

      ‘Thank you, love. Have I told you lately how much I love you?’

      My heart filled with love, and I smiled. ‘Yes, but it never gets old. I love you too. See you soon.’

      “Evelyn?” Harriet’s voice bellowed.

      I gasped, jumping six feet in the air.

      “I swear I am going to have to ask Aunt Edie to start including me in these conversations. What did she say?”

      “Sorry, that was rude of me, but I never know when she’ll pop into my head,” I said, pulling my purple woollen mittens over my fingers. “She’s running late and asked if we can pick up Vivienne and her raspberry pies on the way.”

      Harriet’s eyes lit up like the twinkling fairy lights on the tree behind her. “Only if I get a pie?”

      “I’m sure it can be arranged.” Linking elbows together we walked out, my mind consumed with the sweet delicious mouth-watering taste of raspberries.
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        * * *

      

      “This year, I’ll be on Santa’s good list for sure,” I said, pulling into the Botanical Gardens carpark near the refreshments area. Thank goodness it was at the opposite end to the stage where all the preparations were currently underway. Aunt Edie had arranged to have everything pre-delivered earlier this morning, so there wasn’t much to do now except sort out the hot food. A piece of cake. The annual Christmas Concert is the highlight of the Saltwater Cove holiday festivities. The scent of tinsel, cinnamon, and pine trees sent my senses into Christmas overload.

      It was still rug-up weather, but the cool chill had held off, which made for a perfect start to the evening. Vivienne hoped out and loaded her arms with pies. “I don’t think you would ever be on Santa’s naughty list, Evelyn.”

      I raised my eyebrows, and the skin on my forehead tightened. “You didn’t know me when I was a young rug rat. While I wasn’t always naughty, I did have my moments, and I gave my mum and dad a run for their money.” A pang of longing stabbed my heart at the mention of my parents. I can’t believe they’ve been gone twelve years. Twelve Christmases without them, twelve long years with a slice of my heart missing.

      “Where are we supposed to meet, Edith?” Vivienne asked, as she headed behind the large white tent designated for refreshments.

      Harriet followed Vivienne while I locked the car and picked up the last box of pies. “I’m pretty sure over by the back of the refreshment stand.”

      The two turned the corner and froze in their tracks. A sudden drop in temperature danced up my spine, and I shivered.

      Harriet turned, revealing a deadpan expression. “Um, Evelyn, I think you better come see this.”

      “What? Don’t tell me Aunt Edie beat us here,” I said, trudging through the freshly cut lawn to join them. The winter dew dampened the ground and my shoes were having a squash fest leaving trampled footprints in their wake. I pulled up next to Harriet and followed their now joint gazes to the ground and gasped, the air seizing my lungs mid-breath.

      My jaw dropped, and I stood staring at the pale dead body of a man, a dwarf man dressed as an elf.
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      “This is not good, not good at all.” My insides turned in familiar waves of chaos as I placed the tray of pies on the refreshment table and reached for my mobile. I may not be a medical examiner, but those dark purple marks around his neck looked like ligature marks to me. Knowing Detective Huxton was with Aunt Edie, I punched in her number.

      Harriet’s brow crinkled like a scrunched foil chip packet and her head tilted. “Evelyn, this isn’t one of the elves who works with us at the photo booth. Check out his clothes, they’re totally different to the uniform. If you ask me, they look like real elf clothes.”

      An over-zealous laugh erupted from Vivienne’s mouth as she continued to stare at the lifeless body. “Don’t be silly. What would a real elf be doing in Saltwater Cove?”

      “You mean apart from sprawled out on the ground dead?” I said flatly. My words met with matching dumbfounded looks from Vivienne and Harriet.

      “Evelyn, love, we’re just pulling up now. We’ll be there in two shakes of a Christmas bell,” Aunt Edie said, with a joyous spring in her tone.

      “We have a problem. Detective Huxton should bring his pen and notepad and make his way to the refreshment stand sooner rather than later.” I cringed, knowing my words shattered the joyful spirit of the evening. “Harriet, Vivienne and I have stumbled across something that will put a dampener on the evening.”

      “Where are you exactly?” she asked.

      “Walk from the carpark to the refreshment stand at the opposite end to the stage and you’ll find us near the back.” After saying goodbye, I popped my phone back in my bag and turned to Harriet and Vivienne, who were still staring at the body. The blood had drained from Vivienne’s face. Her pale cheeks matched the colour of the fake snow back at the church hall.

      “Vivienne, how about you let me take those pies from you,” I said, relieving her of the trays. Her eyes glazed over, and I feared she was about thirty seconds away from face-planting next to the dead body. Either that, or she’d throw up all over the corpse and Detective Huxton would not be happy his crime scene was contaminated.

      My pulse raced, and I elbowed Harriet in the ribs. She gasped and made an ‘O’ shape with her lips, her eyes glaring at me. “Harriet, put the pies down and grab a chair for Vivienne…Now. Hurry up.”

      Harriet’s expression screamed confusion. I nodded toward Vivienne’s swaying body and the penny dropped and she bolted toward the refreshment stand and dumped the pies on the counter. She grabbed a chair and shoved it behind Vivienne.

      I held Vivienne’s arm and Harriet took the other just in time as her knees gave way. I crouched down in front of her, blocking the view of the body. Focusing on Vivienne, I glued my eyes on hers and monitored her breathing.

      “It’s okay. You’ll be fine. Deep breaths. In through the nose and out through the mouth.” I paced my breaths to match hers, the cool evening air biting my throat with each breath.

      Minutes ticked over and a rosy glow crept up her cheeks and a glint of life returned to her coffee brown eyes.

      “Oh my,” Vivienne said, as she wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “That was totally unexpected. I’m not used to seeing dead bodies.”

      “I think you handled it pretty well. Way better than the first dead body I saw. I was a blubbering mess,” Harriet said, an encouraging warm smile directed Vivienne’s way. “It’s not every day you see a dead body, especially one dressed as an elf. I mean…” She stopped mid-sentence.

      “You mean what?” I asked, keeping my eyes on Vivienne as her colour continued to improve. “Harriet? You mean what?”

      I glanced up and a thick layer of sweat coated Harriet’s brow. Her glassy eyes stared straight ahead with the whites starkly bright against her emerald pupils. “Oh no, why do you have to have a vison right this very second?”

      Since Harriet discovered she was a witch, Aunt Edie has done wonders in helping her channel and focus her visions. The telltale signs of a vision were all present, including my rising blood pressure. Harriet was a fast learner and had gotten most of the signs under control, that is, the placid ones. But Aunt Edie was adamant we let them play out. I glanced at Vivienne and asked, “Do you think you’re okay now?”

      She nodded and took a sideways glance at Harriet. “Yes, fine. Thank you, Evelyn.”

      I stood, and the cool air stabbed my knees, cramping them in place.

      Ouch. Remind me not to crouch down in the cold again. Knees can only handle so much torture.

      I shook the pain out and headed toward Harriet, stopping in front of her. I waited for her vision to finish. My chest tightened as each second passed. A stream of tears trickled down her cheeks and I could see her internal struggle to keep her hands from shaking.

      “Come on, Harriet, it’s time to come out of it,” I whispered under my breath.

      “Evelyn?” The wavering voice of Aunt Edie called from behind, but I kept my focus on Harriet. It was as if the chime of Aunt Edie’s voice snapped her back to the present. Harriet gasped, one hand clutched her chest, and the other flew out grabbing onto my shoulder and she panted.

      “Oh my God,” Harriet blurted, sucking in deep breaths.

      She squeezed my shoulder for support, and I winced at her tight grip.

      “It was awful…just awful.”

      “What was?” Detective Huxton asked, in his usual deep manly tone.

      I spun and saw Aunt Edie standing next to Vivienne, concern etched in her expression. She was rugged up in her favourite ruby red winter coat and matching scarf. Detective Huxton stood by the body, his long Sherlock Holmes looking coat sufficiently covering his winter woollies, his notebook already out and open. He rubbed the back of his neck and his gaze drilled into Harriet. He repeated. “What was?”

      “The children,” Harriet said, wiping the tears from her damp cheeks with her sweater sleeve.

      The children? What children? We don’t know any children, except the ones who visit The Melting Pot and mostly with their parents.

      “The children?” Aunt Edie and Vivienne said in unison.

      Harriet nodded, her breathing almost returned to normal. “All the crying children.”

      Even I was baffled. Detective Huxton ran a hand through his hair and shook his head.

      “Am I missing something here?”

      “I’m sorry,” Harriet said, a frown marring her expression. “It was the strangest vision. Children everywhere crying their eyes out. In their beds, cuddled in their mothers and fathers’ arms, in front of Christmas trees. It was awful watching their hearts breaking.”

      “Why were they crying?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I have no idea. That’s all I could see. But I’m guessing it has something to do with Christmas.”

      A frigid gust of wind picked up and whistled through the pine trees, sending cold shivers shooting through my body. I swear the trees agreed with Harriet.

      “I’ve called it in.” Detective Huston bent down to take a closer look at the ligature marks around the neck. “Do either of you know the victim?”

      I pressed my lips together and shook my head. “I’ve never seen him before.”

      Vivienne shook her head. Aunt Edie squinted and leaned in for a closer look. “No, can’t say I’ve seen him in The Melting Pot, or around town for that matter.”

      Detective Huxton glanced my way with his eyebrow raised. “Harriet?”

      “Nope,” Harriet said. “But I did notice his outfit is different to the elves we have helping out on the Santa Photo Booth or any of them helping with the Christmas display in the church hall. Maybe he’s a real elf.”

      “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned a real elf,” Vivienne said, standing, her legs still a little shaky. “I know our town is full of magical wonder, but do you really think a real elf would be in Saltwater Cove? I mean, anyone can dress as an elf at Christmas time.”

      Aunt Edie dipped her head to the side. “Stranger things have happened.”

      Detective Huxton grunted and tucked his notebook back in his jacket pocket. “A dead body certainly spoils the evening and now, as this is a crime scene, the concert will have to be cancelled.”

      “Surely not,” Aunt Edie said, with a mortified gasp. “Can’t we come to some arrangement? This is one of our most treasured events of the Christmas calendar. It has been the talk of the town for the last month. If you cancel it with such late notice, you are going to cause a town uproar. You could have a rebellion on your hands if you’re not careful.”

      Vivienne piped up. “Not to mention alerting the killer to the fact the body has been discovered.”

      “Vivienne’s right,” I said, my interest piqued at the thought of keeping the killer in the dark. “At present it is only the five of us and whoever you have told at the station who knows about the body. You never know, if we keep the concert going, the killer may slip up or wonder why the body hasn’t been reported and start snooping.”

      As quickly as Detective Huxton’s face fell, he regained his composure and opened his mouth to speak, beaten only by Aunt Edie’s quick wit.

      She folded her arms across her chest. “I’d hate to see you on the end of a town riot. I’m not sure the Saltwater Cove police department is trained for such an outbreak.” She pulled her coat sleeve up and glanced at her watch. “We’ve still plenty of time to relocate the refreshment area before any guests are due to arrive. I’m sure I can whip up an additional Christmas display to keep prying eyes away from the area so you can work the scene. What do you say, Micah?”

      We all waited, and I could visualise the clogs in action as he churned the suggestions over in his mind. He sighed. “Judy Rafferty, the Medical Examiner is on leave so I’ll be calling in Irene Tammen to do the autopsy. By the time she gets here tomorrow it will be mid-morning.”

      He turned and looked directly at Aunt Edie. “You’ll have to attend the concert without me as I’ll need to be here. And I intend to be in extra early to get a head start on the investigation. Back up will be here soon to get the body and if you can erect a barrier around the crime scene, I’m happy for the concert to go ahead. But we’ll all need to help rearrange things to make it happen without disturbing the area.”

      Aunt Edie went to work magically creating a visual spectacular of Santa’s toy shop blocking the crime scene from view. I so loved to watch her work her magic. She made it look so easy. I watched as her hands swished around above her head like they were dancing their own private ballet. Exquisite and refined.

      By the time we finished rearranging things according to Detective Huxton’s wishes, I thought my arms would drop off from exhaustion. It was the middle of winter and I had sweat running down my neck like a dribbling faucet. I knew I should have taken my sweater off before I started.

      I turned to see Harriet flop in a nearby chair. “Remind me to forgo my gym workout for the rest of the holidays. I think I just completed it all in the last hour. Gosh, that man’s a slave driver. Surely there are laws against slave labour?”

      “I’m with you,” I said, joining her on a nearby chair; a huge exhale cleared my lungs. As hot as my body temperature was, a cold shiver scampered up the base of my neck and my body goose bumped in response. A vague memory sprung into my mind of a similar sensation I experienced over a decade ago when my parents passed away.

      Harriet bounded from her chair and straightened the lapel on her woollen coat. “I’m going to head over and see how Vivienne and Aunt Edie are going at the new refreshment stand and see if they need a hand before the onslaught of party goers. You coming?”

      I glanced up at her rosy cheeks and wondered how she recovered so quickly. My muscles still ached in places I never knew existed.

      “Sure. You head over and I’ll be there in a minute.” I watched Harriet bounce with each step and a smile warmed my heart.

      How that woman has so much energy, I’ll never know.

      I begrudgingly hoisted myself off the chair and followed Harriet. A glimpse of a familiar figure to my right caught my eye, and I paused, searching for the unusual disturbance.

      Nothing.

      Shaking my head, I kept walking. A sense of deja vu washed over me. I stopped and scanned the area once again.

      “What is going on?” I gasped as a small, familiar woman darted behind one of the decorated Christmas Trees. I blinked several times to clear the cobwebs and looked again. Sure enough, the woman darted like a speeding arrow around another smaller Christmas tree and disappeared just as quickly.

      Trixie? It can’t be. Why am I seeing my imaginary childhood friend running around Saltwater Cove? After all, I made her up…didn’t I?

      My breath hitched, and my feet moved double time toward the tree. “Trixie? Is that you?” I called, looking behind the pine tree. Nothing except for freshly trampled snow. I rolled my eyes and playfully slapped my forehead. “Duh, of course not. She’s imaginary.”

      I turned and cringed as the pine needles jabbed the back of my hand. “Aww, great,” I said, rubbing soothing circles on the tender skin. I resumed my trek to the refreshment stand and my chest tightened as my gaze caught the same woman heading away from the gardens and along the Esplanade toward Dead Man’s Creek.

      “It is Trixie, but how can it be? I swear I’m going crazy,” I muttered, bolting after her. One block over and I’d almost caught up to her. The drumming beat of my pulse pounded my head, but giving up the chase was not an option. She turned the corner towards Swallows Bridge, and it must have been less than thirty seconds before I turned the same corner and stopped.

      Panting, I heaved in deep breaths ignoring the burn that rode up from my chest to my throat. “Where did she go? She can’t have disappeared.” I spun 360 degrees and ran a hand through my hair. It baffled me how the street appeared undisturbed.

      I stood with my hands on my hips, shaking my head. “If it wasn’t Trixie, then it sure as hell was her doppelgänger.”
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      My body lay snuggled under the feather doona and although my muscles seemed relaxed, my head was running through the events of last night like a broken record. The memory stuck in the back of my mind, just out of reach.

      My lungs burned, and I caught sight of her once more. Scorching heat inched through my chest like a hot witch’s cauldron coming to the boil. “Trixie…Trixie,” I called at the top of my lungs. Why couldn’t she hear me? My legs wobbled and my whole body was seconds from exploding from exhaustion. I gasped and panted, praying she’d turn around before I collapsed into a heap on the pavement.

      I failed. She was gone. Heaving and puffing, I spun and headed toward The Melting Pot. I’d only taken a few steps before I froze. Jerking backward, my eye caught that of a hooded man staring at me from across the road. A blast of ice-cold shivers hit me with full force. Why is he watching me? A hissing sound had the hairs on the back of my neck standing to attention.

      A throaty growl purred to life in my ear and I bolted upright in my bed. Sucking in a lungful of air, my chest soaked it up like a lifeline, as if it were the last breath of air in the universe.

      “What the…?” I blinked several times, letting my eyes adjust to the pitch-black darkness. A familiar growl sprung to life beside me. “Miss Saffron?”

      I brushed my teased bed hair from my face and let out a long sigh. “Well, that was an interesting dream, hey Missy? Come here,” I said, picking up the fur ball in my arms, her coarse top coat scraping against my forearm. Her body tensed and my back stiffened. I snuggled her into my neck, stroking her soft undercoat in a bid to ease her anxiety.

      “It’s all good. It was just a dream.” I reached over and flicked on my bedside lamp. “What time is it?”

      “Four-thirty,” said a petite female voice from the other side of the room.

      “Ahhh.” I dropped Miss Saffron and scooted up my bed, putting a sizable distance between me and the unknown intruder. My pulse raced, and I squinted at the smallish figure half hidden behind the dresser. Miss Saffron stood on all fours in front of me, poised to attack. She snarled a low protective hiss toward the intruder. “Who the hell are you? And what are you doing in my bedroom at four-thirty in the morning?”

      A hurt gasp echoed. “Really? Is that any way you greet an old friend?”

      “Old friend?” I gripped my pillow to my chest. A lot of good the mass of feathers would do me if she decided to attack me. “Who are you?”

      An excited bubble of energy bounded out and stood at the bottom of my bed, hands on her hips like a superhero here to save the world.

      My jaw dropped. “Tr—Trixie?” I stuttered out against my dry throat. Surely, I’m dreaming. I blinked half a dozen times and rubbed my eyes. Nope, she was still standing at the base of my bed. Her expression went from happy-go-lucky to annoyance in a split second.

      She frowned and folded her arms across her sparkly pink blouse. “You know, you still snore. I thought you’d grow out of it when you got older. Guess not.”

      “I do not snore,” I snapped. “Besides, you’re not real. I’m dreaming. I must be having an episode if I’m hallucinating my imaginary childhood friend.”

      Realising the seemingly friendly interchange between us, Miss Saffron arched her back and circled herself, then snuggled down in a ball of fluff beside me.

      “Oh really.” Trixie’s eyes narrowed and her lips pinched together as if she’d just eaten a sour lemon. She grabbed one of the cushions from the end of my bed and pitched it at me with full force. I squinted and turned my face to the side, my hands shooting up like a jack-in-the-box blocking the projectile before it landed smack in my face.

      “Aw, what did you do that for?” I asked. My gaze caught Miss Saffron, who had burrowed herself under the warm quilt. I shook my head and glared daggers at her static body. “Lot of help you are.”

      She lifted her head, turned her golden oval eyes on me and purred. Actually, it was more like grouchy smirk than a purr. As if to say, ‘You’re a big girl, you can take care of yourself.’

      “Where did the cat come from? You never had one when I visited last time,” Trixie asked as she flopped down on the end of my bed.

      I glanced down at Miss Saffron and a warm glow filled my chest. As quickly as it arrived, it faded into a tight ball of tension that sat heavy on my heart. “After my parents died.”

      Trixie gulped the lump in her throat and her face fell. A cloud of gloom filled her expression. “Oh yeah, I remember. I’m so sorry. I wanted to visit, but I just didn’t know the right words to say.”

      My heart shattered each time I remembered Aunt Edie breaking the news of my parents’ death. “After they died, I came to live with Aunt Edie, and it was then I found out I was a witch. Miss Saffron is my familiar. She arrived not long after I moved to Saltwater Cove. She’s a kind of protector of sorts. Although she wasn’t very intuitive this morning. She obviously missed your entrance.”

      “This might be an obvious question, but you’re going to have to explain it to me.” Trixie paused and jumped up onto her haunches. “Your cat is grey. Why is she called Miss Saffron when saffron is orange?”

      I smiled at the memory and scratched behind her ear. A velvety sigh of appreciation hummed through her body. “Not long after she arrived, she got into the spices in Aunt Edie’s pantry, the saffron in particular. And Aunt Edie’s pantry is a place you do not want to mess with. She had it all over her paws and mouth and she looked so cute. Somehow the name stuck.”

      Trixie smiled a half-hearted smile and pursed her lips.

      “You’re not a hallucination, because hallucinations don’t throw pillows. I’m sure you didn’t come back to talk about my cat?” My stomach knotted as she began twisting a clump of long blonde hair around and around in her fingers. A nervous action if I ever saw one.

      “Well…funny you should ask. I kinda need your help,” she said.

      The pleading tone in her voice took me by surprise. “My help?”

      She nodded and twisted faster and faster. “You see…I’m an elf. A real live elf from the North Pole.”

      My eyebrows shot up, and an estranged giggle filled my throat. “An elf? From the North Pole?”

      “Yes, an elf.” She pulled off her cute pom-pom topped beanie and pointed to her Spock shaped pointy ears. “See. Why do people react so astounded when I tell them I’m an elf?” She replaced her beanie, clenched her hands into fists and shoved them in her lap. “Is it so hard to believe? I’m an elf and I work in the North Pole with Santa and Mrs Claus.”

      Now, I’ve seen everything. Who knew my imaginary friend wasn’t imaginary at all, but a real live elf?

      “So why do you need my help?” I asked. The floodgates on her mouth and eyes opened simultaneously, and I sat in awe of her animated facial expressions.

      “You’re the only one who can save me from a fate worse than death…banishment from Santa’s Village. If I’m banished, I may as well be dead.”

      Banishment from Santa’s Village? Is that even a thing?

      She explained in detail how her life has turned from one disaster to another in the last twenty-four hours.

      “You see, I worked so hard this year and I was nominated for Elf of the Year and made the finals. My mum and dad were so proud. Anyway, there were six finalists, and I did it, I won. I beat them all. You have no idea what an honour it is to win. It means Santa has chosen me…me out of every elf in Santa’s Village.” She paused and placed her hand over her heart. “As his numero uno, his number one elf and with that comes major responsibility.”

      “Wow, I had no idea. Congratulations.” I handed her the tissue box from beside my bed. “Why the tears?”

      A fresh round began, and she hiccupped a few times before continuing. “One of the most important roles as Elf of the Year is to look after the list.”

      “The list?”

      She huffed and rolled her eyes to the roof. “The List. The naughty and nice list. The one Santa takes to deliver the presents to all the children.”

      A sliver of sun fighting to rise behind the hills reflected off the glass window and caught my eye and I squinted. I squeezed my lips together muffling a yawn. “If you have such an important role, why are you in jeopardy of being banished?”

      She wiped her damp cheeks leaving her skin all splotchy. “Because Muffins Buttersong, the runner-up, stole the list and I have to get it back before Santa knows it’s missing.”

      “Why not just ask for it back?” It seemed simple enough to me.

      Trixie’s eyes clouded over. “Because he’s lying dead on a slab in your morgue.”

      My jaw dropped and my voice appeared to have gone walkabout. The tip of my nose tingled as it registered the cool morning air. I shivered and pulled the quilt up higher, warming my chest.

      Trixie blew her nose and a high-pitched squeal pierced my eardrums.

      “Santa cannot know I lost the list. If it gets out, I’ll be banished from Santa’s Village forever. My life may as well be over. You have to help me get it back. You just have to.” Her voice almost hit hysterical decibel level and I’m surprised it didn’t wake Aunt Edie.

      My heart tore in two as fresh tears watered her eyes. “Okay, calm down. Of course, I’ll help you. That’s what friends are for, right?”

      Her expression turned from doom and gloom into a breath-taking smile in a nanosecond.

      “I knew I could count on you.”

      “No problem,” I said, pausing to let another yawn escape. “When the sun is fully up, we’ll pop into the police station and ask for it back.”

      Her eyes widened and she shook her head side to side in small jutting movements. She sprang off the bed and began pacing, all the while her hands shaking as if she were drying nail polish. “No, it will be too late. We have to get it now. If a non-magical person looks at it, it will disintegrate on the spot.”

      “Oh.” That changes things a little.

      “We have to break in and get it now,” Trixie blurted.

      I gasped at her presumption that I would break the law. “I am not breaking you into the police station and stealing the list from a dead elf, even if it’s…” I paused and glanced at the clock. “…five-fifteen in the morning.”

      The floodgates opened again, and she threw her arms up in the air and flopped face down on the bed sobbing uncontrollably. “I’m doomed,” she said, muffled into my bed quilt.

      I sighed and my core temperature began to rise. “If you want me to help you, you’re going to have to quit the hysterical crying. I have an idea.”

      “You do?” she said, shooting off the bed and frantically wiping her eyes dry.

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Yes, I do.”

      “Oh my God, thank you, thank you, thank you.” She squealed and threw her arms around my neck squeezing the life out of me.

      I tensed and my back stiffened under her emotional outburst, but it wasn’t long before my heart melted, and I revelled in her warm embrace. I returned the hug. “But no more crying, okay?”

      Trixie bolted upright and placed her right hand across her heart and held her left one up with her pointer and index fingers crossed. “I give you my solemn elf promise I will not cry anymore. Unless of course we can’t get the list and we fail, then all bets are off.”

      I giggled and rolled my eyes. Throwing the quilt off startled Miss Saffron, and she arched and stretched. I gave her a quick scratch behind the ear and smiled at her soaking up the attention. “I’ll expect you to hold the fort until I sort this out. Can you do that for me?” A silky purr hummed against my fingers and she nodded.

      I swear that cat understands every word I say.

      I glanced over my shoulder as I headed for the bathroom. “Wait here while I get ready. Don’t leave this room. Got it?”

      Trixie nodded. Beaming a smile at me, she jumped on the end of my bed sitting crossed legged.

      It’s going to be a long day.
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      “This is your plan?” Trixie asked. “Hiding behind the bushes beside the police station.”

      I pulled my winter coat tighter around my chilled neck and watched as Detective Huxton pulled his black Suzuki Grand Vitara into the parking lot.

      Trixie followed my gaze. “We’ve been waiting for the cute policeman to arrive?”

      “Cute?” I said, baulking at the thought. I guess I never looked at him that way. I couldn’t say the same for Aunt Edie. She tried to hide her racing heart rate every time he was near, but she wasn’t fooling me for a second.

      Trixie smiled, flattened her hands over her heart and sighed a swooning sigh. “Oh yeah. He’s the bee’s knees. I could fall into his sexy dreamy eyes and live there forever.”

      The heat oozing of Trixie warmed the nippy morning air. My stomach did a 360 at her dreamy, yearning, far off look. If that’s what it is to be lovestruck, I’ll pass.

      “Can we focus please?” She cleared her throat and stood upright. I huffed. “That’s better. This is how it’s going to play out and I want you to follow my instructions to the letter. Understand?”

      Trixie’s back stiffened and she gave me a cheeky mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek as the corner of my lip threatened to turn up into a smile. I cleared my throat and refocused my thoughts on the task at hand. “I know for a fact the visiting medical examiner is not arriving until a bit later. I want you to wait by the back delivery door. I’ll go in first and excuse myself to go to the ladies. I’ll let you in and you get the list and then get out of there as soon as you can.”

      “Can’t you just do a spell to magically get us inside without going through all this drama?” Trixie asked.

      “I wish. I’m still a graduate witch and the only transportation spell I know involves a potion.” My shoulders slumped and inch or two. I won’t be a graduate witch forever then look out world here I come. “You’re not the first person to remind me of that fact. If you weren’t in such a hurry, I’d suggest we go back home and I’d make one.”

      I felt a delicate hand skim my shoulder, and I turned to see a warm smile radiate Trixie’s expression. “This will work just as good I’m sure. I have every faith in you. You’ve never let me down before.”

      Locking my frustration away, I nodded and stood. Squinting, I pointed in the direction of the blue delivery door around the back of the police station.

      “Once you’re in you’ll have about fifteen minutes tops. Clear?”

      “Crystal,” she said, with a nod.
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        * * *

      

      I stood on the top step of the police station and through the glass I could see Detective Huxton busy at his desk. Knowing it was still an hour before opening hours I tapped on the glass door. Nothing, he didn’t even lift his head.

      “He must be really into whatever he’s reading,” I muttered. I slipped a woollen glove off and my fingertips tingled as the cool air hit them. I tapped again. This time there was no way he would ignore the racquet I made. His head shot up and he stared straight at me.

      “About time.” I threw him the biggest smile and waved him over.

      He unlocked the door, and I shot past him. My heart rate picked up as he frowned at me. Rubbing my hands together, I said, “Oh my gosh, thank you. I can’t believe how chilly it is this morning. Can you?”

      He relocked the door. “No chillier than yesterday or the day before for that matter. What can I do for you, Evelyn?”

      Realising I posed no threat, he headed back to his desk, and I followed jumping around like I had ants in my pants pretending I was colder than I was. No sooner had he sat down, he sprung up again as if he’d sat on a porcupine.

      “Has something happened to Edith? Is she okay?”

      “Whoa, calm down. She’s fine,” I said, taking the seat next to his desk. “But I am here to discuss something that concerns her.”

      “Oh?” His tone was suspicious. He sat and leaned back in his chair, his wariness extended his standard police pose.

      “Her birthday,” I said, gifting him a huge smile contradictory to my insides which housed a tumultuous storm brewing. “As you know it’s coming up in a few months and I was thinking it would be a great idea if we gave her a surprise party. What do you think?”

      He sat frozen a moment, almost statue like. Was he even breathing? He blinked a few times and finally found his voice. He raised his eyebrows. “You’re asking me?”

      I nodded. “I thought I’d ask all her friends.” I paused and channelled some of Harriet’s superb acting skills. I pressed my hand to my belly and groaned. “Aw, darn it.”

      “What’s wrong?” His brows creased, forming a dubious glare.

      “This stupid cold weather is playing havoc with my bladder.” I stood and shuffled from foot to foot. “Do you mind if I use the ladies? I swear I’ll be quick and then we can get back to discussing my surprise party idea for Aunt Edie?”

      He nodded toward the back corridor. “No problem. I’ll still be here when you come back.”

      “You’re a life saver. Thank you.” I grinned, turned, and moved double time. Turning the corner, I bypassed several non-descript doors finally pausing at the ladies’ door around the next bend. I pushed it open for effect and then hurried past, straight to the delivery door.

      My pulse raced. I turned the lock and opened it to find Trixie doing jumping jacks a few metres away.

      “Trixie,” I whispered. She continued with her make-shift exercise routine. My chest tightened, and I called out slightly louder. “Trixie.”

      She jerked to a dead stop and spun, her jaw dropping in a moment of startlement. Regrouping, she hurried inside.

      “Sorry, my bad,” she whispered. “It was freezing out there. Give me the weather at the North Pole any day.”

      The storm in my stomach resurfaced. I pointed to the door that read ‘Morgue’ in big black bold letters.

      “You’ll find the body through that door. I have no idea where it will be, you’ll just have to search until you find it.” She nodded. “Like I said, you’ll have about fifteen minutes. I don’t want to outstay my welcome otherwise he might become suspicious and who knows who else will arrive. If you finish sooner go out to the front door and discreetly wave through the glass and I’ll see you. Got it?”

      She nodded and took off toward the morgue and I headed back to the ladies. A flash of heat whooshed through me as I pushed the door open. Pulling my gloves off I shoved them in my pocket and flushed a toilet before heading to the wash basin. Splashing cold water on my face I leant against the edge and stared at my strained reflection in the mirror. “Why do you do this to yourself? Because you have a soft spot for those in need and you know it.”

      I glanced at my watch and sighed. “Great, he probably thinks I’ve fallen down the toilet by now.” Heading back out, I sucked in calming breaths with each step. The warmth of the internal heating hit my face as I entered the main area. My nervous insides began to thaw along with my extremities.

      Everything is going to work out just fine…Everything is going to work out just fine…Everything is going to work out just fine.

      Plonking myself back down in my chair next to his desk, I covertly shuffled and repositioned myself to get a clear view of the front door. I let out a long sigh of relief. “That was a close call. That will teach me to have two coffees before I leave home.”

      He grimaced and kept reading the paper in front of him. “Are you sure you’ve never seen our John Doe around Saltwater Cove before finding his body yesterday afternoon?”

      I stiffened and shook my head. “No, sorry. Like I said yesterday, he’s not one of the elves working with us at Santa’s Photo Booth, or in the Christmas display.”

      “Hopefully we’ll know more after Irene gets through with the autopsy,” he muttered.

      Please be done soon, Trixie.

      “Back to Aunt Edie,” I said, cheerily. “Have you given any more thought to my idea of a surprise party?”

      He placed his pen down and swivelled in his chair to look at me. His Mediterranean green eyes sparkled at me, gluing my backside to the seat. I swear he was reading my mind. God, I hope not. Can Leodian’s do that?

      “Why a surprise party? Is that something your aunt would like?” he asked, very non-descript, almost like he was questioning a suspect.

      “Who doesn’t love surprises? Or parties?” My gazed caught a familiar pink fluffy beanie sailing through the air on the other side of the front door and my stomach knotted. There it goes again. That’s one way to grab my attention. I smiled and put my gloves back on. “Well, I’ve taken up enough of your time. I know how busy you are, especially in the silly season. Just think about it okay. I want to do something special for her birthday with her friends and family.”

      He nodded and stood up. “Sure. I’ll walk you out.” Always the protector. At least I know Aunt Edie’s safe when he’s around.

      “You’re too kind,” I said, with a playful giggle. I exhaled as a sharp click behind me confirmed he’d relocked the door. By the time I’d made it back to Trixie, my stomach knots had doubled. Seeing her ashen white face and moist eyes tripled them.

      Ice-cold smoke blew from my mouth as I spoke. “Let’s get inside the car so I can crank up the heater.” She followed and promptly burst into tears as soon as I slammed my door shut. I fussed around in the glovebox and found a new pack of tissues. Handing it over, I promptly reminded her. “You promised no more tears.”

      Her head shot up, and she pulled a tissue from the packet and blew her nose. Then blew it again. My eardrums took one hell of a beating. How can someone so petite make such an explosive racket when they blow their nose? I’d hate to hear her sneeze.

      “I also said all bets were off if we failed to get the list back and guess what?”

      My breath seized in the back of my throat as a fresh bout of tears broke.

      She continued, “There was no list to be found anywhere on his person and it gets worse.”

      “Worse?”

      She nodded and sniffed. “Not only was there no list, I’m pretty sure someone is trying to frame me for his murder.”

      My jaw dropped. “Are you serious? How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I found this beside his body.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out her fist scrunched tight. She opened her palm flat to reveal a silky pink cord. “It’s my dressing gown belt. Someone used it to strangle Butters. As Elf of the Year, I can enlist the help of the runner-up to help me with my new duties and that includes information about the list. Sort of like the runner-up in Miss World Pageant can help the winner if she is unable to fulfil her tasks. I’m guessing whoever did this, killed him for the list or because they thought he had the list or knew where it was.”

      The blood drained from my face. “You stole evidence?”

      “I…yes…no…I…um,” she said, fragmented. Trixie pressed her hand against her breastbone and wilted back in the seat. “I didn’t know what else to do. It was beside his body and it has my elf DNA all over it. You have to help me. You have to come back to Santa’s Village and help me find the real murderer and the list. Although, the missing list won’t mean much if I’m facing Elf prison for murder.”

      My mind raced searching for a plausible reason to stay in Saltwater Cove. “What? I can’t go to Santa’s Village.”

      “Yes, you can,” she blurted, an octave higher. “Anyone can visit Santa’s Village if they are accompanied by an elf. If you help me out of this mess, I promise I’ll return this cord into evidence. It has to be one of the four remaining finalists. I’m almost convinced of it. I can’t do it alone. We prove one of them killed Butters, find the list and Christmas will be saved. Just think what heroes we’ll be if we save Christmas?”

      A shudder swept through my body as if I were standing under an icy cold waterfall. Trixie’s bottom lip quivered, and I squeezed my eyes shut.

      I can’t believe what I’m about to say.

      “Okay, I’ll help you.” My belly dropped like a cement brick as soon as the words left my lips.

      A brimming smile spread across Trixie’s face and she grabbed my hands in hers and squeezed until they turned white. “Thank you. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

      “With Christmas in two days, I’m sure I can think of a few ways to return the favour.” I kicked over the engine and took off back home. “But how about for now we keep my unexpected visit to Santa’s Village between you and me. I’m sure the last thing Santa needs is an invasion of paranormal beings from Saltwater Cove.”

      “Agreed.”
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      Turning down our street, I noticed Harriet’s car already in the driveway. Damn that woman is an eager beaver when it comes to learning how to cook. “Let me handle Aunt Edie and Harriet,” I said, pulling in behind Harriet’s car. “Just follow my lead. As far as they know you’re an old friend visiting.”

      She muffled a snort. “Your aunt’s a witch, right?” I nodded. “Then what makes you think she won’t see straight through your lie?”

      “It’s not a lie, well, not all of it,” I said, locking the car and ignoring the few drops of rain that started to fall. “You are an old friend and you are visiting, so no lie. More like a slight bend of the truth.”

      “Works for me.” Trixie halted half way up the steps and grabbed my forearm, her nails clawing through my winter coat. “What in the name of all things Christmas is that divine smell?”

      I bit my bottom lip as I peeled her fingers away one by one. I drew in a deep breath, the spicy scent of gingerbread filled my nostrils and my stomach grumbled. “That would be Harriet’s cooking. She’s making gingerbread houses under Aunt Edie’s expert tutelage.”

      “Holy Santa Claus, can we taste some pleeeeeeeeeeeease?” she said, begging, her chestnut brown eyes twinkling like glittering snowflakes.

      I shook my head. “How about we focus on clearing your name and finding the list first? Then you can have all the gingerbread you want.”

      She nodded and grinned like a Cheshire cat. “Okay, but I’m not likely to forget a promise that involves yummy food.”

      “Follow me.” I rolled my shoulders back, thrusting my chest out. Here goes. Turning the door handle I flounced into the kitchen, Trixie close behind. “Morning everyone. Those gingerbread houses smell heavenly, Harriet,” I said, in my best happy-go-lucky tone.

      “Evelyn, darling what are you doing out so early?” Aunt Edie paused and her eyes narrowed zeroing in on the additional person in the room.

      Harriet turned, mixing bowl in one hand and a spatula covered in gingerbread batter in her mouth. Her brow creased. “Evelyn?” she managed to mutter around the object in her mouth.

      Aunt Edie grabbed a towel and wiped her damp hands. “I had no idea you’d already left this morning. When Harriet arrived, she mentioned you must have put your car in the garage last night. I insisted Harriet not to disturb you, so we started on the gingerbread houses for the Christmas orders. Who is your friend, dear?”

      I planted my feet and dumped my bag on the kitchen table between a bowl of liquorice all-sorts, white marshmallow snow and jars of candy canes. I kept my focus strong and committed to getting out of here before a gazillion questions rolled in.

      “This is an old friend of mine, Trixie. She was in the neighbourhood and thought she would stop by for a visit. She called just as I was heading to bed last night and we decided to catch up for an early breakfast. You know how beautiful our sunrises are and she’s only here for the day. I wanted her to appreciate every inch of our beautiful town.”

      Aunt Edie pursed her lips in thought and her face tightened.

      Trixie piped up. “It was amazing, so beautiful. You must be Evelyn’s Aunt Edie,” Trixie said outstretching her hand. “She’s told me so much about you.”

      Aunt Edie shook her hand and tilted her head. “In one morning?”

      My eyes widened, and I looked at Trixie praying she could get us out of this one. Trixie grinned and her words shot out of her mouth like a locomotor on high speed. “Oh my gosh, yes. She raved about her life in Saltwater Cove and if it wasn’t for you taking her in after her parents died, she would have surely given up on life.”

      “Really?” Aunt Edie said, crossing her arms.

      Trixie nodded. “She told me how amazing it is to live and work with you every day in The Melting Pot and how you helped her come to terms with being a witch.”

      I did? I don’t remember telling her that much about Aunt Edie. In fact, I don’t remember telling her anything at all. It appears there may be something to this naughty and nice concept after all. If elves know everything about you, I expect Santa does as well.

      “It’s true,” Harriet said, wiping the gooey mixture off her lips. “You’re not only helping Evelyn, you’re helping me as well.”

      Aunt Edie’s gaze shifted from Trixie to me to Harriet and back again. She smiled. “I better not let all this praise go to my head then.” The tension milling in my chest began to dissolve.

      “We’re going to head off again on another sight-seeing expedition before The Melting Pot opens and I have to get to work.”

      ‘I wasn’t born yesterday young lady. If I’m not mistaken, you’re hiding something.’

      Trust Aunt Edie to pick up on my nervous anxieties.

      ‘It’s all good, Trixie needs my help with something, that’s all.’

      She frowned. ‘Should I be worried? Are you in trouble?’

      ‘No, of course not. I made a promise to Trixie and keeping my promise is important. You taught me that. You will be the first witch I call on if I find myself out of my depth. Promise. I’m asking you to trust me for now. Please?’

      ‘Okay, but you will explain all this to me when you can.’

      A moment of understanding passed between us and I nodded.

      Oblivious to the internal discussion between Aunt Edie and myself, Harriet asked in her usual bubbly tone. “If you want to take some more time, I can cover your morning shift if you like.” She placed a tray of gingerbread walls in the oven.

      I’ll need you to do more than cover my shift at The Melting Pot.

      Butterflies swarmed my belly. “You’re a gem. That would be wonderful. I was about to show Trixie the inside of The Melting Pot before it opened. Do you want to come with us?”

      Harriet nodded; her eyes glistened like crystals in the sun. “Sure.”

      “Great.” I grabbed her hand and dragged her through the adjoining door to Aunt Edie’s witch themed café. Trixie skipped behind us, then she paused by the door. “It was lovely to meet you.”

      Aunt Edie gave a brisk nod. “Likewise.”

      Once the door closed behind us, I spun Harriet around and grabbed both her hands in mine, adrenaline racing through my body. A niggle in the base of my neck warned of an impending headache heading my way. I hated keeping Aunt Edie in the dark, but there wasn’t time to get into it now.

      Harriet’s jaw dropped, and it was the first time she registered not all was as it seemed. “You didn’t come in to show Trixie the café, did you?”

      Trixie and I shook our heads in unison.

      “No,” I said. “But I do need your help.” A monotone purr echoed from the counter behind Harriet. Miss Saffron stood to attention, her tail standing straight up in the air like a ruler and the fur on her back spiking. “Yes, yours too, Miss Saffron.” She nodded her understanding. Gosh, I love this cat.

      Harriet’s eyes widened. “Anything. Besides, I kind of owe you for saving my life.”

      “Without going into too much detail, I need you to cover for me maybe more than just this morning, but I promise to be back as soon as I can.”

      “Back? Are you in any kind of trouble?” Harriet asked, concern edged her words.

      Trixie butted in. “Evelyn’s not, but I am.” Her animated expression changed from one emotion to another in a nanosecond as she spoke without taking a breath. “In a nutshell, I’m an elf and I live and work in Santa’s Village. I won Elf of the Year and I’m in charge of Santa’s delivery list and it was stolen. The body you found in the park is Butters Muffinsong, the runner-up elf who I suspect stole the list. Someone murdered him with my dressing gown belt and now Evelyn is coming back to Santa’s Village to help find the list, catch a murderer and save Christmas.”

      Harriet stared at Trixie, a slight frown marring her expression. I cleared my throat and pointed to Trixie. “What she said. Can you cover for me? I promise I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Of course. Is there anything I can do?” Harriet asked. “I may not have as many witch skills as you but surely there’s more I can do.”

      “Yes, and this is really important. Aunt Edie already suspects something is up, so whatever you do, don’t let it slip out. If she finds out, she’ll feel obligated to tell Detective Huxton and goodness knows what will happen next,” I blurted, my chest tightening at the thought. “Apart from being an awesome witch, you’re the best actress I know and if anyone can keep a secret, it’s you.”

      A beaming smile spread across Harriet’s face and she nodded. “Hell yes I am. You can count on it. Now get out of here so you can save Christmas.”
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      Trixie said the portal to Santa’s Village was under Swallows Bridge, the old stone bridge at the end of Dead Man’s Hallow. Harriet, Jordi, Tyler, and I used to hang out on the banks of the river by the bridge after school. I can’t say I’ve ever seen a portal anywhere near the bridge, but then again, I’ve never really looked. I couldn’t deny the mysterious atmosphere surrounding the ancient structure. Lately, whenever I passed Dead Man’s Hallow, my insides electrified, and the magic was biting at my fingertips to be used.

      We walked along the esplanade heading toward Dead Man’s Hallow, my head pounding like a jackhammer with each step. What started off as a niggle in the back of my neck was now a full-blown torrent of pain thrashing inside my head. As if I’d just gone ten rounds with the heavyweight champion of the world.

      I should have taken some Aspirin before I left The Melting Pot.

      I pressed hard on my temples and squinted. Trixie stopped a few metres ahead of me and I almost barrelled right over her.

      “Hey, I may be smaller than you but no need to remind me.” Her body stiffened. “Come on Evelyn, what is with you? Can’t you walk any faster? The clock is ticking.”

      She huffed and resumed walking and I picked up the pace to keep in step. “Sorry,” I said rubbing my forehead. “I’m battling a major headache I hadn’t planned for.” That’ll teach me to keep secrets from Aunt Edie.

      Trixie didn’t stop the hectic pace. “That’s a bummer. Don’t you have a spell you can do to get rid of it? After all, you are a graduate witch and what good is being a witch if you can’t use your powers to help yourself?”

      Her words hit me like a snowball right in the face. I stopped dead in my tracks and stared at her as if she were speaking gibberish. “Why do I never think of using my magic when it’s a simple fix?” It was a rhetorical question, but Trixie shrugged anyway. “I suppose it comes from spending the first half of my life void of magic.”

      The prospect of being pain free sent a bubble of excitement dancing up my spine. I held one hand to my temple and the other open an inch off the other and said, “Pain and suffering come to rest, leave my body at my request. With this spell please disappear, pain be gone, and all is clear.”

      My fingertips tingled and a thawing sensation worked its way down my fingers to my palms. A bluish-green twisting beam of light circled my head and a transient flash of white scattered dots passed before my eyes and then they were gone, along with my headache. My eyelids flew open, and I filled my lungs with a delightful fragrance of salty air mixed with the scent of the floral flowers lining the esplanade. Intoxicated in a moment of calm, I almost forgot where I was headed.

      “Better?” Trixie asked, her lips thinned as she waited for recognition.

      “Much better.” I nodded and smiled. We resumed our trek toward Dead Man’s Hallow walking side by side. “Before we get to Santa’s Village, how about you fill me in on the elves you believe may have had something to do with the stolen list and Butters’ murder. The abridged version.”

      “I’m not 100% sure. I think I’m 95% sure at least, maybe 98%. Then again I could be—”

      “Trixie,” I snapped, breaking her continual line of chatter. “If you don’t get to the point soon, we’ll get to Santa’s Village and I’ll be none the wiser.”

      She flushed and a cute crimson blush circle appeared in the centres of her cheeks. “Oops, sorry. I guess my brain sometimes moves faster than my mouth. An occupational hazard working in Santa’s Village. We have to be thinking ten steps ahead all the time otherwise we would never make our Christmas delivery deadline.” She cleared her throat and her eyebrows rose. “Working for Santa is the most rewarding job, but every elf knows if they are crowned Elf of the Year it can open up a whole new world of opportunities. There are always six finalists. I won, Butters Muffinsong, rest his soul, was the runner-up leaving four remaining elves.”

      “And you think one of them stole the list and killed Butters?” I asked, my chest tightened under the constant hectic pace.

      “I do.” She nodded, fully convinced she was speaking the truth. “The competition is fierce. In the past, I’ve known elves to do whatever it takes to win. Winter Mistleball took out sixth place. She’s nice enough. If I’m honest, I don’t know how she made the finals. Talk about clumsy. Jealousy reared its ugly head when she found out I scored top marks and, according to her, she barely passed. She’s secretive and I know she is hiding something behind that pretty smile of hers.”

      We turned the corner, and I puffed a sigh of exhaustion as the old stone span bridge came into view at the end of the road. “Who came in fifth?”

      “Ginger Cuddlecane. She works in dispatch and runs a tight ship. The ‘no-nonsense-don’t-mess-with-me-or-I’ll-make-you-regret-it’ kind.”

      “What makes you say that?” I asked, following Trixie onto the grass path. A familiar squelch under foot squeaked with each step. Last night’s snowfall had melted away leaving a soggy wet grassed pathway to the bridge.

      “Because she told me,” Trixie snapped, her eyes rolling skyward. “She was very clear. I should keep out of her way. Fourth place belongs to Pinecone Hustlecheer. He’s a nice enough guy and out of all of them he is the last one I would suspect, but he did lie to me so now I’m not so sure. And finally, Fustle Bustlemitton. This is his third year in the finals, but he never seems to be able to crack the top spot. He’s what you would call a ‘yes man,’ always ready to please Santa and Mrs Claus. Some call it a yes man, I call it a suck up.”

      Trixie stopped at the top of steps leading down to the water edge and I pulled up just in time to avoid another collision. My heart raced while beads of sweat hung above my brow. It’s the middle of winter for goodness’ sake, and I’m sweating like it’s summer.

      I looked at Trixie and she stood frozen as a statue with a fixed look staring down the staircase.

      I placed my hand on her shoulder and she turned. A broad smile spread across her face.

      “Just in case I forget to say it later. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “Now don’t you think it’s about time we saved Christmas?”

      She rolled her shoulders back. “And not a moment too soon.”

      “Lead the way.” Trixie took off and I followed, my stomach rolling in a continual somersault as I got closer to the ice-cold water.

      Please tell me I don’t have to go swimming to reach the portal.

      We reached the opening of the first stone archway and I peered in. The green moss-covered interior resembled the floor of an enchanted forest. Beautiful and serene. I cringed at the overpowering briny stench of stale water and my hand flew to cover my nostrils. Guess I won’t be eating for a while.

      Trixie grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the centre of the archway. “You’re not going to throw fairy dust on me like Tinkerbell, are you?” I asked.

      “Oh, you’re so funny, Evelyn,” Trixie sniggered. “Besides, she’s a fairy, I’m an elf. It wouldn’t work anyway.”

      “Oh…So, what’s the plan?”

      Trixie stopped and turned. “You remember when I used to visit when you were younger and we’d sing Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer?”

      I nodded, not exactly sure where she was going with her question.

      She continued. “Rudolf had one particular game he used to like to play, do you remember what it was?”

      “Sure,” I shrugged. She clenched my hand and a zing shot up my arm as we said in unison. “Marco Polo.”

      A blinding light exploded all around me and I held my eyes shut, my breath seizing in the back of my throat against the force of weightlessness floating my body above the ground. My mind spun for all of five seconds and then…thump. My feet hit the ground with a thud. A cascade of shudders vibrated from my feet up to the top of my head.

      “We’re here.”

      Already? That was the shortest trip through a portal ever. Since I’ve never been through one before, I guess that’s as long as it takes.

      “You can open your eyes now, Evelyn.”

      The energy in Trixie’s voice spurred me on and I slowly peeled my eyelids open. I gasped and my jaw dropped. I couldn’t decide where to look first. My body buzzed with a newfound adrenaline. It was everything I imagined Santa’s Village to look like, and more. Much much more.

      I blinked my eyelids several times, positive I was dreaming. Nope, it’s still here. “Is this for real?”

      “Sure is.” Trixie sucked in a deep breath and smiled. “Home sweet home. As Dorothy would say, there’s no place like home.”

      I stood utterly dumbfounded at the beauty before me. It put our Christmas display in the church hall to shame. “It’s like a proper village and all.”

      “Of course, it is. What did you expect?” she asked, sighing heavily.

      I shrugged and shook my head. “Not this. That’s for sure. It’s…it’s the most amazing, stunningly beautiful place I’ve ever seen.”

      We stood between two gigantic pine trees covered in snow and fairy lights that opened the gateway to Santa’s Village. Buildings and houses of all colours, shapes and sizes lined the streets. Most built with wooden logs and all expertly adorned with Christmas themed decorations. Snow covered every surface, and it sparkled like diamonds. My gaze wandered up to the huge mansion high on the hill at the other end of the main street. It was lit up like a high energy firecracker for the whole town to see.

      “I’ll give you one guess who lives up there,” Trixie said.

      I tapped my finger against my check. “Mmm…if I was to guess, I’d say the main man himself…Santa, and Mrs Claus.” Trixie smiled, pleased with my guess. “I want to see all there is to see, but for now we have to focus on the reason we’re here.”

      “Right.” Trixie pulled her beanie down over her ears. “First step is to get past the town guard. Pfft, piece of cake for the Elf of the Year.”

      A high pitch screech reverberated in my ears like nails down a chalk board.

      “Aw, what was that?” A massive force collided with the centre of my back pitching my whole body forward face first into a pile of fresh snow. It was as if a baby elephant was sitting on top of my torso, crushing my lungs from the outside in.

      Trixie’s voice rung out. “What the…Harriet?”
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      “Surprise,” Harriet muttered, half-heartedly.

      Every part of me registered the cool effects of lying face down on a blanket of snow. While it wasn’t overly cold, it was wet, and I didn’t fancy walking around all day in wet clothes. It’s not like I can call into my local Walmart and buy a new outfit in my size.

      “Harriet, will you get off me?” I said, through a mouthful of soft icy snow. The sudden release of pressure off my chest was a welcomed relief.

      Harriet righted herself, jumping up on her feet. She reached down and offered me a hand up. I accepted, not one to ignore a gift horse in the mouth.

      “Oh gosh, I’m so sorry, Evelyn. I guess I haven’t mastered the landing yet. I’m sure yours was way more elegant than mine.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, brushing specks of sparkled snow from my clothes. “How did you get here? If you’re here, who is holding the fort back home helping Aunt Edie prepare for Christmas?”

      She rocked restlessly on her feet the whole time, her gaze shooting between me and Trixie.

      “I know, please don’t get mad. After you and Trixie left, I had a vision, it was the same one I had yesterday when we found the body…of the screaming children except this time it was amplified ten times.”

      “What does it mean?” Trixie asked, her expression grim.

      “Not sure.” Harriet took her gloves and beanie off and shoved them in her coat pocket. “Have either of you noticed even though there is snow everywhere, it’s not actually cold?”

      Trixie giggled. “Of course, silly, it’s the North Pole. It snows all year round, but it never gets too cold.”

      I closed my eyes a moment and took a deep breath. “Harriet…what do you think your vision means?”

      “I’m almost positive it’s linked to Trixie’s lost list and if you don’t succeed in finding it, children all around the world are going to be broken-hearted when Santa arrives with no presents.”

      Trixie paled and tears welled in her eyes. “We fail?”

      “No.” The word burst from my lips before my mind kicked into action. “No, we cannot fail. Harriet sees a vision of the future, but it’s only one possible future. It can change if we want it too.”

      “Oh, thank goodness,” Trixie said, her hand pressed to her chest.

      Harriet’s gaze finally spotted Santa’s Village, and she stood stock still. Her mouth gaped and her eyes drank in the beautiful sight. “Wow…just…wow. I knew it would be amazing, but I never imagined it would be this stunning.”

      I followed Harriet’s gaze and paused a moment, joining her in adoration.

      “It really is something, isn’t it?” She silently nodded.

      “You still haven’t told me how you got here?” I asked.

      “Once I realised what my vision meant, I followed you and Trixie. I tried calling out, but it was no use, you were engrossed in your conversation. I caught up with you just as you said your final words and disappeared. I have to admit it took me a few goes to find the right place to stand, but…” She paused, holding her arms open and grinned. “Tada, here I am.”

      A gruff hoarse voice yelled out of nowhere. “Who goes there? Speak now intruder or ye shall forever pay the price.”

      The intense powerful voice kicked my pulse into triple time and my heart skipped a beat. I spun to see an elf marching toward us all territorial like. His bright red sash, police hat and boots screamed, ‘don’t mess with me, or else.’

      Trixie held her palm to her mouth and whispered behind it, “Let me handle this.”

      Fine by me.

      Harriet and I took a casual step back as Trixie stepped in front of us. “Rusty, why do you insist on greeting people who visit our home in such a grumpy way? Anyone would think you’re Grumpy dwarf from Snow White.”

      I squeezed my lips together muffling an escaping giggle. He did resemble Grumpy in a cute elf way.

      He threw his hands up in the air and sighed in resignation. “Trixie, what are you doing bringing strangers to Santa’s Village? This is our busiest time of the year.”

      Trixie stood her ground, feet planted and her hands on her hips. “Am I not Elf of the Year?” She paused and waited. They stood opposite each other in an awkward silent stalemate. “And as Elf of the Year, I am entitled to additional privileges only I am privy to, am I not?”

      She paused and waited again. A slight questioning frown marred his expression and Trixie stuck her chin out and her back stiffened in triumph. “I don’t have time to go into detail now, but I’d like to introduce you to my friends, Evelyn and Harriet.”

      Harriet plastered a wide grin on and stuck her hand out. “Pleased to meet you, Rusty. Santa’s Village is so lucky to have a strong handsome elf protecting it from the evils of the world. I mean with someone like you at the helm, with those big muscly shoulders and all, Santa’s Village is sure to be safe.”

      Here we go again, Harriet and her superb acting skills at play. This woman never ceases to amaze me.

      A cheeky grin turned the corner of his lip up and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he was blushing. He smiled and his facial expression softened. Way to go, Harriet. A niggle bubbled inside my belly and I jumped on the acting band wagon.

      “I have to agree with Harriet. Santa’s Village could not be in better hands. I’m Evelyn and it’s my pleasure to meet such a strong robust elf. It gives me peace of mind knowing our good friend, Trixie, is being looked after by someone of your calibre.”

      “Aw, shucks,” he muttered, kicking the loose snow around with his boot. “That’s real nice of you to say. Any friends of the Elf of the Year are friends of mine.”

      He stepped aside and we walked past. He called after us.

      “If you need any help at all you know where to find me.”

      All three of us threw him a huge smile and kept walking at a quickened pace.

      “This way,” Trixie said, leading us round a back alley away from the busy main street. “You do realise he’s going to want to know all about you both now?”

      “I’m sure he’s harmless,” Harriet said.

      Her crafty grin had me smirking on the inside.

      “I’m sure he takes his work extremely serious, and that makes him the best elf for the job.”

      Trixie’s pace didn’t flounder. We trekked down a few streets and turned up another lone alleyway. If we were in Saltwater Cove, I’d be worried about the unknown danger, but what could happen in Santa’s Village?

      “We’re going to need some more inside help and there’s only one person I trust as much as you ladies and that’s my best friend, Hope Hollybow,” Trixie muttered, more to herself than anyone else. “She’s helped me out of a scrape or two in my time.” Trixie huffed, shook her head, and stopped mid-stride in the middle of the alleyway. “Oh no, I don’t believe it. This is all we need.”

      Trixie winced, and her anguish infused words clawed at my gut. “What’s wrong?”

      “Juniper Jollycheer, that’s what or should I say who?”

      “Who is Juniper Jollycheer?” Harriet asked, pulling up beside Trixie. “If the name is anything to go by, she sounds like a lot of fun.”

      “Try the total opposite,” Trixie groaned. “If she is fun, then she’s hiding it deep inside…deep, deep, inside locked away from everyone. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her shed an ounce of fun in my entire life. A grumpy know-it-all is more like it. She prides herself on being the town gossip. If you want to find out anything, ask Juniper, she’s guaranteed to know and if she doesn’t, give her half an hour and she’ll find out for you.”

      A sour taste rolled around in my mouth. “She can’t be that bad.”

      Trixie’s eyebrows raised, and she tilted her head up to look at me. “Have you ever seen the Christmas movie Home Alone 3?”

      Both Harriet and I nodded. “Have you?” I asked.

      “Of course. Santa requires all elves to see every Christmas movie ever made to ensure his legacy is kept intact. Some have come close, but so far so good. Anyway, remember the character Mrs Hess, the grumpy nosy neighbour?”

      My insides squirmed just at the thought of the woman.

      Harriet sighed and pursed her lips. “That bad, huh?”

      “Worse. A gazillion times worse. But we don’t have any more time to waste and to go back the way we came would just take more time. Just follow my lead.” She resumed her trek.

      It took less than a few minutes before we were within metres of Juniper Jollycheer. I may be in another land and my mind may be running overtime, but she sure looks like she’s dancing in the street to me. I glanced at Harriet and she shrugged and tilted her head as if to say, ‘beats me.’

      “On the mith day of Ristmas, Santa have to me….”

      “Good morning, Juniper, hope you’re having a lovely day,” Trixie said, in a sweet non-confrontational tone.

      The woman abruptly stopped singing and glared at me and Harriet. Her eyes narrowed, and she sized us up and down. I held my breath, anticipating an outburst of some sort. Her gaze dropped to Trixie and her arms shot open and a huge grin spread across her face.

      “Blixie Blowbell.” She threw her arms around Trixie and I saw Trixie visibly stiffening under Juniper’s grip. She shook Trixie from side to side in one of the biggest hugs I’d ever seen. “Blixie…Blixie…Blixie, you darling child. Did you know it’s only twoo days until the spost important day of the wear?”

      A drunk elf singing Christmas carols and dancing in the street. This is a first for me.

      Trixie pulled back doing her best to escape the loving onslaught of the woman and her heavy sherry-laden breath. “Yes, I did know, Juniper. It appears you decided to start celebrating a little early this year.”

      Juniper burst out laughing and put her finger to her puckered lips. A fresh sparkle in her golden-brown eyes. “Shh, don’t tell anypune, will you? The Knitting Knights finished a bummer baby knit twis year a day early so Ivy brought out the runch.”

      “Don’t you mean punch?”

      She swayed unsteadily on her feet. “That’s what I said, runch.”

      Trixie wangled her way out of the woman’s grip and side-stepped her swaying body. “Congratulations. I must be off now. Elf of the Year duties are calling.”

      “You reserve every success, dear Blixie. Ren Santa read your name out I jumpered for joy. I’m so glad Winger Cuddlemaine didn’t win. She’s a bit of a pushy nosy busy-body if you ask me.” Juniper looked right then left then right again and leaned in closer. She whispered, “Wanna know a secret?”

      A secret?

      We huddled in a tight circle. I raised a questioning eyebrow at Trixie and she nodded. Juniper opened her mouth to speak and her sherry breath hit me square in the face. It was like being buried under ten pounds of candy. “Don’t tell anyone but I was out attending to my poinsettias and I saw Gwinger and Butters Mittonsong sneaking out of Santa’s workshop yesterday morning. They looked real susp…ssup…ssss…”

      Trixie rolled her eyes. “Suspect?”

      “That’s it…suspect,” Juniper said, followed by a string of hiccups. “They were snaking off…” Hiccup. “…somewhere I’m sure of it.” Hic, hic. “…And she doesn’t like my Christmas cookies. She says they’re like eating rocks.” Hic. “The nerve of that woman.”

      Trixie rolled her eyes and beckoned us to follow. “Thanks for the insight, Juniper. Bye.”

      I did my best to keep the giggles in, but one glance over my shoulder at the dancing singing woman and a riot of laughter burst free. “I’m sorry. She just cracks me up.”

      “Me too, but at least we got a lead to follow,” Harriet said, wiping a tear from her eye.

      “We sure did. I wonder why they were sneaking out together? Let’s hope Ginger will be forthcoming with the answer. Juniper probably won’t remember she told us anyway.” Trixie walked up a cobbled stone path to the back door of a small log cabin. “I bet she wakes up tomorrow with no memory of the interchange and one whopping hangover. She doesn’t normally drink alcohol at all, even at Christmas time.”

      Trixie pushed the wooden back door and stepped inside holding it open. I stopped inside and my nostrils were assaulted with the mouth-watering scent of cinnamon and nutmeg. I licked my lips and my stomach grumbled its displeasure with being ignored. “What are you cooking?”

      “Nothing, my house always smells like cinnamon and nutmeg. It’s an elf thing. You should smell it when I am cooking,” she said, with a sly grin.

      “You’re on.” My gaze instantly soaked up the homely wooden interior expertly decorated in all things wood and Christmas. “Holy cow, this place is stunning. You sure know how to make a house feel like a home.”

      An exquisite stone fireplace took pride of place at the end of the main living area accentuated with two impressive stacks of wood piles lined up on either side. Two honey brown antique looking leather couches filled the main living area and with its comfort inviting me in, I was drawn to them like a bee to a flower. The warm yellow lights glowing off the wooden interior walls sent a loving rush of emotion into my heart.

      “Trixie, this is the cutest place,” Harriet said, swirling around. “I love the wooden winding staircase. What’s at the top?”

      “My bedroom.” Trixie locked the door, stripped her coat off and hung it on the coat rack inside the door. “Make yourselves at home. I’ll call Holly.”

      “Evelyn, I want a house like this in Saltwater Cove. It’s perfect, don’t you think?” Harriet said, moving to check out the dining area.

      I placed my coat on the hook next to Trixie’s and headed for the longer of the two couches. It flirted with me, tempting me to give in to its delicious ways. I ran my hand over the smooth soft leather, and it moved like silk under my touch. I eased myself down, savouring every inch of it as it engulfed my body into a lovable hug. I closed my eyes and breathed in its rich luxurious scent and my head swooned. “As long as you have one of these couches, you can have any house you like.”

      Trixie stood at the end of the couch and cleared her throat. “Comfy?”

      My head rested on the head rest and in a moment of pure relaxation, I sighed and let go of all the built-up tension I’d stockpiled since yesterday afternoon. I opened one eye and squinted at Trixie.

      The jingle jangle of the doorbell interrupted the calm atmosphere, and I sat up eyeing Trixie. “Is that Hope?”

      Trixie nodded and headed for the door, wringing her hands at her waist. Harriet joined me on the couch, softly humming the tune of Jingle Bells. Moments after Trixie opened the door, a chattering whirlwind blew in holding a glass bowl filled with delicious trifle. She stopped dead in front of the couch, her voice silenced at the sight of Harriet and myself.

      “Um, Trixie isn’t that your friend, Evelyn, you told me about?” she asked, in a strained tone.

      “Yes. I know what you’re going to say, and I can explain.”

      Hope spun and glared at Trixie, her voice lowering to a whisper. “Explain? Why in the name of Ginger Nut cookies would you bring a witch to Santa’s Village?”
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      “Two witches,” Harriet said, holding up two fingers.

      Hope’s jaw dropped and the pitch of her voice shot through the roof. “Two witches?” She raced over and placed the trifle on the kitchen bench. “You brought two witches? What were you thinking?”

      Trixie’s hands were wringing together so fast I feared she’d twist them right off. “Hello Hope, I’m Evelyn and this is my best friend, Harriet. We are witches, good witches that is. We’re here to help Trixie and believe me, we do not want to cause you any distress.”

      She harrumphed and folded her arms across her chest. “Too late for that.”

      Trixie raced over and grabbed Hope’s hand, dragging her to the other couch. They both sat and Trixie sucked in a deep breath before diving into an explanation. “Hope, you’re my best friend in the whole entire universe and I would never do anything to put you in danger. Evelyn and Harriet are here to help me get out of a bind that could see me stripped of the title as Elf of the Year and banished from Santa’s Village forever.”

      Hope gasped, and her eyes widened. “No.”

      Trixie nodded and bit her bottom lip. “Yes, I’ll explain everything, but I’m going to need your help to clear my name.” An awkward silence fell over the room and Hope’s eyes narrowed, darting from Trixie to Harriet then landing permanently on me.

      “Trixie,” I said, fixing my gaze on our hostess. “I think you better start from the beginning and don’t leave any detail out.”

      Trixie nodded and swallowed. “It all started when the List was stolen.”

      “You lost the list?”

      The horror in Hope’s voice elevated my pulse tenfold.

      “I didn’t lose it, it was stolen. At least I think it was. I thought it was Butters Muffinsong who stole it, but I was wrong.”

      “Where is the list now?” Hope asked.

      “We don’t know, that’s one of the reasons we’re here,” I said, in a soothing calm tone.

      “What’s the other?”

      “To prove I didn’t murder Butters,” Trixie said, her posture faulted as she spoke the ‘M’ word.

      Hope shot off the couch like a firecracker and her voice screeched. “Butters is dead? You murdered him?”

      “For goodness’ sake, I did not kill Butters.” Trixie pinched the bridge of her nose. “But someone did, and they used the cord of my dressing gown to frame me. How long have you known me, Hope?” Trixie paused and raised an eyebrow. “All our lives, right?”

      Hope nodded and sank back down on the couch. Trixie continued, focusing solely on Hope. “And in all that time have you ever known me to kill or hurt anyone, even a bug, let alone another elf?”

      “No, I’m sorry.” Hope’s chin lowered, and she ran a hand through her strawberry red hair. “I guess it was a shock. It’s a lot to take in all at once.”

      Harriet chimed in. “That’s why we need your help. Children everywhere are going to be hurting if we don’t find answers. I suggest we keep this between the four of us. We don’t want a village-wide panic to ensue. We have no idea what the murderer might do if the cat is let out of the bag.”

      “Agreed. I have to deliver the list to Santa by the end of tonight and I’m running out of time. You know he likes to do a final check before he starts the delivery and that can take a while.”

      Hope nodded. “So, you think whoever stole the list, murdered Butters?”

      “Yes, and dumped his body in Saltwater Cove where Evelyn and Harriet live.” Trixie reached over and squeezed Hope’s shaking hand. “Will you help me?”

      Hope’s eyes watered and her soft smile suddenly lit her face up. “Of course. I’ll help you. Whatever you need. I never really thought you murdered anyone.”

      Hope and Trixie hugged it out and the tension in the room evaporated. A comfortable ease fell between the four of us. “Trixie has narrowed the suspects down to the four remaining contestants that she beat out in the Elf of the Year competition. The time of death was four-twenty yesterday afternoon.”

      Hope frowned and my stomach dropped. “What is it?” I asked. “Do you know something that could help us out?”

      She shrugged and repeatedly ran her palms down her thighs. “Maybe…maybe not. You say Butters was murdered at four-twenty yesterday?”

      There were nods all round. “Yes.”

      “Then I’m pretty sure it can’t be Pinecone Hustlecheer. I saw him out my office window down by Mistletree Pond. I work on the top floor of the toy factory and I can pretty much see a one-eighty of the outside through my office window and Pinecone was there all right, at that time. I remember because I looked at my clock on the wall and it struck me odd that he was taking an early break at four-fifteen instead of his normal time of five.”

      How can Pinecone be in two places at once? Here and dumping Butters body in Saltwater Cove. He can’t.

      “Pinecone simply would not have enough time to be in two places at once,” I said, tapping my chin. This new information rolled around in my head like the wheels of a clock. “That may eliminate him as a murder suspect, but he still could have something to do with stealing the list. We’ll need to question him.”

      Hope’s hand shot up in the air like a rocket. “I’ll do it.” She squealed and just about leapt off the couch. “We used to be pretty good friends in elf school, and I bet I can get him to open up to me.”

      “Perfect.” Trixie stood, bounding with a newfound energy. “You speak to Pinecone and Evelyn, Harriet and I will head over and talk to Ginger.”
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      I followed Trixie through the enormous toy factory barn door and was instantly hit with the metallic scent of tinsel combined with sweet gingerbread. It had my stomach grumbling, demanding to be fed. I gawked in awe at the hive of activity covering every corner of the factory. Elves built, sang, cleaned, wrapped, packaged, tied, walked, and even skipped. Hypnotised by the flawless routine, I didn’t know where to look first.

      “Oh-my-God. This has to be the best toy factory ever,” Harriet blurted, ripping the words right out of my mind. “How cool is this place?”

      “It’s the best place to work, that is, when my life isn’t on the line.” Trixie grumbled. “Ginger works over in dispatch. This way, it’s the last stop before the presents get loaded into Santa’s sleigh.”

      We followed Trixie toward the back end of the factory passing an oversize clock on the wall. An elegant calligraphy sign above it read, Countdown until Santa’s Christmas Eve Departure.

      “I guess no one is going to miss the deadline with a clock that enormous.” I dodged fast-tracking elves on a mission. It appeared being a guest of The Elf of the Year had its perks.

      We stopped by a counter underneath a platform housing boxes and boxes of already wrapped presents.

      “That’s Ginger Cuddlecane,” Trixie said, pointing to a stocky elf dishing out orders like a well-oiled machine. She was a distinguished elf with dead straight midnight black hair pulled into a low ponytail at the base of her neck. With her black glasses and white lab coat, she had a preppy scientist look about her. Fingers crossed she’s not the mad scientist type. Totally not what I expected.

      Approach with caution.

      “Hi Ginger,” Trixie said, in an over-the-top cheerful voice. “These are my friends and I was explaining how important your dispatch job was and they insisted on coming to meet you.”

      Ginger stopped fussing with the papers on her desk and huffed. She grimaced and glared our way as if Trixie had told her Christmas had been cancelled.

      “What? Can’t you see I’m busy?”

      My pulse quickened and words blurted from my mouth in a continuous stream before I could vet them.

      “You have no idea how excited we are to meet you, Ginger. Trixie’s been raving about you and how you have one of the most important jobs in the entire factory. How do you deal with the pressure? I’m positively sure I would crumble in a heap on the ground.”

      “There’s no time,” Ginger said, a soft shade of pink floated up from her neck and planted itself in her cheeks. The stern, controlling glint in her eye was now overtaken by a shimmering blush. “I suppose I have a couple minutes to chat as long as we don’t take too long. We are on a tight schedule, remember?”

      “Excuse me, but what do you think you’re doing?”

      I spun and found myself standing eye to eye with an elf atop a forklift. The unnerving suspicious glare in his eye had my stomach in knots.

      “I’m not sure what you mean?”

      He jutted his chin out and glanced at Harriet and I. “Trixie…Ginger, you know full well safety is paramount in the workshop, even down here in dispatch.”

      “We didn’t mean anything by it,” Harriet muttered, leaning into my side. “Trixie was just showing us where all the main action happens.”

      “No need to get your tights in a twist, Noel,” Trixie said, moving to stand beside Ginger. “We’re not going to be staying long.”

      His grouchy voice rose an octave. “As Santa’s appointed Safety Officer, it is my job to ensure the accident target stays at zero.”

      Trixie’s brow furrowed. “How did you even know we were here?”

      He waved a hand toward his office high on the second level. “The cameras. Remember, that was one of the new additions Santa made to the main floor to keep injuries down.” He shook his finger in our direction. “Not wearing a hard hat and fluorescent vest on the despatch floor is a no no. You don’t want to end up like Butters Muffinsong, do you?”

      A cold shiver inched up my spine and my mouth went dry. Word of Butters’ murder can’t have spread that fast? Was it a mistake to trust Hope?

      “W—what are you talking about?” Trixie’s nervous tone didn’t go unnoticed.

      “The Lego incident two years ago. An expertly wrapped box of Lego destined for a boy in Atlanta fell off the packing pallet right onto his noggin. He was one lucky elf, only a short stay in the infirmary.” His eyes narrowed, sending his brows into a purposeful wrinkle. “What incident were you talking about?”

      Trixie giggled and brushed a dismissive hand toward Noel. “The same. I was just seeing if you remembered it.”

      Ginger huffed, rubbing her forehead. “Look, we’re wasting precious time we don’t have.”

      I couldn’t agree more.

      She glanced at her watch. “I’m due for my break so I’ll take it now and we can go to the break room and chat there. That way Noel’s tights will stay in pristine condition.”

      He grimaced and backed up the forklift. “Ha, very funny Ginger. I’m watching you.”

      “Fine by me,” Ginger said, stripping off her white lab coat and donning a pink and green cardigan. “You know my impeccable work record speaks for itself. See you in forty-five.”

      She flounced off, and we trundled along behind. Harriet leant in and whispered, “Gee, I wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of Ginger. I bet she can hold her own.” I nodded in agreement.

      Harriet walked into the break room first. I collided into the back of her stationary body and we both nearly face planted on the floor. “What did you stop for?” I asked, rubbing my nose.

      “Look,” she said, her eyes wide and jaw gaping. “I’m in heaven. This is the best break room I’ve ever seen. It has everything you could possibly dream of eating.”

      My hand slipped from my nose as my gaze followed hers. I breathed in the mixed scent of cinnamon, candy, gingerbread and coffee and my head swooned. My knees weakened at the thought of all the delicious food adorning the benches. I licked my lips and a testy grumble worked its way up from my belly.

      Ginger handed each of us a plate, albeit a small elf-size plate and a tray and headed toward the dessert bench. “Santa believes it’s important to be fuelled when working in the factory. Whatever you desire, it can be made. It gets the best work out of us when we focus on the job and not our empty stomachs. The best part is it’s open 24/7. Help yourself.”

      By the time I’d gorged the dessert bar, the salad bar and had my fill of fresh prawns and downed two coffees, my stomach sighed a big gigantic thank you. I looked over at Harriet and I couldn’t help but giggle at the eighth piece of Christmas pudding she was shovelling into her mouth.

      “Now, how can I help you?” Ginger asked, dabbing the corners of her mouth with a serviette.

      Trixie cleared her throat and threw me an ‘I’ll-handle-this’ look. “I was telling Evelyn and Harriet how important your role is as Head of Dispatch. You are responsible for making sure all deliveries are heading to the right home.”

      “I can’t imagine how much pressure you’re under to get it right,” Harriet said. “If you get it wrong, there could be major consequences.”

      Ginger’s eyes glowed and a ruby red hue flooded her face. “I do not get it wrong. I can’t be held responsible for others who stuff up. Yesterday’s blunder was hardly my fault and I’ll not be made the scape goat.”

      Now, we were getting somewhere. I probed delicately. “Of course not. You were probably the one who caught the problem, am I right?”

      She pursed her lips and gave a curt nod. “Darn right. I was supposed to clock off at three-thirty. Thanks to some nincompoop over in printing, who somehow managed to print double address labels for all the children in Amsterdam, I ended staying until after dark to sort the mess out.”

      I looked at Trixie and my heart tore in two as the sliver of hope faded from her eyes. “How frustrating for you. Did you have any help?” My polite way of asking if she can provide an alibi.

      Ginger nodded and demolished the last of her chocolate cherry cheesecake. “If I was staying, then so was the entire floor until the mess was sorted. By the time I worked out what had happened and corrected it, it was way past seven.”

      Trixie stood and gathered the empty dishes and placed them on the used counter. “I’m sorry you had to deal with such a mix-up this close to Christmas. We’ll let you get back to work.” She headed for the door, her chin lowered in thought.

      Harriet shrugged and shook her head. I sat glued to my seat, a forgotten morsel of the puzzle niggled in the back of my mind. It was taunting me. Just out of reach of my memory. I watched Ginger stand and repeat the cleaning process with her own plate and tray. What am I missing? I racked my brain going through everything I’d learnt since arriving in Santa’s Village and then it slapped me in the face. Juniper Jollycheer. I slyly tapped Harriet’s arm to get her attention.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      I mouthed. ‘Juniper’ The glint of recognition in Harriet’s eye matched mine.

      I cleared my throat. “By the way, Ginger, congratulations.” Ginger paused mid scrap of her bowl and frowned my way.

      “For what?”

      “Oh, come now, don’t be shy,” I said, joining her, my pretend excitement a little over the top. “You and Butters Muffinsong, of course. A little birdy told us you were dating. Being with the love of your life is so romantic. Congratulations. Our lips are sealed. Right, Harriet?”

      “Right.” Harriet grinned and made a zipper action with her lips then locked it with an imaginary key and threw it over her shoulder.

      Ginger recoiled, her skin turning ashen white. Her complexion paler than the crisp white snow outside. “What…how…who told you such baloney? It’s simply not true. Not true I tell you.”

      I gasped and my hand flew to my breastbone. “Really? We heard you and Butters had a little secret rendezvous yesterday morning, so we assumed you were together. Did we get it wrong?”

      “You most certainly did.” She raised on her tippy toes and glanced at Trixie pacing by the door. She muttered under her breath, “If you must know, Butters wanted to throw Trixie a surprise party and he was trying to enlist my help. We are not romantically linked, just the thought nauseates me to the core.”

      I slapped my forehead. “Gosh, how positively silly of me. I’m sorry to have jumped to such a drastic conclusion. Please forgive me.”

      “Evelyn…Harriet,” Trixie called from the doorway. “I think we’ve taken up enough of Ginger’s time, besides there are still more people to meet and places to see.”

      I spun on my heel and caught the slight tilt of Trixie’s head toward the door. She repeated the action, glancing toward the entrance a number of times. She’s either having a really bad eye reaction and a twitch in her neck or she has spotted something out the window.

      “Coming.” I grabbed Harriet’s hand and pulled her toward the door, my stomach turning in somersaults. I glanced back over my shoulder. “Nice to meet you, Ginger, and I promise your secret’s safe with me.”
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      The snow squelched and squeaked underfoot as we headed back to Trixie’s place. “That is good news. We can cross Ginger off the suspect list. She was at work the time of the murder and according to her, the only reason she and Butters were together yesterday was because he wanted to throw you a surprise party and wanted her help.”

      “What?” Trixie stopped. “He was throwing me a surprise party?”

      I nodded and my chest tightened as tears pricked her eyes. “Sounds like he was a pretty cool elf. The best thing we can do to honour his memory is find the list and bring his murderer to justice.”

      She sniffed back her tears and stiffened her jaw. “You got that right. Thank you for being here and helping me.”

      Walking into Trixie’s place, we were confronted with a chaotic upturned mess and a frantic Hope rushing around picking up scattered cushions and righting chairs. My chest seized and nausea welled in the base of my stomach. Someone had messed up Trixie’s house, on purpose.

      I’m guessing they were looking for the list.

      “Holy Santa Claus, what on earth happened here?” Trixie asked, her eyes wide and her hand flat to her forehead as she scanned the messy room.

      “Thank goodness you’re back,” Hope said, rushing over and throwing her arms around her best friend. “I came over to tell you my news, and I found the place like this, all messed up. Who would do such a thing?”

      “I expect whoever is after the list,” Harriet muttered, picking up turned over lamps and shutting open drawers in the kitchen. “They’re obviously getting desperate to break in and ransack the place.”

      “Oh, they didn’t break in. The door wasn’t locked,” Hope said, looking blankly at Harriet.

      “What?” Harriet and I said in unison.

      Hope continued, her words escaped with a slight tremble. “We’ve never had a need to lock our houses in Santa’s Village.” Hope’s complexion faded until all that was visible was a pale pink tinge at the top of her cheekbones. “I’m worried about you, Trixie. You must lock your door until this nightmare is over.”

      Trixie nodded and the pain in Hope’s eyes guttered me. I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Hope, I promise Harriet and I will do our best to make sure nothing happens to Trixie.”

      “And I’m not exactly a wimp either. I can take care of myself,” Trixie said, making a pretend karate pose to lighten the mood. “We can clean this up later, you said you have news?”

      She nodded. “I have to get to work, but I thought it best to tell you what I know as soon as possible. Let’s sit,” she said, making herself comfortable in the single armchair.

      “We’ve managed to cross Ginger off as a murder suspect, although she still may have stolen the list. But my gut tells me she had nothing to do with it.”

      “Well…” Hope’s face lit up and her eyes danced like polished gems. She shuffled to the edge of her seat and cleared her throat. “I found out something very interesting indeed.”

      Oh, do tell. This could be the break we need.

      Anticipation hung in the air. It was like the anticipation you felt the split second before jumping out and yelling surprise to an unsuspecting birthday guest.

      “I was right when I mentioned Pinecone couldn’t have had anything to do with Butters’ murder. I’ve confirmed he was indeed out by Mistletree Pond.”

      I swear she paused for dramatic effect.

      “He was out by the pond working out how to propose to Eve Bustlemyrrh.” Gasps and mutterings filled the room.

      “No way…”

      “…how sweet…”

      “Propose?”

      Hope continued taking a big breath. “He was out there the entire afternoon. I asked around and several elves saw him. When I asked him what he was doing out there he broke down and confessed he was in love with Eve and was trying to work out the most romantic way of proposing. He was just the cutest. He was so nervous and wanted to make it a special night Eve would never forget. I gave him a few pointers, but if I were to say, this Christmas Eve Bustlemyrrh is going to be a very happy elf.”

      “I’m really happy for Eve and Pinecone but we’ve hit another dead end.” Trixie’s gaze bounced from one to the other. “Where do we go from here?”

      Hope bounded up and headed for the door, throwing her bag over her shoulder. “I’m going to be late for work if I don’t get a move on. Call me if you find out anything. I’ll touch base as soon as I can, and I’ll see if I can get away from work early.”

      “Bye, Hope and thank you,” I said, waving. The sombre drop in mood flattened the vibe of excitement I had as I’d left the toy factory. “I think moving forward we’re going to need to split up so we can cover more ground sooner.”

      “That’s a perfect idea, Evelyn,” Harriet said, leaning forward and resting her elbows on her knees. “There’s still Fuzzle and Winter to suss out. We can speak to Fuzzle and Trixie can take Winter, then meet back here and compare notes.”

      A renewed sparkle ignited Trixie and her expression softened. “Yes, that might work, but they’re both on shift at the toy factory and after the incident with Noel and the hard hats, you’re not going to be able to walk around as easily without me.”

      Harriet shot up from the couch and clicked her fingers as if a light bulb switched on inside her head. “I’ve got it. Evelyn can do a disguise spell. I’m sure she can make us look like elves, then we’ll blend in.”

      A disguise spell? I haven’t done one of those in years. Can I even remember the spell?

      Trixie’s eyes widened, and she clasped her hands together in her lap. “Can you do that?”

      I pursed my lips and smiled, ignoring the tightness in my gut. “I can, but it’s been a while. I might be a little rusty.”

      “Pfft,” Harriet said, flippantly. “It’s like baking a cake. Once you learn, you can never forget.” She turned in Trixie’s direction. “Do you have a community newspaper or journal in town?”

      She nodded. “Yes, there is the Santa’s Source. It reports on important news and happenings in the village. Why?”

      “I am just full of ideas this afternoon.” Harriet flicked her leg underneath her backside and got comfortable in Hope’s vacated spot. “Once we’re in disguise, we can pretend we’re doing an article on Trixie for the Santa’s Source about her role as Elf of the Year. We’ll be able to ask as many questions as we need, all in the name of research.”

      “That’s not a bad idea, Harriet.” I can’t believe I didn’t think of it. Re-energised by her idea, I stood and paced the outskirts of the room. A renewed bubble of adrenaline coursed through my limbs. “Give me a minute while I remember the exact spell.”

      My feet moved on route in a circle around the kitchen table. My brain focused on remembering the words to the disguise spell. “Okay, you can do this,” I muttered under my breath.

      In plain sight I abide…No that’s not right. In plain sight…my appearance will be.

      I paused a moment, closed my eyes, and refocused. All of a sudden, they were there; it was as if the words channelled themselves right into my soul. I spun and two sets of eager eyes were focussed on me waiting patiently. Both stood like animated statues. “Okay, I’ve got it. You might want to stand back a bit, Trixie. If I remember rightly, it gets a little hot.” Trixie nodded and shuffled back toward the kitchen entrance. “Come over here Harriet and I’ll change you first.” I licked my lips, my mouth dry.

      “Make me a cute elf, would you?” Harriet said, stopping in front of me, the glow in her eyes intensifying.

      As if I wasn’t nervous enough already, now I have to make her cute?

      “Harriet, it’s a disguise, not a fashion show. We’re catching a murderer here.” My stomach knotted and my throat filled with the regurgitated taste of prawns. I swallowed hard and focussed on the task ahead. “You’re not here to pick up. Once it’s done, we’re going to have to make a move. My spells don’t last long but it should be long enough to find the answers we need.”

      “Okay.” Harriet pouted and stuck out her bottom lip. “I just thought if you have to give me a disguise, why not make it a cute one?”

      “Just stand still.” I placed a hand on her shoulder and held the other vertical inches from her heart. I swallowed hard and said with strong conviction. “In plain sight you need to hide, with this spell please do abide. Your appearance will now be, an elf for one and all to see.”

      I held my breath and my pulse raced as a multicoloured stream of sparkles swirled from my hands around Harriet’s body interweaved with mine. My hand filled with warmth and soon intensified to a point of pain. I pulled my hands back and rubbed my palms together. The knots in my stomach hardened, and my hands flew to my face covering a blinding flash that blasted the room. A moment of tense silence and then a strange voice.

      “How do I look?” Harriet asked in a squeaky chipmunk voice.

      I opened my eyes to see an elf dressed in a stereotypical Christmas outfit. Green and red striped stockings, a green mini skirt trimmed with red fringing. A white blouse and a green and red fitted vest complete with red glitter heels with curly tips. Long black curly hair hung down her back, neatly tucked behind a set of pointy ears.

      Pleased as punch with my efforts, I smiled. Definitely an outfit Harriet would have chosen for herself.

      “You look perfect,” Trixie said, clasping her hands together at her chest. “Now your turn, Evelyn.”

      “Okay, stand back.” I brushed my sweaty palms down my thighs and sucked in a deep breath. My pulse was running its own marathon. I placed one hand on my sternum and held the other inches off my heart and repeated the spell. “In plain sight I need to hide, with this spell please do abide. My appearance will now be, an elf for one and all to see.”

      My fingertips tingled and a surge of heat bled down my fingers through my arms and lodged in my chest. A familiar stream of multicoloured sparkles swirled between my hands and around my body. My eyelids lowered and a burst of heat lasting a nanosecond burned through my body and then it was gone.

      I feel the same? Did it work?

      A shiver goose bumped my arms, and I peeled my eyelids open one by one to see Harriet and Trixie standing opposite me, eye to eye, jaws dropped.

      “What’s wrong?” My hand flew to my mouth, shocked at the sound of my own voice. I squeaked, just like Harriet. “Oh my, I sound so nasally?”

      “You sound just like me,” Harriet said, through a high-pitched giggle. “Not only do you sound like me, you look exactly like me. We’re twins. Now we’re really sisters.”

      “What?” I sounded like one of the seven dwarfs from Snow White, with a cold.

      Trixie shrugged. “I suppose that makes sense since it is the same spell you used on both of you. As long as it keeps your cover and lasts long enough for you to speak to Fuzzle, then that’s all we need.”

      I knew Trixie was right, but an odd sensation stirred my insides knowing Harriet looked exactly like me. I shook the cobwebs from my mind.

      “Okay, let’s go over the plan one more time?”

      Trixie nodded and rolled her shoulders back. “While I speak to Winter, you and Harriet will speak to Fuzzle. You’ll find him on the sleigh floor in the factory. He works in the packing department. He makes sure Santa’s present sacks are filled with the correct number of presents according to the destination. Winter’s lucky enough to look after Santa’s reindeer, so I’ll be able to find her in the stables. We meet back here as soon as we’re finished.”

      The jingle jangle of Trixie’s doorbell scared the bejesus out of me. “Are you expecting anyone?”

      She shook her head. “No. Maybe it’s Hope returning.” She trotted over to the door and opened it just as it jingled once more.
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      Now that I know Santa’s Village is all real, my entire body went into fan girl meltdown. The picture-perfect woman from my childhood Christmas stories dressed in a red velour tracksuit stood metres from me holding a pair of crumpled red velvet pants. My jaw dropped, and I had to physically push it up again.

      Mrs Claus? I can’t believe the Mrs Claus is standing at Trixie’s door. She’s just as I imagined. Sweet and stunningly beautiful, although younger. I must ask her what moisturiser she uses. I got to get me some of that.

      “Mrs Claus, this is an unexpected surprise,” Trixie said, in a heightened voice. “You’ve just caught me. I was about to head out.”

      Mrs Claus’ eyes widened. She shook her head and her soft blonde-white ringlets bounced around her shoulders. She marched straight past Trixie to the middle of the room. Her voice quivered on the verge of tears.

      “No, no, no, no you can’t be going out now. I need your help. Santa needs your help. You’re the only one I can rely on in a time of crisis.”

      Crisis…What crisis? And how can Trixie help?

      Harriet and I looked at each other and we watched on as Mrs Claus practically had a full-blown meltdown in front of us. I always imagined her to be level-headed in a crisis. She was the one who kept Santa on his toes and in line. I guess everyone has a bad day or two.

      Trixie’s eyebrows pulled together, and a brand-new worry crease sprang to life. “Oh my gosh. Come sit and explain everything to me.”

      She sighed and flopped down on the couch, my couch. I could tell the soft leather soothed her just as it did me.

      Her gaze swung around the room catching Harriet and me in the corner of her eye. Her back stiffened and her body went rigid. “You didn’t tell me you had company.”

      “These guys? Pfft,” Trixie slashed her hand nonchalantly to the side. “These are my friends. Evelyn and Harriet, meet Mrs Claus.” She nodded politely almost like royalty. When it comes to Christmas, there is no one more royal than Santa and Mrs Claus.

      “They’re more like part of the furniture than company. You’ll have to excuse the mess, we were doing a bit of redecorating, but they were about to go out to the back garden to pick some flowers, weren’t you ladies?” Trixie’s eyebrows shot up and the implications of her words were not lost on me. “I’ll come and join you when Mrs Claus and I finish our chat.”

      “Yes, that’s right, just on our way out the door,” I said, cringing at my new raspy voice. Nudging Harriet toward the back door, I turned and glanced over my shoulder. “Nice to meet you, Mrs Claus.” I waved goodbye and pushed Harriet through the wooden door pulling it closed behind me, all but an inch gap. I crouched down and pressed my ear to the door and heard the faint voices of Mrs Claus and Trixie. My entire body buzzed with an adrenaline rush. I pushed my ear to the open gap, straining to decipher the conversation inside.

      Harriet spun hastily and stumbled over her pointy shoes. Her mouth fell open. She whispered, “What are you doing?”

      “Shhh,” I whispered, hushing Harriet with my hand before beckoning her closer.

      “Something is up with Mrs Claus and for all we know it could have something to do with Butters or the list. Either way, it could be vital information we need moving forward.”

      Harriet nodded and edged her way in pressing her own ear to the gap above mine.

      “Like I said, you have to help, Trixie. If Santa finds out, he’ll never forgive me.” Mrs Claus sobbed openly.

      “I doubt that’s possible. He loves you so much. Santa is a very forgiving man. Besides, it’s not as bad as you think,” said Trixie. “Actually, Mrs Claus, it’s a real easy fix.”

      “Do you think so?” she asked. “I warned him about trying Keto, but he insisted on seeing it through to Christmas Eve and the pounds have been dropping off him. I’m so happy he’s eating much healthier now, and he wanted to ensure he had extra room for cookies and milk this year. You know how he hates to disappoint the children. You know I’m not a seamstress and he wants these pants taken in by afternoon tea.”

      “Leave them with me, Mrs Claus, I’d be happy to adjust them for you. As Elf of the Year, it is my duty to help out anyway I can, even sewing.”

      “Really? Thank you, Trixie. I knew I could count on you. If it weren’t for you, I don’t know what I’d do,” Mrs Claus said, in a thankful tone.

      “You’ve mastered cooking, so how about in the New Year we put sewing lessons on the list instead?”

      “I like the way you think.” There were giggles all round and then a solid click of the front door closing.

      Trixie taught Mrs Claus how to cook…No way.

      I pushed the wooden door open and followed Harriet back inside. Trixie sat holding up Santa’s large pants with a frown on her brow, her lower lip stuck between her teeth.

      “You taught Mrs Claus how to cook?”

      Trixie paled and sat paralysed, Santa’s pants hanging in the air, her eyes glued to mine.

      “What? I thought you were out picking flowers.”

      “We were outside, listening through a crack in the door.”

      She folded the pants and shoved them out of sight underneath an embroidered cushion. “You have to promise you won’t breathe a word of what you saw or heard to anyone, here or in Saltwater Cove. Mrs Claus may not be perfect like all the children’s stories make her out to be, but she is the most amazing woman and mother-figure most elves will ever know. So, she may not be able to sew, but now she can cook like a champion. Forget she was even here, please?”

      She clutched her hands tight in front of her chest and her eyes glistened over. It was enough to pull at my heartstrings.

      “Trixie, it’s okay. We would never do anything of the sort, and you have our word what we heard and saw never happened, right Harriet?”

      “Right.” Harriet threw her arms around Trixie and squeezed. “You’re the best. Mrs Claus is lucky to have you. I hope when this is all over you will come back and see Evelyn and me in Saltwater Cove. Minus the drama and dead body.”

      Trixie returned the hug and pulled back, her gaze shooting between the both of us.

      “Of course, but we have bigger candy to crush first. Now that I have to fix Santa’s pants, I can’t go to the factory with you and you can’t waste the time waiting for me. You’ll have to go without me.”

      “No problem. Evelyn can take Fuzzle and I’ll chat to Winter,” Harriet said, secretly pulling Santa’s pants out from behind the cushion. Trixie’s lips thinned and she crossed her arms as if to say, ‘What are you doing?’

      “Sorry, I had to touch them once. They’re Santa’s pants…the Santa.” Harriet closed her eyes and rubbed the soft crushed velvet against her cheek. She cleared her throat and handed them back to Trixie. “Right, you take care of these, come on Evelyn, we have a toy factory to visit.”

      “Wait.” Trixie said. Racing to the top draw in her kitchen, she pulled out two notepads and pencils and handed them over. “You’ll need these.”

      “What for?” Harriet asked.

      She grinned. “If you’re reporters doing a story on me, you better at least look the part.”
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        * * *

      

      The big oak barn door of the toy factory loomed ahead. A maze of answers was sure to greet us when we entered. The urgency of Trixie’s situation hung over my head like a thunderous black storm cloud. The growing knot in my gut was a clear indicator of Trixie’s looming fate. If we don’t find the list and the murderer soon, she’ll end up banished for a crime she didn’t commit. It wasn’t enough to question the remaining two elves, we needed to push them all and force the culprit’s hand into making a mistake.

      My pulse raced as I grabbed Harriet’s arm and dragged her to the side of the entrance, the crisp air biting my rosy cheeks.

      “Aw, Evelyn.” Harriet squealed, jerking her arm free as we hid behind a tall expertly decorated Christmas tree out of sight of the entrance. “What’s the big idea?”

      “We need to step it up. Just questioning may not get us anywhere and we can’t be certain it’s going to find us the list or Butters’ murderer.”

      “What did you have in mind,” Harriet asked, frowning, rubbing the spot on her arm my hand crushed as I dragged her from the pathway.

      “I have an idea,” I said, my mind raced a hundred miles an hour trying to fit the pieces together. “Someone still desperately wants the list otherwise why search Trixie’s house? We need to draw the culprit out and the only way to do that is to make it known Trixie still has the list. We set it up so they think she is going to do one more check of the list later this afternoon say, three o’clock before delivering it to Santa. And we cross our fingers and hope it will push them over the edge.”

      Harriet stood still a moment and a multitude of expressions crossed her face. “Are we really going to put Trixie’s life in danger?”

      I shook my head. The thought sickened me to my soul. “Of course not, but we need to make it appear as such. You and I will be in hiding, waiting for them to arrive and once Trixie gets a confession out of them, we’ll pounce. They won’t be any match for us. We should be back to normal by then. If not, I’ll do a reversal spell.”

      Harriet nodded slowly and held her fingertips together like a steeple, tapping her pointers in a slow rhythm. “You are positively genius. I love it.”

      “I’ll let the set-up slip with Fuzzle once I question him and then I’ll go back and somehow plant the seed with Ginger Cuddlecane. You do the same with Winter and Pinecone.” Harriet nodded. “Make sure you are really convincing. Trixie will be in her house, alone, checking the list at three o’clock. Got it?”

      “Sure do.” The gleam in Harriet’s eye matched the exhilarated expression on her face.

      “After you’re done with Winter and Pinecone, can you pay a visit to the trusty safety officer Noel and borrow one of his cameras? That way, we can get all the evidence we need on film. I’m sure with your acting skills you’ll have him eating out of your hand in no time.”

      “Consider it done.” She held her chest high flicked her long black hair over her shoulder and flounced toward the toy factory door. “See you back at Trixie’s within the hour.”

      She disappeared through the door leaving me to deal with the rush of anarchy taking over my stomach.
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      A euphoric rush of adrenaline hit my system as I looked at Fuzzle Bustlemitton, who was standing with his back to me in the corner of the packing room. From where I stood, he looked intimidating and downright scary. That could also be because he’s taller than me and almost twice my size. If I were my real self, I could take this guy no problem.

      By the time I wangled my way past every elf who wanted to put in their two-cents worth and say how amazing Trixie is, it was at least fifteen minutes since I entered the factory. Trixie sure did have a lot of admirers and none too shy about wanting to have their say for the Santa Source.

      If only I were a real reporter, I’d make Trixie shine in the eyes of the entire village, especially Santa and Mrs Claus.

      I cursed the butterflies in my belly, flipped open my notebook and tapped my pencil on the blank page. “Excuse me, are you Fuzzle Bustlemitton?” It was still weird hearing my squeaky elf voice as I spoke.

      He spun and my breath caught in the back of my throat. His heavy forehead creases were practically hidden by his thick, black, bushy brows void of any kind of shaping. They reminded me of two chunks of fur super glued to his face. Their bushiness matched his shaggy hair. His complexion was unusually dark for an elf who lives in the North Pole where it snows all year round. He stared at me with his unsettling rustic brown eyes and his thin lips were more like a grimace than a smile.

      “Are you Fuzzle Bustlemitton?” I asked again, ignoring the continuous rolling of my stomach.

      He folded his arms across his chest, stuck his chin out and the corners of his mouth turned down into a sour expression. “Who wants to know?”

      “My name is Evelyn,” I said, with my best cheery disposition and held my hand out. His gaze dropped to my hand, and he huffed, crossing his arms tighter.

      Talk about Mr Grumpy.

      “I’m doing a story on the Elf of the Year, Trixie Snowball for the Santa Source and I’m chatting to all the other finalists and her friends to get the best possible picture of the winner.”

      His bushy brows shot up and down as if being controlled by puppet strings. Quite odd really.

      “If you want the best picture of the winner…you’re looking at him. Trixie is great and all, and a real trooper, but this was my third year as a finalist and it really should have been me who won.”

      “Wow, third year.” I slyly dropped my focus and pretended to take notes. Still, I kept one eye watching for any out of the ordinary behaviour. “Sounds like you’re a bit bitter Trixie won and you didn’t.”

      He paused, and stood staring at me as if I were invisible, a vacant look in his gaze.

      “Bitter…No. Upset…Yes.” He took a seat beside his packing station and I followed, occupying the empty seat next to him. He continued; his eyes downcast.

      “I guess I was a little upset being so close and beaten by Trixie and Butters, but Santa has the final call and I respect his decision.”

      His body sunk and his shoulders cowered forward. Suddenly he didn’t seem so big after all.

      “Would you say Trixie was a worthy winner?”

      He nodded, but his gaze remained downcast. “Yes, of course. She’d earned the title fair and square. She scored top of the final exam which was one of the determining factors and displays exceptional elf qualities. I guess I was just a bit bummed I couldn’t match her in the rankings. She’s a hard worker and…”

      “And?” I prompted, scribbling gibberish as he spoke.

      “I really like her,” he said, biting his lip and looking shyly away.

      I smiled. “That’s nice.”

      “That’s nice?” he said, an octave higher, his eyebrows shot up and his gaze found mine. “I tell you I like her and you say that’s nice?”

      The meaning of his words dropped like a bowling ball crashing to the floor. Heat flushed my cheeks and warmed my pointy ears. “Oh, you like her as in ‘like’ her, as in more than a friend.”

      He nodded. “Yes. Like I’d have a chance with someone like her. She’s way out of my league.”

      I did not see that one coming. Trixie has an admirer. I wonder if she knows? She never mentioned it, but she has had more important issues on her mind like finding a lost list, a murderer and saving Christmas.

      Focus, Evelyn. Over the balcony, a familiar dark-haired elf in a white lab coat and hard hat caught my attention. Ginger Cuddlecane.

      Time is wasting. Check his alibi, plant the seed, and get the hell out of here.

      I shuffled in my chair and refocused. “I’m sure Trixie is a good judge of character. I would think you have just as much chance with her as any elf. I bet you were glad you didn’t get caught up in the dispatch disaster yesterday afternoon.”

      His forehead creased turning his bushy brows into a monobrow. “What disaster?”

      “Apparently someone screwed up and printed double labels and it took all afternoon and into the evening to fix.” I kept my voice monotone, but my insides were fluttering like a swarm of butterflies having a party. “Were you around to help out?”

      “Me?” He shook his head. “No, thank goodness, sounds like it was a bit of a nightmare. Thankfully, I was on day shift yesterday and left at two o’clock.”

      “What did you do after work?”

      “Why is what I did after work relevant to your article?” he snapped.

      Oh crap. I licked my lips and my insides turned into an all-out frenzy. “I was just wondering because I know even though Trixie’s shift had finished, she said she was hard at work offering an extra hand where ever it was needed. I just wondered if all the finalists did the same.”

      Fuzzle grunted, stood, and moved over to his station and picked up a clipboard. “Well, we can’t all be as perfect as Trixie, can we? If you must know, I was working out alone in my gym at home from when my shift finished until about five-thirty in the afternoon, then had dinner. You can’t get shoulders this size by lifting Santa sacks full of presents one month out of the year.”

      I nodded and tapped my pencil against my cheek pretending to admire his bulky shoulders. “No, I suppose you can’t.” He’d be strong enough to overpower someone like Butters and he didn’t have a solid alibi.

      I stood and tucked my notepad into my jacket pocket. “I can see I’m keeping you from your work. Thank you so much for taking time out to talk to me. I’m organising a little get together for the finalists tonight at Trixie’s house around seven-ish. If you’re free, I’d love for you to join us. I know Trixie will be at home doing one last check of the list at three o’clock before hand-delivering the list to Santa and then we’ll all arrive around six-thirty in time to celebrate. Do you think you can make it?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said, standing tall with a blank expression. “Now I must get back to work.”

      “Of course.” An electric shiver ran up my spine and I turned and headed downstairs toward the dispatch floor. With each step I could feel my shoulders burn with his gaze drilling into my back.

      When I reached the floor, the familiar whirling buzzing of a forklift at the other end of dispatch skyrocketed my pulse. After the last run in with Noel, I wasn’t about to let history repeat itself. I spotted a rack of hard hats and pink safety vests hanging off to the right. Perfect.

      Donning the correct safety gear, I trotted over to Ginger, remembering to maintain my cover as a newspaper reporter. “Excuse me, but are you Elf of the Year finalist, Ginger Cuddlecane?”

      She spun, looking pristine in her lab coat. “Yes, I am. Can I help you?”

      I planted a cheesy grin on and continued. “I’m E…Ellie and I’m doing an article on Elf of the Year, Trixie Snowball and to celebrate her achievement I’m throwing a little party for her this evening at seven at her place. We’d love for you to attend. You know how busy Trixie is and all. I mean she’s even planning to do one last check of the list at three before hand-delivering it to Santa.”

      Her brow creased and her head tilted in a questioning expression. “What time did you say?”

      “Seven, but you can arrive any time from six-thirty. That should be plenty of time for her to check the list, deliver it to Santa and get back in time to let loose and party.”

      Ginger shrugged. “Why not? She beat us all out for the top honour so why not celebrate it? I, of all people, know how much work goes into being a finalist, let alone taking out the title. I’ll be there.” She turned and picked up where she left off a moment ago.

      Pleased with myself, I hung my vest and hat on a hook and high-tailed it out of there back to Trixie’s house. It appeared transforming into an elf had worked a treat with Fizzle and Ginger. Even the elves that passed me in the street had no idea who I was.

      I breathed a sigh of relief as I closed Trixie’s front door behind me butting my back up against the hard wood.

      “Thank goodness that’s over.” Harriet bounded out from the kitchen. The real witch Harriet that is, followed by Trixie.

      “So? How did it go?” Harriet asked, eyebrows raised.

      I was just about to answer when an iciness the likes I’ve never felt before chilled me to the core. I clutched my chest and gasped, cold air shooting from my mouth. Am I sick…dying or worse? The horrified expression on Harriet’s face frightened the hell out of me.

      What in God’s name is happening?

      “It’s okay,” Harriet said.

      Moving over she grabbed my elbow and guided my shaky legs to the couch.

      “It’s just the spell wearing off. It only takes a few seconds. I thought I was going to die until I realised what was happening.”

      I sat on the couch and a lightning bolt of energy shot through my entire body as if I’d put my finger in a power point. A final ripple of heat worked its way from my toes up to the top of my head leaving in its wake a warm glow.

      “Woah.” I dropped my head in my hands and sucked in a few deep breaths.

      “You’re back,” Trixie squealed and hugged me.

      I looked up at Harriet from under my hooded lashes. “Next time, remind me to read up on all the details of a spell before I use it, so I know what to expect.”

      “Have you never used that spell before?” Trixie asked.

      “I have, but on others, never on myself.” I shook off the final remnants of the cold chill and turned to see Harriet munching on a bowl of Hope’s trifle. “How did you go with Winter and Pinecone?”

      “Like clockwork,” she said, around a mouthful. “I set the wheels in motion and if it’s one of them I’m sure we’ll see an appearance. Borrowing a camera from Noel was a piece of cake. Winter has the best job grooming the reindeer. They’re so cute, and you know, Rudolf really does have a red glowing nose.”

      Trixie huffed and rolled her eyes. “Well, of course he does.”

      Harriet munched another mouthful and continued. “I’ve set the camera up pretty much hidden behind Trixie’s Christmas tree with a clear view of the room so it should record everything. Winter has no concrete alibi for the time of death and said she went for a walk after work and then home to wrap extra Christmas presents to go to the children’s home. I clued Trixie in on your plan and she’s good to go. We were just waiting for you to return.”

      Trixie smiled and gave me a wink. “Genius plan if I do say so myself, Evelyn. I hope it works.”

      “It will.” Gosh, I hope I haven’t given her false hope. “You know, you’re very popular with the elves, some more than others. As soon as word spread I was doing an article on you for the Santa Source, elves flocked to tell me how amazing you are.” I watched Trixie process what I said, and she looked completely shocked. “Why does that surprise you?”

      She shrugged and pulled the couch cushion into her lap, her fingers fiddling with the frilly edging. “I guess I haven’t had a chance to think about it with the list going missing and then what happened to Butters.”

      I reached over and eased my hand over hers and squeezed. “I understand, but know you do have a load of supporters out there.”

      Harriet licked the final sliver of chocolate from her spoon and dropped it in her empty bowl. “I think we should make sure everything is ready to go for three o’clock, don’t you?”

      I jumped at the unexpected jungle jangle of the doorbell.

      Oh no, not Mrs Claus again?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “Please don’t tell me that’s Mrs Claus with more of Santa’s clothes to mend?” I said, my heartbeat still racing inside my chest. “That’s all we need, someone to knock on the door right in the middle of the set up and spoil everything.”

      Trixie opened the door and my pulse calmed slightly at the sight of Hope. She bounded in to join us, her gaze probing waiting for information. “I got back as soon as I could. Have you made any headway into finding the list or Butters’ murderer?”

      “We certainly have,” Trixie said, a warm glow enhanced her rosy cheeks. “Evelyn has come up with a genius plan that is sure to catch the perpetrator.”

      I held up my hand and paused Trixie, her total confidence in my plan had me wishing I could disappear and return when it was all over.

      “There are no guarantees here. We can only set the trap and hope they take the bait.”

      “It’s better than doing nothing,” Harriet said. She looked at Hope, then Trixie, then tapped her chin with her finger. A classic Harriet thinking pose. “Trixie, did you manage to adjust Santa’s pants?” Trixie nodded. “Evelyn, what if Hope takes Santa’s pants back to Mrs Claus?”

      Trixie bolted off the couch toward the neatly folded red velvet pants on the kitchen bench. “Perfect idea, will you do it, Hope? Return these to Mrs Claus and if you happen to stop and chat for a while that would be okay too.”

      “Sure, happy to help.”

      Trixie’s smile beamed as she handed off the pants to Hope. “It would be a good idea to stay away from my house for the next hour and a half at least. If Evelyn’s plan has any chance of working, we can’t have any interruptions and that includes unexpected visits from Mrs Claus.” She snapped her fingers and slapped her leg. The sparkle in her eye lighting her smile. “I’ve got it. Why not ask Mrs Claus what she’s cooking Santa for his Christmas Eve dinner? She always loves to talk about it and then when we know it’s safe, we’ll contact you there.”

      “If that’s what you need me to do, count me in. It’s the least I can do.” Hope stood and gave her best friend a hug. “Please be safe, Trixie. You’re my best friend in the whole entire universe and if anything happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do.”

      Trixie’s eyes glazed over and she returned Hope’s embrace. “I will.”

      Hope paused at the door and looked over her shoulder. “I’ll be with Mrs Claus until I hear from you. Good luck.” The door closed with a resounding thud and my pulse raked up ten notches.

      I glanced at the worried expression on Trixie’s face and wondered if I’d pushed her too far and her nerves were getting the better of her.

      “Are you sure you’re up to this, Trixie? We can always find another way.”

      She shook her head and breathed in a few fresh breaths of air, her shoulders rising with each.

      “No, it’s time we find out once and for all who is behind this. And if no one shows at three, I guess I was wrong and then my only option is to tell Santa and Mrs Claus everything.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said. “It might be a good idea to run through the plan one more time. Apparently, elves don’t feel the need to lock their doors so we can leave both front and back open without arousing suspicion.”

      Harriet took over explaining with detailed precision. “You will be sitting at the kitchen bench with your back to the door pretending to check the list while Evelyn and I will be hiding behind the half-closed door leading to your study. The video camera is set up behind the tree and will get it all on tape. We’ll be able to see everything.”

      Trixie gave a half-hearted smile and nodded, her fingers picking at her fingernail beds.

      I ignored the empty stab in my stomach. “We’ll be here the whole time and we will have you in our sights. You will never be alone. We’re not going to let anything happen to you. If they turn up, your main goal is to make sure you get them to confess to trying to steal the list and why. And if you can get them to confess to murder, that would be an added bonus.”

      Harriet ran her hand through her hair. “I hate to be a buzz kill, but we need to set the recorder and disappear and Trixie needs to plant herself at the kitchen bench. We’ve still some time until it hits three, but for all we know, they could be early.”

      Harriet was right. A rolling wave of tension turned my stomach inside out. I engulfed Trixie in a heart-felt hug before moving toward the camera. “Good luck, and remember we’ll be just behind that door.”

      “Gotcha.” She gave Harriet a warm embrace. “This will work. It has to,” she muttered as she headed toward the kitchen bench.
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        * * *

      

      It was after three and I was about to give up hope all together when I heard a strange ruffling sound by the front door. I kept my eye glued on Trixie and her back stiffened.

      She heard it too. Looks like it’s show time.

      “I think someone’s here,” Harriet whispered, her hot breath tickling the sensitive skin behind my ear. I nodded and a bead of sweat ran down my temple. I cannot believe I am sweating, and in the North Pole of all places.

      My eyes stung as I stared at the door, waiting to see who’d walk through. A familiar stocky figure emerged and although I couldn’t see his face, there was no mistaking the bushy haircut and broad muscly shoulders. My hand flew to my mouth blocking a gasp.

      Fuzzle Bustlemitton? Are you serious? What was all that talk about liking Trixie then?

      I held my breath as he edged his way into the room, his focus solely on Trixie’s back. My heart jumped into my throat as she sat there seemingly oblivious to his advances. She spun and I stood frozen at the look of horror on her face.

      “Fuzzle Bustlemitton?” Trixie muttered in shock. “I don’t believe this. Why Fuzzle? You of all elves.”

      He grunted and withdrew an object from his back pocket. He held it out and Trixie’s sharp intake of breath matched mine. A letter opener in the shape of a sword.

      “Just give me the list, Trixie. I have no desire to hurt you. I just want the list.” He edged his way around the coffee table and Trixie slid off the chair slowly moving around the other side of the kitchen bench. List or no list, she held her hand behind her back as if she had one.

      “Why would you want to steal the list?” she asked.

      Damn it, she’s cornered herself in the kitchen with no escape. My galloping pulse rate shot through the roof.

      “Give me the list, Trixie.” He had a sinister edge to his voice that sent shivering goose bumps up my arms.

      “You’re one of the smartest elves I know. This is your third year as a finalist for goodness’ sake. The least you can do is tell me why,” she snapped.

      “Exactly,” he roared. “My third year…my year to win…my year to be the elf that gets it all. But then who can compete with perfect Trixie Snowball, sure as hell not me. Just give me the list Trixie, I really don’t want to hurt you.”

      Trixie frowned. “I don’t get it.”

      He huffed and his shoulders shook as he laughed in Trixie’s face. “Of course, you don’t, why would you? You see the good in everyone. I made the naughty list this year and if I want any chance at qualifying again next year, I can’t let Santa see that list.”

      Trixie paled, and I almost bolted out from my hiding place to help, but I held my ground until she could get a confession.

      Her eyebrows creased. “You made the naughty list, but how?”

      “I cheated, okay?” he blurted. “I cheated on the final elf exam. I thought I had all my bases covered, but one little mistake and I get pushed over to the naughty list. That’s why I have to destroy the list before Santa can see it.”

      “That’s crazy, you can’t tamper with the list,” Trixie said, in an elevated pitch. “It’s against Elf law.”

      “Can’t I?”

      He took a step toward her and I flinched. She recoiled, keeping the distance between them.

      “My life will be ruined if that list gets to Santa.”

      “What about Butters’ life? Did you strangle him with my dressing gown cord?” she asked, a quiver of sadness in her tone.

      The growing agitation in his voice sent off alarm bells in my gut. I glanced at Harriet and she nodded in agreement.

      “Butters was just as slippery and slimy as his name indicated.” Fuzzle barked out the words. “Everything would have been fine had he not caught me in your house looking for the list. That creep was going to blackmail me. He said he could get his hands on the list, but it was going to cost me. I wasn’t about to be blackmailed by that no-good conniving elf. It would never stop, and I’d be the one answering to him for the rest of my life.”

      Trixie’s shoulders heaved as she processed his words. “So, you murdered him and dumped him in Saltwater Cove?”

      He shrugged his muscly shoulders. “Why not? You’re the one who has links to that place, not me. When you’re found guilty of his murder, it will leave the top spot of Elf of the Year open for me to slot right in. Either way, you’re a goner. Perfect if I do say so myself.” He lunged for Trixie, plunging the letter opener toward her stomach. “Now, give me the list.”

      My entire body was charged with adrenaline ready to defend when needed. I whispered to Harriet, “When I say go, I’ll tackle his legs and you go for the letter opener, got it?”

      She nodded her understanding.

      Trixie gasped and jumped out of the way. She gritted her teeth together and spat, “Over my dead elf body.”

      My voice screamed in my head.

      No, don’t do it Trixie.

      “Have it your way.” He jumped forward and lunged for her again.

      “Go,” I said to Harriet as I bolted from my hiding space. I reached Fuzzle just in time to see a handful of Hope’s trifle splat right in his face.

      “Ah, you’ll pay for that.” He staggered and stumbled, scraping trifle out of his eyes. Taking advantage of his lapse in concentration, I dived for his ankles and his body jolted forward as it hit the ground. My ears met with the sharp fumbling clatter of metal scraping along the floor. Screams and muffled yells followed and for a second, I wasn’t sure who was yelling what.

      I looked up to see Harriet beaming in triumph. She had his arms pinned to his back, a sock stuffed in Fuzzle’s mouth and the letter opener across the other side of the kitchen floor. My head pounded as he struggled against his restraints.

      Trixie stood by the kitchen bench, her jaw dropped and gaze wide. “I didn’t earn Elf of the Year for nothing you know.” She raced over to her Christmas tree and pulled a string of coloured lights off and handed it to Harriet. “Here, tie him up with this. I’ll call Hope and Mrs Claus. I think it’s time Santa knew the whole story.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mrs Claus you have to believe me, I didn’t do anything wrong,” Fuzzle blubbered, tears streaming down his cheeks. “They’re trying to frame me.”

      Is this guy for real?

      Blood boiled in my veins and I saw red. I can’t believe he’s trying to wangle his way out of this. Harriet, Hope, and I stood off to the side and held back even though I wanted to make Fuzzle sing like a bird. He doesn’t realise he confessed on camera.

      Mrs Claus stood in front of Fuzzle, two elf police flanking her. She wore a pondering expression that focused solely at Fuzzle. “What exactly are you saying?”

      “I’m innocent,” he blurted, practically in hysterics.

      Gee, I thought Harriet was a great actress. She can’t hold a candle to this guy.

      A rich red hue coloured Trixie’s face and her jaw dropped. “Oh pa-lease, you have got to be kidding me.” She turned to Mrs Claus and took a big breath. “He’s lying through his tears, Mrs Claus.”

      “Trixie’s right,” I said, stepping forward. “Fuzzle cheated on his final elf exam. He couldn’t handle striking out for the third time in a row and knew he’d make the naughty list for cheating. Butters Muffinsong caught him in the act of stealing the list and Fuzzle killed him and tried to frame Trixie by strangling him with the cord of her dressing gown. He dumped his body in Saltwater Cove.”

      Fuzzle paled and sobbed uncontrollably. “No, no, no.” He pounded his fist on his thigh and the pitch of his voice skyrocketed. “I-did-not-do-anything-wrong.”

      “Oh really,” Trixie said, a sly look of victory edged the corner of her mouth. She pointed to the Christmas tree. “See that camera set up behind my Christmas tree?” She paused, and all eyes descended on the camera. “It’s been recording since you took your first step inside my house. It has our whole conversation on it. Do you want to fill Mrs Claus in, or shall I?”

      “W—what?” he said, in a thick, emotion-choked voice. The whites of his eyes stood out as he raised his eyebrows, his jaw fell open, then closed, then opened again. Once he realised the gravity of his situation, his jaw clamped shut. His head jerked to Trixie and his nostrils flared. “This is all your fault, Butters deserved everything he got. Why you little no-good piece—”

      “That will be quite enough out of you, Fuzzle Bustlemitton,” Mrs Claus snapped.

      Her sharp tone caught everyone by surprise, including me.

      “I think you’d be wise to keep your mouth shut from now on.”

      Elation warmed my heart as Fuzzle’s shoulders hunched forward and he locked his lips together. I wanted to jump up and high-five everyone, but I kept my cool and hid my jubilation behind my smile.

      Mrs Claus turned to the elf police to her right. “Please escort Fuzzle to jail where he can think about how he’s going to explain his actions to Santa.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Fuzzle put up a struggle, but even he was no match for the strength of the elf police. He turned and glared at Trixie, his lip curling as they escorted him away.

      “Trixie, I must say, you really have earned your title of Elf of the Year. I’m not sure it was in your job description to catch a murderer, but you did.” She smiled and her pale blue eyes sparkled like the sun glistening off the ocean on a summer’s day. “Christmas couldn’t be in better hands.”

      A moment of awkward stillness fell over the room. Trixie’s elated expression fell by the wayside and my heart broke as she gnawed on her bottom lip with her teeth.

      I bet she’s thinking of the lost list.

      Trixie sucked in a deep breath, rolled her shoulders back and stepped forward. “Mrs Claus, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      “Oh.” Mrs Claus looked hopeful.

      “I have to tell you—”

      Hope bolted from her stationary position and flung her arm around Trixie’s shoulders and squeezed. “What Trixie was going to tell you is how honoured she is to be able to set an example to all the other elves in Santa’s Village and show them what it means to be Elf of the Year.”

      I looked at Harriet and she shrugged. What the…? What is Hope on about? She obviously knows something we don’t.

      A glowing smile crossed Mrs Claus’ face, and she nodded. “And she’s doing an amazing job.” She leant in toward Trixie and Hope and whispered behind her hand. “Don’t tell anyone, but Santa asked me who I thought the top job should go to, and you were my first pick. I guess it goes to show behind every great man is a smart woman.” She stood and straightened her coat. “I’ll be off now and don’t worry about Fuzzle, I’ll take care of him and notify the Saltwater Cove police.”

      I cleared my throat and swallowed. “Mrs Claus, be sure to contact Detective Micha Huxton at the Saltwater Police Station. He will be the best person to talk to.”

      She nodded. “Will do. Now you all enjoy the rest of your evening. One more sleep until Christmas Eve.”

      Trixie stood frozen to the spot watching Mrs Claus close the door behind her. She spun and glared at Hope. “What are you doing? I was about to—”

      Hope butted in once again. “Make the biggest mistake of your life admitting you lost the list.”

      “What are you talking about?” Trixie asked folding her arms across her chest. “I have lost the list.”

      A twinkle sparkled in Hope’s eye. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”

      “Wait…wait…wait,” Harriet said, holding up her hands to stop the conversation mid-stream. “Is everyone confused, or is it just me?”

      Trixie tilted her head back and rubbed the base of her neck. “I really have no idea what you’re talking about, Hope.”

      “I’m talking about this,” Hope said, pulling an envelope from her jacket pocket and handing it to Trixie. “When I was chatting with Mrs Claus, she happened to mention she got this unusual letter addressed to Trixie. She thought it was junk mail and then when I asked to see it, I recognised Butters’ handwriting. See?” She pointed to the front of the envelope. “That’s his curly T. I don’t know what’s in it, but I figured it was important if he sent it via Mrs Claus. I said I’d make sure it got to you.”

      “What does it say?” I asked, my stomach buzzed and my fingers twitched.

      The edge of the envelope shook in Trixie’s hand. She lowered herself to the couch in slow motion, her eyes glued to the words on the envelope. “For Trixie, Elf of the Year.”

      A knot tightened my chest. The wait was killing me. It was like waiting for one of Aunt Edie’s delicious apple pies to bake in the oven before I could sink my teeth into it.

      “Well…open it.”

      Trixie’s fumbling fingers ripped it open and her eyes widened as she read. Not knowing what was written was driving me insane. I was about to jump out of my skin.

      “Come on, Trixie what does it say?” Hope asked, flopping down on the couch next to her. “Stop keeping us hanging here.”

      Trixie swallowed and a wide grin spread across her face. “Um, he hid it all along. Butters…he hid the list. It’s been here in my home this whole time.”

      “What?” Harriet asked.

      “You’re kidding,” muttered Hope in surprise.

      Trixie’s gaze darted to her Christmas tree, and she bolted toward it, her eyes rushing over the beautifully decorated tree like she was counting a swarm of bees. “He knows how particular I am when decorating my tree.” Her eyes kept counting. “He left me a clue. He wrote…What makes Christmas morning the best in the eyes of children? Twelve is a good number but sometimes thirteen is better. Find the odd one out.”

      Odd one out? What on earth does that mean? I may not know but judging by the excitement bleeding from every pore in Trixie’s body, she knew exactly what it meant. Harriet, Hope, and I waited patiently, my insides vibrating with each second that clicked past.

      “On Christmas morning children run to the tree to see what presents Santa has left them, in the eyes of the children it’s what makes Christmas. The tree.” Trixie edged her way around the back of the tree and paused her eyes widened accompanied by an audible gasp. “And Butters knows my favourite number is twelve. Twelve days of Christmas. I have twelve of every ornament on my tree except…” She removed an oversize candy cane and held it out. She glowed like she’d just found a chunk of gold. “…except this odd candy cane.” She ripped it in half.

      No way…A USB stick hidden in the candy cane. Who would have thought?

      “Woohoo,” Hope yelled and skyrocketed off the couch. “Go Butters.” She raised her eyes to the heavens. “Whereever you are, thank you.”

      Tears glistened in Trixie’s eyes and my heart exploded with joy. A single tear edged the corner of my eye, but I caught it in time and wiped it from existence. I glanced at the clock and there was just enough time before the rest of the finalists arrived for Trixie to make good on her promise.

      “Now you have the list, how about we deliver it to Santa before anything else happens and then we head back to Saltwater Cove where you can return to Detective Huxton what you conveniently borrowed.”

      In a blink of an eye, Trixie bounded over and wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you from the bottom of my heart.” She pulled back and her teary gaze looked between all three of us. “Thank you, all of you. You saved my bacon this year and I will never, ever forget it. You’re the best. I couldn’t have wished for better friends.”

      Harriet flicked her hair and blew on her fingernails followed by a short sharp rub against her collarbone. “Pfft, all in a day’s work.”

      I folded my arms, pursed my lips into a thin line and glared at Harriet. “A day’s work? I’d rather never repeat this day again if it’s all the same to you.”

      There was a moment of awkward silence and then they burst into giggles and laughter. I soon followed suit and my chest warmed with love for my old friends and my new ones. This was going to be the best Christmas ever. I could feel it in my bones. My smile glowed.

      “Merry Christmas.” As if on cue, we all said in unison between giggles and laughter.

      “Merry Christmas.”
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        Death by blackberry jam—never saw that one coming!

      

      

      

      For twenty-seven years, Christy Fair has reluctantly played the role of the Christmas Fairy. However, here in Celebration Cove, perhaps it will be different this year. It’s different alright, when a dead body interferes with the town’s party plans.

      When Hank Chief is found dead, it soon becomes evident that foul play was involved. Is it possible that the blackberry jam responsible for his death was made—and purchased from—Christy’s store?

      With the complication of her newly acquired magic hanging over her head, Christy is determined to not only clear her name, but to also find the real killer. With the help of her Aunt Meg and best friends Holly and Tinz, can they help solve the murder and get home in time for Christmas dinner?

      Join Christy Fair to find out if she gets to spread joy and fairy dust in this fun, paranormal cozy mystery!
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      We thought we knew what was coming. After all, it wasn’t the first time Aunt Meg looked at us, closed her eyes and crossed her fingers. We took a step back from the scarred oak table, glanced at each other and simultaneously raised our eyebrows. Maisie, my little orange dog who rarely left my side, scampered out through the doggie door.

      Holly and I jumped in surprise at the sudden crack and multicolored sparks, but it was Tinz who squealed like a baby pig and took off for the door. There were many times Tinz acted one quarter of his twenty-six years. Once safely on the other side, he gingerly peered back around. “What the heck was that?” he squeaked, hesitant to come any closer.

      Leaning in through the smoke and remnant fizzle to look at what was left of Aunt Meg’s “special” Christmas cracker, I gave the now shredded mess a poke. Aunt Meg bounced on her toes, her plump, rosy cheeks squished up in such an enormous smile you could barely see her eyes.

      “I take it you’re pleased with the result then?” I asked behind my grin, already knowing the answer.

      “It was perfect,” she said, clapping her hands. “The perfect amount of silver fulminate, don’t you think?”

      “Are you sure there was no, um, assistance?” I suspected there was a hint of an amplification spell at work in front of us.

      “Oh, sweet pickles. I added just a touch. It needed the pizazz of rainbow sparkles, you know?” She leaned down beside us and sniffed at the subtle aroma that she’d intended to linger from her fun. “It needs more cinnamon though.” She turned and went back to her workbench, also known as our kitchen table.

      I had lived here in Celebration Cove for nearly six months and we had not once sat down to a meal at the solid oak table. Every inch was covered in an array of pots, jars, and vials full of plants, herbs, and various other ingredients.

      “Christy, she’s right. The rainbow sparkles were perfect. They take the ordinary to the extraordinary, don’t you think?” My dearest, albeit newest friend, Holly, cheekily mimicked Aunt Meg, but it went straight over Aunt Meg’s head. She was already focused on pounding more cinnamon in the mortar and pestle.

      I was still pinching myself that Holly and I had become such good friends so quickly. We looked eerily similar, like twin sisters born one year and one day apart. We both had shoulder-length, thick blonde hair, although mine was more strawberry blonde, whereas hers was closer to golden blonde. Our skin tone was light, with freckles, which meant that we were both obsessed with high SPF skin products. The most obvious difference was that Holly was a good three or four inches shorter than me. We both loved our pets, the natural environment and her four seasons, family time centered around food, early nights and mornings, and for some reason we both loved Tinz.

      I jumped as Tinz’s voice whispered in my ear. “What’s wrong with the normal crackers?” he asked. “I don’t get why you witches have to meddle with everything. Christmas crackers are the best thing… Well, that’s not true, come to think of it.” He slumped over, dejected. “Everyone gets excited to pull them, only to whine about the Dad jokes and hats that tear if you deign to put them on.”

      “What did the salt say to the pepper?” Aunt Meg asked as she straightened up, pestle in hand, cinnamon momentarily forgotten.

      Tinz rolled his eyes. “I think it’s time we left. Come on. Our costumes won’t make themselves,” he said, moving over to Aunt Meg who dutifully offered her cheek for his kiss.

      “He’s right, Aunt Meg. We should get going,” I told her. “I promised to open the pharmacy for an hour, but I’ll make sure I’m home by six. By the way, the crackers are awesome. The kids will love them,” I added, as I too dropped an adoring kiss onto her cheek. I peered over the kitchen table. “Are you coming?” I asked Maisie who had slunk back inside. I took the way she pushed her snout under her bushy, fox-like tail to mean she was happy curled up in front of the fire. She wasn’t a fan of the snow that lay a foot deep outside and I couldn’t say I blamed her. This was our first white winter, and she was still adjusting.

      Holly, Tinz and I grabbed our coats off the fake moose-antler pegs by the front door, slipped our feet into wool-lined boots and headed off. As I stopped to close the gate behind us, Aunt Meg appeared on the porch.

      “Sneezing keetings,” she called out, one arm holding her bouncing bosom, the other held tight across her waist as she laughed out loud.

      I frowned as I tried to work out what she was saying. “What?” I watched as she took a moment to pull herself together.

      “Season’s greetings!” she yelled, throwing both arms out wide.

      I couldn’t help but laugh out loud with her. Holly joined in. I looked at Tinz, his head cocked and his mouth agape. He shook his head and started walking away. Three steps later, he stopped. “You’ve got to be kidding. It’s not even funny.” The corner of his mouth gave him away. It was my turn to cock my head. He gave in and snorted. “Okay, okay. It’s a bit funny.” Blowing a kiss, he threw it towards the porch. “Aunt Meg, you’re a legend. Now get back to your cracker spells, you crazy girl.”

      Aunt Meg beamed as she waved us off.
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        * * *

      

      “Christy! Christy Fair!” a voice called from behind us. I pretended I hadn’t heard.

      “It’s okay, I’ve got you,” Holly whispered.

      I cringed. I was starting to accept that my name was almost normal here—well, actually, it is a normal name, it’s just that I had always been Mom’s Christmas fairy.

      I know a Christmas angel is more traditional, but for twenty-seven years my mom called me her Christmas fairy. Regardless of which name it was called, I had appeared as the Christmas fairy—or angel—in the same sparkly gowns in every holiday production, street parade, fete, play, and costume party in not only my own town, but surrounding counties too.

      It didn’t mean I liked it, but it grew to define my life to some extent, and define me because I fought it so hard.  I just wanted to escape. And yet, when I saw other children—I was still a child myself at first—I smiled and waved and bestowed Christmas wishes on all, knowing how much it meant to them.  Why my mom had pushed me so hard to undertake the role, I may never know.

      Six months ago, I had gladly driven across the country from sunny California to a much cooler New England, to deliver a box to an Aunt Meg. I’d found a note attached to a well-sealed box when going through my mom’s attic-treasures following her death. I didn’t know I had an Aunt Meg, so finding out my mother had kept her family a secret added to the trauma of her passing. Alone in my car for seven days, I told myself a million versions of the story behind the secret. I wasn’t even close.

      Three weeks after the worst day of my life I’d had the best day of my life when I found Aunt Meg. At barely five foot tall, she was a foot shorter than the rest of the family, but her heart was as ample and generous as her bosom. She knew all about me, but it took her a while to tell me why. My mother had blamed Aunt Meg for causing the accident that had killed my father when I was three years old. Mom had acknowledged in the letter to Aunt Meg that she had come to accept it was an accident, but she hadn’t known how to fix the awful way she had ostracized Aunt Meg. I had grown up without siblings or any other family members. For most of my life it had just been mom and me. I wondered if perhaps that was why she pushed me to play the Christmas fairy role, hoping I would make friends, whereas in truth it had pushed me away. Now I’ll never get the opportunity to ask her why. Unfortunately, hearing my name being called out triggered a response that made me cringe.

      I resisted making friends here in Celebration Cove at first. “Celebration Cove—The town where every month is a celebration.” That’s the town motto. One clever marketer, no doubt hoping to increase the tourism trade in town, had extended my name from Christy Fair to the Christmas Fairy for branding purposes—a stroke of genius from his perspective after stumbling on my past performances. Consequently, the fact that the Christmas fairy had bought the pharmacy had the town in joyous raptures. Ads in the local paper and even on the billboard on the outskirts of town—none ordered or paid for by me—celebrated the fact that the Christmas fairy’s pharmacy was sure to “magic all your ailments away.”

      They say truth is stranger than fiction. They’re right. Delivering that box opened up more than one secret. Mother was a witch! However, she had denounced her calling after Dad’s death. Aunt Meg and I had stayed up thirty-eight hours straight, discussing this until she finally convinced me that I was a witch as well. Aunt Meg assured me that more would be revealed in good time, and despite my attempts to wrangle further information out of her, she would just calmly repeat, “All in good time.” I suppose I had to wait for that good time to arrive.

      I soon learned that I wasn’t the only one with baggage from my childhood that had accompanied me into adulthood. Holly’s name—Holly Deer—was a beautiful name that had come to her mother one night in a dream. Tinz didn’t fare so well. His full name was Twinkle Tinsel; hence his name on arrival in the Cove, a week after his eighteenth birthday, became Tinz. He only used the one name, like a pop star. The rest of our group of friends’ names explained why we were known as the decoration gang or “deco gang.” Ginger Breadman, Bonnie Bon, Candy Kane, and Billy Bauble.

      I was confident Holly and Tinz weren’t witches based on their avid attention whenever Aunt Meg spent time teaching me her craft. But I was also sure at least some of my new friends were not of this human realm. Frustratingly, with knowing looks and sly winks passing between them and Aunt Meg, their identity was also something that would be revealed in good time. I was on the verge of a volcanic-like eruption any time I heard that phrase again when begging for more information.

      While the rest of them were friendly enough and I’d been accepted into the group without question, Holly, Tinz and I had become besties. They understood my gut response when hearing my name being called out today.

      That was the reason why Holly reached out to hold my hand as we came to a stop and waited for Ms. Ivy Climbe to catch up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ms. Climbe reached her hand out to me. “We haven’t met, have we?” she started, nodding to both Holly and Tinz. “I’m on my way to your shop. I want to get hold of some of your jams and chutneys before the Christmas shutdown. Are you headed there now?” She spoke rapidly and seemed nervous.

      “Yes. We’re going to open for an hour. We still have a good collection of jams and such.”

      “Great. Do you mind if I walk with you?”

      Before I could answer, she started walking, and we had no choice but to keep up.

      “I bet you’re looking forward to the town party tomorrow night. You’ll be the belle of the ball, won’t you? Up there on top of the Christmas tree. Such a privilege.” Holly squeezed my hand in silent understanding. Ms. Climbe continued. “You should have heard the mayor at the last town meeting. She waxed lyrical about the opportunity to celebrate the town’s German heritage and told us this fairy tale and why we had to have a Christmas fairy on top of the tree this year. Who knew she’d traced her ancestors back to Strassburg and that Count Otter, or whatever his name was.” She turned to look back at me, her smile not reaching her eyes. “I must admit our Christmas star costume is getting old and tatty, so I can’t wait to see you in your costume.”

      Holly squeezed harder, almost pulling my arm out of its socket, but it didn’t stop me, the words spewing out of my mouth unheeded. “I hate being the Christmas fairy. I was over the Christmas fairy by the time I was ten. People don’t seem to hear me when I tell them I’d rather not. I’d gladly not do it.” I had tried to resist the role this time too, but the mayor would have none of it. Seeing the stylized version of me on the billboards around town had transported her back to the memories she had of her grandmother sharing the fairy tale of a devastated Count Otto and the loss of his beloved wife Ernestine, Queen of the Fairies.

      “Isn’t it normally a Christmas angel?” Ms. Climbe asked. Not waiting for an answer, she went on. “I suppose there’s no difference between them really is there? Both pretty blonde things with wings.” Smoothing her own dark hair, she looked at me again and must have seen my strained look. “Sorry, dear. I’m having an off day. I didn’t mean to upset you.” She smiled at me again, but this time there was a hint of sadness in the smile.

      Thankfully, we’d reached the pharmacy. “If you’ll just give us two minutes, we’ll go in and turn the lights on. Won’t be a mo,” I told her, as I escaped up the steps.

      “What is her problem?” began Tinz. “I’m not sure if she was trying to compliment or embarrass you.” He squatted down in front of the huge open fireplace surrounded by large river stones and tried coaxing it to life. I was still learning the breadth of my skills, but I snapped my fingers over his shoulder with confidence and called on the elements to assist him. As he blew on the small flickering flame, the pinecones caught, and the fire grew. “Thanks for that,” he said. “Have I ever told you it’s cool having a witch for a friend?”

      He had. Many times.

      “To be fair, she doesn’t know that being the Christmas fairy is a hot button for me. It was by pure chance that the mayor’s memory was sparked and she wouldn’t take no for an answer.” I tried to be generous. After all, I knew nothing about Ms. Climbe either.

      In the few minutes we took to open everything up, several people had gathered and were quick to come in out of the cold.

      “Mrs. Chief. How are you today? How are… things?” I asked. The platinum blonde, well-coiffed and stylishly dressed woman in front of me was a far cry from the woman who had hesitantly asked for my help a month ago. Her husband had been cheating on her and while she had known about it for a long time, her lack of self-confidence had stopped her from leaving him.

      “Things”—she used two fire-engine-red lacquer-tipped fingers to mime air quotes—“are going great.”

      “They are? That’s great news. So, I take it you mean with Mr. Chief?” I clarified.

      “Please, call me Laura. Mr. Chief is Hank, and yes, Hank seems to have woken up to the fact that I exist. However, I’m not playing nice.” Laura winked at me. “That lotion you made for me is working. I have never felt so strong and confident. I told him I was leaving him last week. He said, ‘over my dead body,’” as she deepened her voice and put her hand on her hips, showing me his reaction. “I told him I’d had enough, but then he went on, saying how much I’ve changed, and he likes the new me, blah, blah, blah. Honestly, I didn’t hear much after that except a lot of excuses. Oh, I heard the part where he said that I’d let myself go, stopped loving him like he needed, or something like that. Of course, it was my fault he had someone else. I can’t tell you how much that lotion means to me. I hope you have online ordering.” Laura was glowing. She was standing tall, and I was so happy for her.

      “Don’t put too much power in that lotion,” I told her. “It’s just a blend of ingredients that help us find our inner joy and confidence. Trust me, it’s all you. You’re just reaching deep and finding those things around you that give you that sense of joy, and that feeling feeds into your confidence. The oregano and fennel blend help us get out of our own way.”

      Laura flapped her gloves. “Let a girl believe in magic. Whatever it is, I can’t thank you enough. You’re not a witch, are you?” She laughed at her own question, and I dragged my eyebrows down from the top of my head, lifted my jaw off my chest and laughed with her. I could hear Tinz in the background making a choking sound, and Holly laughing. Luckily, Laura noticed nothing amiss and moved to the preserve section.

      I almost fell into Holly’s arms. “That was spooky, but to be expected I suppose,” she said. While I might not have learned the background of my friends, Aunt Meg had made it clear that the people of Celebration Cove had no idea that witches walked among them.

      “You know I can’t force anything on someone, don’t you? I didn’t ‘give’ her confidence. I just opened her up to allow those feelings to come from within. You get that, yes?” It terrified me that Holly and Tinz would think less of me if they thought I’d cast a spell that took away Laura’s free will. I was new to this. I lacked confidence in myself and needed their reassurance.

      “Of course, we understand. We’ve listened to Aunt Meg’s lectures too, you know.”

      I still had a lot to learn about my powers, and while I was ignorant of things that would be revealed in good time, I had pleaded with Aunt Meg to reassure me that I could not cast a spell and make people behave in ways they didn’t want—essentially, against their free will. Aunt Meg had done her best to satisfy me that our magic did not cross that line, but I was scared I would lose my new friends if they ever suspected I could manipulate them.
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      As I made my way through the crowd with Aunt Meg and Maisie in tow, I knew I was smiling. After attending hundreds of parties and parades, nothing compared to this. Celebration Cove took costumes and dress-up into a different universe. I understood why Holly had taken one look at the Christmas fairy costumes I’d had shipped here and told me it would be easier to start again. I was flabbergasted as I put Mom’s handmade costumes back into their box but listened to her advice. Tinz had input too, but it was Holly who’d made me feel like I had been glamoured by a fae and whose whispered words of hope, faith, and charity while she’d bent over the silk and lace masterpiece for more hours than I had the patience for, brought the real Christmas fairy, and—dare I say it?—the real Christy Fair to life.

      I walked through the crowd, drawing in the smell of Christmas spices in the crisp winter air. A light layer of snow overnight added a soft crunch underfoot and the earthy tar of the pine smoke from a hundred or more fires wafted over the town square, adding to the atmosphere created by thousands of tiny fairy lights strung between oak, beech, and assorted other trees. Eyes sparkled, cheeks ached from happiness, and children’s laughter permeated everything.

      We were meeting the rest of our friends at the Christmas tree. The town square had been built around an ancient pine tree, but it had not survived a severe storm. The townsfolk had used its wood to make the current tree-shaped monument. It had stairs and a viewing platform near the top that overlooked the town and harbor, but it was the small alcoves built into the tree that attracted tourists year-round. Gifts were placed into the nooks all year and collected each night, only to be returned for the party tonight. It was this sense of community that had lured me out of my shell and allowed Holly and Tinz into my life.

      Walking up to our friends near the bottom of the tree, I admired their costumes. The scent of peppermint danced on the air and I breathed it in with delight.

      “Wow! You look amazing, Christy,” said Ginger, who rocked her gingerbread man costume. The fabric was a heavy wool felt and her icing and buttons were of a thin vinyl that looked glossy and so real they challenged the senses.

      “You look totally edible.”

      “I know,” she said. “It looks so real you could eat me.” She rolled her eyes but smiled and held up a small, matching cookie. “Here you go. I’ve been making these for weeks, so you must have one. I can’t stand the look or smell of them anymore.”

      I laughed. “In that case, I’ll take one for Maisie too,” I said, as I grabbed another.

      Maisie licked her lips and thanked me. “My pleasure, but you must wait until we get home,” I told her, rubbing her corgi-like scruff.

      Billy’s costume of a big, red bauble was impressive. It was so shiny and smooth it looked like it could have been made from glass. I felt I could check my makeup in it.

      “Yes, you can touch me too,” he sighed, “but please don’t use me to check your makeup. It makes me uncomfortable.”

      “Of course not,” I lied, promptly pulling out my lipstick and using his bauble as a mirror. Ignoring his snort, I finished touching up my makeup before giving him a grin. “Thanks.”

      I turned to Candy and leaned in. I had found the source of the peppermint.

      “You smell so delicious. I could lick you,” I told her.

      “Please don’t. It looks real, but this rubbery stuff is probably toxic,” she said, tapping the white material. I couldn’t help it. I put my finger next to hers. Not quite waxy, and verging on sticky. “I don’t know,” she said, as she guessed my next question. “I found it in Gumby’s rubber store. Even in winter, I get a bit hot, but it looks pretty real, huh?”

      “What happens if you eat Christmas decorations?” Aunt Meg chimed in beside me in her red Christmas witch costume complete with green and white stockings and a black parasol.

      I shook my head. “What is it with you and your Christmas cracker jokes?” I asked her.

      “I like them. Brings a bit of festive cheer,” she replied.

      “You’ll get used to them. She comes up with new ones every year. She should go into business,” Tinz told me, laying his forearm across his forehead. “Ignore her, and she’ll go away, hopefully. I know, banish her. You can do that, can’t you?”

      Aunt Meg raised her wand over her head, and sparks leapt from the end, arcing out towards Tinz. He jumped back, tripping over the tinsel train that dragged behind him. Everyone laughed. Watching Tinz try to haul himself along in the snow away from Aunt Meg made us laugh louder. Tears formed and spilt out onto my cheek and I couldn’t see, but the laughing all around me was belly deep.

      It stopped as suddenly as a light being flicked off. A child’s scream ripped through the air. The scream was one of terror. The crowd went silent as we looked for its origin.

      Billy pointed up at the Christmas tree. “There. The scream came from up there.”

      The crowd followed his finger. A small group of children were being approached by a handful of adults hurtling up the steps two and three at a time. In a matter of seconds, the children were wrapped in the arms of their parents and being escorted down the tree. The crowd gathered around the base of the tree, talking in hushed whispers. A sense of dread was heavy in the air.

      Aunt Meg grabbed hold of my arm. “It’s not good, not good at all,” she said, staring up at the nook, oblivious to the fact that she was hurting me. I gently pried her fingers off. Maisie was sitting on my feet, whimpering. I scooped her up, and she licked my face.

      The crowd diverged to allow the police through. We watched as they made their way up the steps. Apart from a few questioning looks, we all just stood there, staring upwards.

      A murmur developed and worked its way through the crowd.

      Holly was the first to hear. “They say there’s a body up there.”

      “A body? It can’t be. We haven’t had a murder here since… well, the last one,” said Aunt Meg, clamping her palm over her mouth.

      “Who said it was murder?” asked Tinz. “Someone’s just had a heart attack or something. The steps aren’t easy. It won’t be murder.” He wrung his hands, then scrubbed his face. “Surely not. Not here? Not again?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “We’ll have to wait and see I suppose.” I realized I was manically patting Maisie. “Sorry,” I apologized. “What if it is another murder?” I asked everyone.

      Looking around, I could see their eyes focused on the tree.

      “I suppose we’ll have to wait and hear,” said Bonnie. “To be honest though, I wouldn’t mind heading off. I can’t stand here much longer. My back is getting sore. I need to sit down, and I can’t in this get-up. It’s much more constrictive than I expected,” she said, waving her hands up and down her long, hip-hugging bonbon costume.

      I realized I’d been looking forward to sitting at the top of the Christmas tree bestowing wishes on everyone eager enough to make the climb. As much as I hated the idea when first approached, it had grown on me. All my friends had a role tonight and they’d embraced it. Santa was to sit on a platform lower down the tree and hand out the presents collected during the year. Ginger, Bonnie, Billy, and Tinz had similar platforms. Between them they had baskets of sweets, Ginger’s gingerbread cookies, and sacks of red-striped candy canes. It really was over-the-top Christmas cheer.

      “You’re upset now, aren’t you?” Holly turned to stand in front of me, nose to nose.

      “Upset?” I asked her, knowing full well my new friend knew me better than anyone ever had before.

      “Upset you might not get to sit up there.” She gestured with a head toss towards the tree.

      “Um. A little.” I confessed. “I’d warmed up to the idea, especially with my favorite reindeer sitting by my side.” I gave her bright red nose a squish.

      “Hey, watch the nose,” she yelped, batting my hand away. “It could be another murder, you know. We might get to use our newly gained detective skills, although this would be sooner than I’d hoped,” she said, referring to the dead body we’d discovered in the coffee shop that adjoined the pharmacy just before we bought it. It had turned out to be a cold case. The man found in the freezer had been reported as missing over a year earlier, not long after the café had been vacated and listed for sale. Holly and I were the first people to show interest, and on inspection found the body and helped solve the case. We were pleased with our sleuthing skills and had joked, more than once, that we couldn’t wait to use them again. Now that there was possibly another murder, I was suddenly much less keen.

      “Please don’t sound so hopeful,” I said, staring up at the tree. “I’m looking forward to Christmas. Another murder will suck the joy right out of it.”
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        * * *

      

      A few children had gathered around Aunt Meg and were asking for wishes. She happily tapped her wand and silver sparkles drifted down over them.

      “I can’t promise that you’ll get what you want from Santa this year”—she nodded to the parents over the tops of their heads and many mouthed back “thank you”—“but I can promise that you’ll always get something that makes you smile.” With that, she pulled out some of her “special” Christmas crackers.

      Crackers pulled by rosy-cheeked, warmly wrapped children revealed the rainbow-colored sparkles, and the waft of cinnamon drifted in the air, accompanied by delighted oohs and ahhs.

      “What happens if you eat Christmas decorations?” Aunt Meg asked the shiny faces looking up at her. The crowd waited expectantly. “You’ll get tinsel-itis,” she told them before doubling over and roaring with laughter. This started the telling of more jokes, and despite the tragedy that was unfolding in the Christmas tree, much merriment ensued, distracting the children from any potential horror to come.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s Hank Chief,” Ginger told us, returning with a tray of hot chocolates.

      “What?” I said, putting Maisie down so I could wrap both hands around the mug.

      “The dead body. It’s Hank Chief, and they’re treating it as a suspicious death. The coroner from Bronswick is coming over.”

      “So, it is murder then?” Tinz asked.

      Ginger held up a hand. “I’m just saying what I heard. Apparently, he’d been ill, vomit everywhere, and someone said it looked like he was poisoned.”

      “People can be sick when they have a heart attack,” I said, clinging to the hope that that was the cause.

      “Just saying what I heard,” repeated Ginger. “At least that means we can go home. They’ll be up there all night.”

      She was right. One of the equipment rental firms had turned up and was busy setting up floodlights. It was time to go home.

      “You don’t think Laura would have done anything stupid, do you?” asked Holly.

      “No way,” I replied adamantly. “She wanted to leave him, not kill him.”

      “But she’ll be a suspect,” she added.

      I clamped my hand over my mouth, eyes round.

      Aunt Meg came over, and without asking me what was wrong, said, “We’d better get home. It’s time to circle the wagons.” She grabbed my hand and started pulling me along behind her. Maisie trotted at my heel.
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      We had each cleared enough space for a cup and a small plate in between Aunt Meg’s horde of jars and pots full of plants and other assorted ingredients. I looked at the faces around the table. Holly picked up a plate with two of Ginger’s gingerbread men left on it. I risked a quick glance at them before waving the plate away. Aunt Meg and Tinz had a similar reaction. Even Maisie, who was a treat-a-holic, turned her head away.

      “Remind me to never start a day with those,” I said, pointing to the plate in question. “Too delicious for words and highly addictive, but right now I don’t want to see another gingerbread man for at least a year.”

      “So, I’ll bring more tomorrow then?” Holly asked, dabbing her finger around the plate to pick up the crumbs.

      “Yep, that would be good.” I laughed. “Just one each though. We can’t do this many again or I’ll hate them forever.”

      I looked at Aunt Meg and Maisie. Their eyes were drifting shut. “Do you two need a nap?”

      Pushing herself up in her chair, Aunt Meg steepled her fingers in front of her and mumbled a few words before emitting a thunderous and most unladylike burp.

      “Aunt Meg!” I gasped.

      She covered her mouth and a bright red blush started at her neck and worked its way up. “Sorry, not sorry,” she said, giggling.

      Tinz waved his hand in front of his nose. “Phewy.” His eyes bulged as a loud burp escaped. “Oh my stars, I’m sorry,” he said before turning to glare at Aunt Meg. “You didn’t just jinx me?”

      Maisie scrambled off my lap and started heaving at my feet. I looked up at Aunt Meg, but before I could say anything, a disgusting burp erupted out of me too. Holly’s burp started where mine ended.

      “So not fair, Aunt Meg,” I said, pointing to Holly. Holly’s burp was a discreet, almost polite, little burp. “Why did I get the ugly one?”

      “Do you feel better?” Aunt Meg asked, patting her stomach.

      “Yes,” I admitted, “but still not fair.” Maisie jumped back up onto my lap, and before I could stop her, snatched another gingerbread man off the plate. It disappeared down her throat before I could grab it off her.

      “See,” said Aunt Meg, pointing to Maisie. “It worked. We all feel much better, and you can either fight over the last one, or we can start work.”

      I looked at Holly and Tinz. We synced our eye rolls perfectly. I felt Maisie reach up again and quickly shoved the plate away from her. She tried the starving dog routine, but I wasn’t buying it. Her warm gingery breath puffed over me, as she licked my chin, then curled up and fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      “So, what are the chances we have another murder in the town?” I asked.

      “I’m sure we’ll hear something this morning, but I think we should prepare to be at the center of another case. I need you to listen to me.” Aunt Meg eyeballed us one by one. A shiver worked its way up my spine.

      “Um. Why? What’s going on?” I replied.

      “This one is different from the last one. We helped with the last one because it happened in what was to become your shop. This one is different. I feel it in my bones. They’re coming for you.” Her gaze turned towards the front door. She stared at it, motionless.

      We all turned and looked at it too.

      The heavy knock that broke the silence startled us all. I jumped up and luckily Maisie landed on her feet. Too shocked to apologize, I took three steps and stood still, staring at the door. When I looked back at Aunt Meg, she shooed me towards it.

      Holly’s hand landed on my shoulder. “It’s okay, open it.”

      I closed the distance and reached out. My hand closed around the cold brass knob, and I willed the chill to course through me and calm my nerves. It worked a little, and with a deep breath, I opened the door.

      “Ms. Fair. Glad I caught you at home.” Detective Lawless removed his gloves before reaching out to shake my hand. His hand was warm and his grip firm. I heard him say hello to the others by name. I am a smidge under six feet tall and my eyes were level with his chin, making him two or three inches taller. I’d only met him once before. He’d replaced Detective Finch who’d recently retired. He had that oldest sibling vibe—mature, confident, and protective. I guessed he was in his early thirties. To say he had brown hair and brown eyes didn’t do justice to the warm mahogany tones of his hair or the soft but fearless look of his eyes, and he had a military bearing that I found attractive.

      I realized I was still holding his hand when his other one came up and removed my fingers one by one. I came back to the present and, stepping aside, I invited him in. “Please, take a chair.”

      Aunt Meg pulled out a chair and handed him a steaming mug of coffee as he sat down. I glared at her and she gave me a slight shrug, acknowledging that I knew she had conjured the fresh coffee just for him. Holly and Tinz stifled smirks as we all sat down.

      “I assume you heard about the incident at the party last night?” Detective Lawless began.

      “You know what they say about people who assume—”

      “Yes, we were there.” I interrupted Aunt Meg’s cheeky comeback. “We heard it was Hank Chief and that maybe he was poisoned.” I had nothing to hide.

      “Unfortunately, that is all correct.” I saw his eyes slide over to the lonely gingerbread man.

      “That is devastating to hear,” I said. “I was hoping he’d had a heart attack or something. Coming so soon after the last one, that is the last thing the town needs.” Again, I caught him eyeing the lone cookie that was left from our morning sugar feast, and watched his internal struggle not to reach out for it. “Would you like a cookie with your coffee?”

      Snapping his eyes back to me, he smiled. “Sorry. I missed breakfast. Do you mind if I do?”

      “Of course not. We’ve had more than enough. You’re welcome to it.” I could feel Maisie’s eyes boring into my back and dropped my hand down beside the chair. It took her a few seconds, but then I felt her wet nose push into my hand. I rubbed her behind an ear, promising her another one tomorrow.

      Clearing his throat, he asked me, “Do you mind if I talk to you alone?”

      I was aware my mouth dropped open, but I was too shocked to shut it. Thankfully, Aunt Meg moved his focus.

      “You want to see Christy? What on earth for? Is she a suspect in Hank’s death?” I was so thankful Aunt Meg was on my side.

      “Yes, I would like to ask Ms. Fair some questions, and no, she is not a suspect,” the detective answered. “At least not at this stage.”

      “What do you mean, not at this stage? Is she a suspect, or not?” Aunt Meg continued, standing up.

      “It’s okay, Aunt Meg,” I butted in.

      “No, it’s not okay,” she replied. “We have nothing to hide and he should know you’re going to tell us everything as soon as he leaves, anyway.” She stood over the detective with her hands on her hips, waiting for him to change his mind.

      His bouncing right knee betrayed his attempt at outer calm as he glanced at each of us around the table. He seemed to have an inner dialogue going, but I saw him come to a conclusion.

      “Right. As Ms. Fair is not a suspect, I can tell you I need her… help. Services in Bronswick are closed, overwhelmed, or without power, so we have to do what we can ourselves. The docs tell me Mr. Chief was poisoned, but that’s about it for now. Detective Finch rang me earlier and told me I should talk to you. As a pharmacist, and as, um, err, someone who specializes in herbs and, um, stuff, he thought you could help.” He wiped his hands along his thighs and reached for his coffee.

      I didn’t know much about the detective other than that this was his first position after his promotion. His deep voice and steady eye contact suggested confidence, but he was clearly at least a little unsure of himself.

      “Stuff just about covers it,” I said with a smile. “Do you have any clues you can share about his symptoms?”

      Standing up, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a notebook and flicked through the pages.

      “A few people came forward to tell us they saw Mr. Chief earlier in the evening and he appeared to be drunk. He was extremely agitated and pushed two men over who tried to stop him climbing the tree. He was confused and talking about needing to turn the light on in the lighthouse as there were boats out there. One of the docs suggested deadly nightshade poisoning.”

      “The poor man,” I said, imagining the toxic effects storming through his body and ravishing his nervous system. I stood up and did a lap around the table.

      “Blind as a bat, dry as a bone, red as a beet, and mad as a hatter,” Aunt Meg said, reciting the classic signs associated with toxicity.

      The detective cocked his head.

      “Just a simple mnemonic to remember the signs and symptoms,” I told him. “Deadly nightshade is related to tomatoes and other vegetables. It’s also known as belladonna. Some people use it as a sedative.”

      “Do you?”

      I blinked a few times as I turned away from him.

      “I’m sorry. I meant would you use it?” He was backtracking. Maybe he did suspect me.

      I moved in front of him and looked him in the eyes from a distance of about three feet. “No, I don’t use it. I believe the margin of error is too fine to chance it. We have drugs that are much better and much safer than risking an unapproved substance like belladonna.”

      He had the grace to lower his eyes and sit back down, but he didn’t apologize.

      “How would someone get him to take it?” He looked up at me, pen poised over his notebook.

      “It’d be easy. The berries are quite sweet and there have been many cases of people making jam out of them.”

      “Blackberry jam?” he asked.

      “Well, they look nothing like a blackberry, more of a black currant or blueberry, but yes, I suppose you could pick them alongside blackberries if you weren’t careful. Why do you ask?”

      He hesitated briefly. “He had a lunch box in his bag. It contained half a scone spread with jam and what looked like a pot of blackberry jam, along with some cream.”

      “Blackberry jam,” I murmured, visualizing the near-empty shelves of jams in the shop. I grabbed hold of the back of my chair. Looking up, I saw four questioning faces staring back at me. Maisie jumped up against my leg with a whimper.

      “We make and sell lots of blackberry jam.”
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      “Our jam doesn’t have any nightshade in it,” Aunt Meg stated, slapping her hands down on the table. “You had better not be suggesting it does, young man.” Aunt Meg drew her right hand up above her head.

      I sprinted the five steps over to her and shoved her arm down. Standing in front of her, I let my bugged eyes ask the question I couldn’t verbalize in front of the detective. Shaking her head, she started mumbling. “No!” I told her as I leaned down and whispered, “Please don’t. Let me handle it.” Her eyes bored into mine and I watched them soften as she calmed. Kissing her cheek, I turned back to face the detective.

      Not understanding what had happened, he cleared his throat and straightened his tie. The pace of his bouncing knee kicked up a notch. “Um, I’m sorry if I’ve made you uncomfortable. To be honest, you’ve connected dots I hadn’t. I wasn’t suggesting it was your jam per se, but I was wondering if someone who knew about the berries could add it to a jam, blackberry jam in this instance.” Picking up his coffee, he tossed the remnants down his throat. His knee settled down to a slow rhythmic bounce that was hypnotic. I watched it for several seconds as I steadied my breathing. I drew my eyes back up to meet his.

      “I’m sorry, Detective. Aunt Meg is in mother hen mode.” Aunt Meg had the audacity to make a clucking noise as if to prove me correct and ignored the evil eye I threw her way, but it worked. The tension was broken as Tinz, followed by Holly, and then the detective, worked up from barely concealed smirks to outright laughter.

      “I apologize again, but this is the last time.” I looked at everyone in turn. “I’m sure we can help you, Detective. We are one hundred percent confident our jam does not contain any nightshade. As a pharmacist and an herbalist, for want of a better description, I understand the dangers of nightshade. Aunt Meg had some nightshade plants in the garden when I moved in, as they are attractive plants and complete the baneful herb section of the garden.” I turned to Aunt Meg.

      “Yes, sir. Every good… herbalist’s garden”—she winked in my direction which I ignored—“includes the baneful herbs, and it makes for an interesting story during the open garden season. People love hearing about how they have been used with malicious intent for centuries, but when Christy and Maisie moved in, I removed them all.”

      I saw the detective’s frown. “Dogs can’t resist sweet berries and grasses, so better to be safe than sorry,” I told him, as I bent over to stroke Maisie, and in doing so, freed a thousand orange hairs into the air.

      I watched the detective look down at his notepad. As the seconds ticked by, I looked at the others. Tinz shrugged his shoulders, Holly smiled, and Aunt Meg sighed before getting up to fill the kettle.

      The silence stretched to the point where it became uncomfortable. I wondered if this was a tactic for us to reveal something incriminating, or whether he was genuinely thinking.

      Tapping his notebook with his pen, he looked up. “Bear with me while I run a couple of things by you.” His gaze moved to Aunt Meg. “It is possible that someone who listened to you talk about your baneful herbs found out enough to put it into practice?”

      Aunt Meg lifted her chin and slid her eyes left as she considered his question. “I’m not going to be an accessory to murder, am I?” she asked, scrunching her apron with both hands.

      “No, not at all. I’m sincerely here for your advice. I think better with someone to bounce ideas off of. If everyone was on deck and working as normal, I wouldn’t need to be here. I’d really appreciate your experience and wisdom.”

      Aunt Meg held up her hand. “No need to go on.” The detective had unwittingly triggered open sesame to Aunt Meg’s cooperation.

      “Now let me think,” she started. “Yes, I talk about how only a handful of berries would be enough to kill someone, which is why we don’t use it medicinally like they did in centuries past. Women used to eat them to dilate their pupils, making themselves more attractive to men.” She paused and theatrically rolled her eyes. “I don’t know for sure, but I assume some went overboard and died. We have used it for a myriad of common conditions with beneficial effect, but again the margin for dosage errors is too big, and as Christy said, we have much safer drugs these days. And makeup of course.” Aunt Meg looked at the detective eagerly, waiting for the next question.

      We waited as he wrote furiously.

      “You should get a bigger notebook,” said Aunt Meg, crossing her arms over her chest.

      He laughed. “They’re just too bulky to carry around and then I’d never have it when I need it. This is just fine. I have a cupboard full of them. Okay, good to know. Next question. How does someone go about finding the plants in the first place?”

      “They’re everywhere,” Aunt Meg replied. “A lot of gardens have them if they aren’t kept under control. Or in the forest. I’ve even seen them shoot up in the supermarket car park.”

      The detective’s head shot up before dropping to scribble more notes. “Do the berries have to be cooked with the jam, or can someone add them afterwards?”

      Aunt Meg gestured for Holly to answer.

      “Well, if people didn’t check their fruit, they would be in the jam, but if that was the case here, it wouldn’t be murder would it, just an accidental death,” she mused. “However, if people had the desire, they could easily squash them and mix them into the jam.”

      The detective put his pen down and scrubbed his face with both hands. Letting out a heavy sigh, he looked at each of us. “How do we determine if it was by accident or design that Mr. Chief is dead?” he asked as he rubbed the back of his neck

      “I suppose you have to treat it as a murder, investigate any suspects, and you might or might not find evidence that points one way or the other.” I wasn’t telling him what to do, but working through the problem myself. “I don’t envy your position.”

      “I could go through all the receipts for the shop side of the pharmacy,” Holly offered. “We do itemized accounts, and as long as they used a credit card, that would give you somewhere to start.”

      The detective looked up. “You can do that?” he asked her.

      “Sure, but only since Christy and I bought the café. We’re partners, but we’ve kept the pharmacy and shop separate, at least for now while we sort out how we want the business to work. I have itemized accounts for the last three and a half months. Not long, but you never know, it might help.” She looked at me and I gave her a thumbs up.

      “Of course, they could buy jam from anywhere in nearby towns, or make their own, but I suppose you have to start somewhere,” I added, to keep his expectations realistic.

      “You’re right. I’ve got a jar in my cupboard.” His eyes drifted up to the ceiling. More seconds passed.

      “Another coffee?” Aunt Meg asked. Holly, Tinz and I nodded enthusiastically.

      “Detective?” she queried.

      “Yes, please. Um, actually, no, thank you. I’ve taken up enough of your time.” Turning to Holly, he asked, “When do you think you can go through your receipts?” Holly looked at me. I nodded.

      “No time like the present,” she suggested. I was keen to get going, but I noticed Tinz’s shoulders slump, no doubt because he saw some work in his future, instead of a chair in front of the fire.

      “Don’t worry about our coffees, Aunt Meg.” I caught her just before she poured the water. “We can go to the shop now and start going through them. If the three of us work on it, we should have some names for you by tonight.”

      “I can give you a few names from the last few days right now. We’ve been busy this week,” said Holly, and she listed a dozen names.

      It didn’t take a rocket scientist to interpret the way the detective’s head jerked up when she got to Laura Chief, and again when she got to Ms. Climbe. Laura’s name made sense, but Ms. Climbe? I felt Aunt Meg’s hand on my shoulder. She squeezed tight. I didn’t understand the squeeze, but she would tell me once the detective had gone.

      “That’s great, Ms. Deer, and you’ve already given me enough to keep me busy today. I had best get going. We may have a murderer out there. I look forward to hearing from you later. Can you drop the list off at the station? Someone will be there and will let me know, if I’m out and about. You’ve been a great help. Thank you for your hospitality. Can I drop in again in the morning if I have any further questions?” He looked around the table.

      “If you’re here about eight, I’ll make sure you don’t miss out on breakfast.” Aunt Meg went a delightful shade of pink as her hands smoothed down the front of her apron.

      The detective laughed. “I may just take you up on that, Ms.…?”

      “Please. I’m Aunt Meg to everyone. Just don’t be late. Between Tinz and Maisie, you need to get in quick. Off you go then, young man, so I can get rid of these other three and get to cooking up a storm.” She made it clear we were all being sent on our way.

      I bent to kiss her cheek, and she saw the questioning look on my face. “Later,” was all she said, and grabbing her broom, all but swept us toward the door.

      It took us a few minutes to put our coats and boots on, including Maisie, who was similarly coated and booted too.

      Promising to get whatever we could to the detective by the end of the day, we parted company at the corner and carefully made our way to the pharmacy through a light snowfall in silence, each of us no doubt contemplating what lay ahead.
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      Looking up at our shopfront, I still couldn’t believe I finally had my pharmacy. Not overly large, the whitewashed boards and large bay window gave the shop a presence. Neighboring shops were painted in various shades of green, brown, yellow and red, so our shop stood out. We had painted the café shopfront white and it now looked like the single business it was. The bay window allowed us to use our goods as a display and we enjoyed changing it every couple of weeks. At present it was full of Christmas decorations and tempting goods. We arrived at the pharmacy and went through to the common area we had remodelled from part of the café. It provided us each with enough space to prepare our goods and made the most of the open fireplace. Tinz lit the fire without my help, despite the chilly air, Holly collected the files of receipts she had meticulously kept since starting as my business partner, and I cleared my humongous oak table to give us room to work. Maisie had the toughest job—working out where to curl up before the fire started kicking out some genuine warmth.

      Holly had made a doorway through to the café kitchen and designed a room-within-a-room of stainless-steel benches and appliances that were separated from the rest of the space by a clear glass petition. My side of the room was still a work in progress. I made an array of products targeting a range of conditions, for which there were no simple, organic alternatives, or at least no products without a hundred ingredients, many of which you couldn’t pronounce, let alone know how safe they really were. I had always had an interest and a knack for selecting and blending ingredients that people found helpful. The professors at the university often muttered about real science, but even they were impressed with my results.

      Aunt Meg’s revelation about my witch ancestry may have explained my passion to concoct more natural products, but I liked to think that it was part of my core essence anyway. There was no doubt my range had expanded though. With Aunt Meg and Holly as cheerleaders, I had extended my range to include very simple products that embraced the ingredients of the natural elements, predominantly plants and minerals, such as the blend I brewed for Laura Chief.

      Joining Holly as a business partner was my smartest decision ever. A week after I purchased the pharmacy, I made a joke about buying the café next door and working together. A week later, Holly walked in with a business plan. Although she had been eager to start her own business, something had always held her back. I leaped at the chance, as I’d always wanted to have my products on the shelf rather than filling custom orders one by one. At least for the moment, we had turned the smaller front room of the café into a shop that featured Holly’s baked goods and preserves, with a corner bookshelf that displayed my handmade products, or as we liked to joke, my “lotions and potions.” Best. Decision. Ever.

      Granted it wasn’t the smoothest of transitions, having found the dead body in the walk-in refrigerator the first time we looked around the shop to see if our plan could work, but working together to solve the murder had only strengthened our friendship. We worked well together and, with the pharmacy, we were assured of a steady stream of customers. Plus, she was an accounting whiz, hence the new receipt system.

      Placing the first of several boxes on the table, Holly slumped down into a chair. She rested her elbows on the table and hid her face behind her hands, distorting the words she spoke.

      “Holly. I can’t understand you.”

      Removing her hands, she raised her face to me, and her eyes brimmed with tears.

      “What if we made a poisonous batch of jam? It just hit me when I saw the empty shelves. What if it was one of our batches that somehow contained the nightshade? I can’t imagine I wouldn’t have noticed them. What if—”

      Holding up my hand, I begged her to stop. “Nonsense. It wasn’t anything that came out of this shop. If you remember, that was the first week after we all helped solve the murder, and Aunt Meg was here helping us catch up. Aunt Meg and I know what to look for, and with your perfectionism over having only the best berries, not one nightshade berry could have survived that scrutiny. I am confident it was not us.” I moved around the table, and leaning over, hugged her shoulders.

      “Can you smell that?” I asked her, drawing in the spicy, warm berry and citrusy scent of mulled wine. “Tinz has got his favorite potion brewing away.”

      Laughing in a couple of sporadic bursts as she sucked in her tears, Holly stood up, gave me a brief hug, and went to get another box. “We’d better get to work then. Get some work out of him before he falls asleep with Maisie.”

      “I heard that,” Tinz said, with his nose three inches away from the small saucepan resting on the shelf beside the fire. “This is compensation for spending the first day of my holidays going cross-eyed looking at those receipts, so give a guy a break. As if you’re not going to have any.” Drawing in a lungful of the festive aroma, he must have been satisfied he had the right blend, as he walked over and sat down at the table.

      Holly plonked down another box and reached in to pull out the files, which each held one week's receipts. Peering over the top, I was confident we’d be home for a late lunch.

      I started talking, addressing the elephant in the room. “So, what do you think about the detective’s reaction to the names you listed off? I suppose Laura is to be expected, but he definitely reacted to Ms. Climbe’s name.”

      “I noticed that too,” Holly said, her first file of receipts momentarily paused in midair. “Why do you think that was? I wonder what that connection is.”

      I watched a range of emotions flit over her face and saw her settle on a conclusion, maybe the same one as I had.

      “Wait. You don’t think Ms. Climbe is Hank’s mistress, do you?” Holly sat up straighter as she considered it herself.

      “I’ve heard they’re an item,” Tinz added, “but I’ve never seen them together. I can’t remember ever seeing her with a man, not that I take that much interest in who’s seeing who. It’s not like we move in the same social circles”

      “It’s the most obvious reason for the detective’s reaction that I can think of. Unless she has another connection we don’t know about, that is,” I said.

      We sat in silence. Each lost in our own thoughts.

      Holly dropped the file she was holding and it hit the desk with a loud thump, startling us all. Maisie jumped up and was on my lap before I registered the cause of the noise.

      “Sorry.” Holly grimaced before smiling. “Poor Maisie. It’s okay. Aunt Holly made a big scary noise, didn’t she?” Maisie peeked up over the table and accepted her apology with a throaty whimper before curling up and falling asleep.

      “She’s okay and you’re forgiven,” I whispered, pulling on Maisie’s ear. “So, what do you think? Any better explanation for Ms. Climbe to rouse the detective’s interest?”

      “I keep coming back to that. She’s a retired bank manager,” Holly added, for my information.

      “Maybe it has something to do with the bank and money. Greed is a worthy motive for crime,” Tinz suggested.

      “No. Wrong bank,” Holly stated.

      “How do you know it was the wrong bank? There are only two in town so there’s a fifty-fifty chance. It could be something bank related,” Tinz challenged.

      “Well, I suppose it could, but Laura’s credit card is for the other one, so I’m just surmising,” Holly said.

      “That’s clever,” Tinz said. “You’re smarter than the average bear, aren’t you?” There was no hint of malice in Tinz’s comment.

      “That is clever, Holly,” I agreed with Tinz. “We can’t rule it out, but it seems unlikely. I can’t think of anything other than she’s the mistress. Might explain why she’s never married or is seen with anyone. Can you remember the other day when she was in here and she seemed a bit…off?”

      “She’s always aloof, but I noticed she kept a close watch on Laura. However, I did too, which is why I noticed her doing the same,” Holly said. “Laura was on fire. Walking around like she owned the place. Her confidence gave her that air of belonging. Lots of people noticed her.”

      “Anyone want a wine before we get started?” Tinz got up and walked over to the fire.

      “It will have barely brewed yet,” I told him.

      “I’m willing to be the taste tester then,” he volunteered.

      “Are you sure those blackberries are safe?” I teased. He stopped mid-stir. Holly smiled and shook her head.

      Looking back over his shoulder, he said, “You are evil.”

      “Have I put you off?” I asked.

      “No, it’s a risk I’m willing to take,” he said, scooping up a ladleful and carefully pouring it into his mug. “Mmm, smells divine.” He had his eyes closed and waved the drifting steam toward his face. Tentatively taking a sip, he added, “Oh, it’s delicious. Last chance?” He smacked his lips together and went back for more.

      Holly and I shook our heads. “Maybe later,” Holly replied.

      Three solid hours later we had reached the end of the itemized receipts, with thirty-seven names of people who had paid by credit card for blackberry jam. Some people had paid cash, but it was the best we could do and would hopefully help the detective.

      Stretching our backs, I looked at Tinz. “Nope, you’re all good,” I told him.

      Confused, he looked down at himself, then at Holly’s back as she returned the last box to the office, and then to me. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re not cross-eyed at all. All good,” I told him again, ducking as he swung an arm in my direction.

      “Cheeky witch.”

      “What did you call her?” I heard Holly’s voice call out from the office.

      “Cheeky witch. With a double-u, silly.” Tinz laughed.

      “Just as well, or you’d have to find new friends,” she said, walking back towards us.

      “And miss out on all this fun and excitement, not to mention a couple of cups of Christmas deliciousness? No way. You’re stuck with me. Group hug.” He held his arms out and pulled us in to him. “How about we drop the list off at the station and then head back to your place,” he said looking at me, “to find out what goodies Aunt Meg has cooked up for lunch?”

      Maisie jumped up from her bed near the fire and literally bounced towards the door at the mention of lunch.

      “Sounds like a plan,” I agreed, laughing at Maisie’s motivation to get going.
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      Wary of the icy steps, I had pulled myself up tight against the police station door with my hand ready to pull the door open, when a dark shadow appeared through the frosted glass panel inset, on the other side. Before I could move out of the way on the slippery surface, the door was pushed open and I was forcibly thrust back. Unable to balance on the slippery surface, I fell hard, landing on my rear. Holly and Tinz two steps behind, reached down to help me get my feet underneath me and stand up. As we lifted our faces, it was Ms. Climbe who jumped back with a slight gasp. I suspected Holly’s and Tinz’s expressions of disbelief mirrored my own.

      Ms. Climbe’s face reddened while her mouth opened and closed several times. With Holly’s and Tinz’s arms still on me, I waited for an apology. Ms. Climbe reached up to tuck some loose strands of hair under her hat before stepping around us and carefully making her way down the steps and onto the sidewalk. We watched her strut off down the road.

      “She could have apologized for knocking you over,” said Tinz, shaking his head in disbelief.

      “She must have seen our shadows through the glass,” added Holly.

      “I don’t think she saw much at all,” I said, “but yes, an apology would’ve been nice.” I rubbed my backside, which even with the aid of some winter clothing as extra padding, was still sore. “Let’s get rid of this list and go home.”

      The detective wasn’t in, so we left the list with the sergeant at the front desk, who promised that the detective would get it as soon as he returned.

      It only took us a few minutes to walk the couple of blocks home. We had caught onto Maisie’s motivation to get back in front of a warm fire and walked as quickly as we dared on the slippery paths.

      Rounding the last corner, I saw that the detective’s car was in front of Aunt Meg’s house.

      “Do you like him?” Holly asked.

      “I might, um, find him attractive,” I said hesitantly. “What about you?”

      “He’s okay, but not my type. I prefer the lumberjack type.” She smiled before grabbing my hand. With a quick look at her arched eyebrow, I smiled, and we synchronized skips before she almost slipped over, and we settled back to our brisk walk.

      “You two are incorrigible, skipping on paths like this. Do you want to have an accident?” Tinz shook his head. “I will not spend my holidays visiting you two in the hospital. Just cut it out, will you?” Lifting his nose, he pulled a deep lungful of frigid air into his lungs. Smiling through the coughing fit his action started, he went on. “Mmm, I can smell something my stomach is going to love. I just know it.” He opened the gate, ushering us through. “Come on, now is not the time to dawdle.”

      Holly and I laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Opening the door, we could hear Aunt Meg trying to persuade the detective to stay for lunch.

      “See, I told you they would be here any moment. You have to stay now.” Aunt Meg, hands on hips, looked smug. “About time you three got home. Don’t you dare sit down yet, young man,” she scolded Tinz, as he pulled out a chair. “Go and wash those hands or no lunch for you.” Elbowing us out the way, he beat us to the sink.

      I ran my hand over the now exposed oak table, marvelling at the contrast between the smooth surface and the deep scars, and looked at Aunt Meg. “Where is everything?”

      “Seeing as you were all out and about, I thought it was time to put everything away. It was easier than I thought.” Aunt Meg began ladling soup, carefully avoiding meeting my eyes.

      “I bet it was,” I countered, knowing full well that a simple wave of her wand would have seen everything back in its rightful place. “Not before time,” I grumbled, knowing she was out to impress the detective. Having a clear table opened up the space, and I was surprised that such a cozy kitchen and living room could appear so roomy.

      Tinz was already helping himself to a slice of roast vegetable quiche, which he stuffed into his mouth with one hand while the other reached out to take a bowl of the proffered pumpkin soup.

      “Settle down, it’s not leaving the universe,” Aunt Meg admonished.

      “Nort saking ennee shances,” he replied with a mouthful, before wincing as Aunt Meg pretended to flick his ear.

      “Not with your mouth full of food. Whatever manners your parents taught you are long gone, aren’t they? You’d better be quick, Detective. I have warned you about him.” Aunt Meg scruffed Tinz’s head. She had embraced Holly and Tinz along with me, which was just as well since they now spent much of their time here, instead of at their own homes. Aunt Meg pushed aside all talk of me finding a place of my own or moving in with one of them.

      On finishing her bowl of warm roasted vegetables, Maisie had the grace to sit quietly with one paw raised.

      “Now, Maisie here knows her manners, don’t you, sweetheart?” Aunt Meg bent over to rub Maisie’s head, much like she had Tinz’s. “Just a bit more. Maybe a bit of soup with it this time.” She ladled some soup into her bowl before dropping in roasted carrots, parsnips, and one small potato wedge.

      “We dropped off a list with thirty-seven names on it at the station,” I said to the detective, after we all had a few mouthfuls of food to satisfy our hunger and Aunt Meg’s enthusiasm to see us eat.

      “Thank you very much for doing that. I really appreciate you getting on to it promptly. I’ll be back there later and start working through it.” He nodded his thanks at each of us.

      “Detective—”

      He held up his soup spoon. “Please. I think we’re beyond the detective stage now, don’t you? It’s Liam. Liam Lawless.” He smiled as his hand reached out for another piece of sourdough.

      “Liam,” I started again. “We understand you can’t tell us anything, but—ow, that hurt.” I scowled at Tinz as I reached under the table to rub my shin.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to, I was just moving my legs.” Tinz bent over, and under the table mouthed something I couldn’t understand.

      “What?” I whispered as softly as I could.

      He put a finger to his lips. “Shhh. Don’t tell him anything.” He scowled at me as though I was in the wrong and sat back up.

      Shrugging his shoulders, he raised his hands, palm up as though I was being a drama queen.

      Trying to regain a sense of poise, I started again. “What I was going to say”—I scowled at Tinz who returned it with added interest—“was that we’re willing to help in any way we can. We realize you can’t share anything you find out with us, but we’re happy to help as sounding boards whenever you need us.” I turned my head away from Liam, raising my eyebrows at Tinz in question. I received a grudging smile in return.

      Liam took a minute to stare each of us down, to the point where I felt uncomfortable, but thankfully, I resisted squirming in my chair when he got to me. “I can’t say much, but for some reason I feel comfortable talking to you,” he finally said.

      “That’ll be the truth serum I put in the food,” snorted Aunt Meg.

      Liam’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down and the color drained from his face. “Umm, what?”

      “It’s okay, Liam,” I said, trying to reassure him his faith in us wasn’t misplaced. “Aunt Meg loves to think her food is so good you cannot possibly speak untruths while eating it.” I worried the hem of my shirt under the table as I seriously hoped Aunt Meg hadn’t doctored the food in an attempt to learn more.

      “Oh. Haha. Joke’s on the new guy, huh?” His recovery wasn’t convincing, but we pretended it was, as we each accepted a piece of apple tea cake that Holly passed around.

      “I haven’t had a lunch like this since I moved here. Aunt Meg, if this is on the table for lunch every day, I might just have to save my questions and ask them one by one.”

      “You’re welcome anytime, young man,” Aunt Meg said. “These three scallywags’ appetites keep me tied to the kitchen, so one more won’t hurt.” Aunt Meg winked at me, daring me to counteract her invitation.

      “It’s more like she’s luring us here and hasn’t yet decided which recipe she’s going to use us in.” Tinz was never afraid to run the gauntlet where Aunt Meg was concerned while in company, but I doubted he would be so bold if he were here by himself. I suspected he was not-so-secretly terrified that one day he would end up in one of her pots.

      Liam’s slack-jawed expression caused me to laugh out loud. Clearing his throat, he shook his head slightly and reached for a napkin to hide behind as he rubbed his mouth like he had just eaten a plate full of soft-shelled crabs, whose succulent juices were running down his chin.

      As if to confirm my thoughts, Tinz got up from his chair and gave Aunt Meg a tight hug. “I love her cooking as much as she loves to cook for her adoring crowd,” he told Liam above her head.

      Aunt Meg chuckled and pointed to her cheek. “Get off me and give me a kiss, you cheeky devil.” Tinz gave her a kiss and sat back down, reaching for another slice of apple tea cake, which disappeared in two bites.

      I couldn’t help the smile on my face as I watched Tinz’s interaction with Aunt Meg.

      Liam sat up straighter and pushed his chair back. “I can’t thank you enough for lunch,” he said to Aunt Meg. “Now, if you would excuse me, I must get back to work and get started on that list. Thank you all again.” Standing up, he looked lost, as if not sure what to do.

      “I’ll show you out,” I offered, turning to look at Aunt Meg who was now clearing her throat. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to pay the troll under the bridge in order to leave though,” I said, guessing what Aunt Meg expected.

      “Pay the troll under the bridge? I’m afraid…”

      “I’m sorry. We’re not playing fair, are we?” I apologized. “You know how you have to pay the troll to get safely over the bridge? Aunt Meg’s payment for food is a kiss on the cheek.” He didn’t know what I was talking about as he ran his hand across the back of his neck. “It’s okay, you don’t have to. You’ll get used to her… well, us,” I assured him.

      Looking over at Aunt Meg, I saw that she was now pouting.

      Before I could scold her, Liam stepped around the table, leaned over and gave her a kiss. “Thank you again, Aunt Meg. It was delicious.” He waved a hand at us and grabbed his jacket and hat as he almost ran out of the cottage. I hoped he was well clear and didn’t hear the momentary silence, broken by the deep belly laughs that erupted as we saw the shocked expressions on each other’s faces.
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      After washing up and putting everything away, we really had planned on sitting down at the table to talk through what we had learned about Mr. Chief’s murder so far, and what Aunt Meg knew. Unfortunately, we all agreed that ten minutes in front of the fire would make us more productive. Aunt Meg’s slightly louder snores soon overshadowed Tinz’s soft ones, and Holly and I decided that it would be the height of bad manners not to join them. The only effort Maisie had made since her roast vegetable lunch was to clamber up onto my lap and drape herself over my curled-up legs at one end of the couch.

      Not for one minute did I expect to sleep with all the thoughts of murder rushing around my brain, but I must have. I allowed my eyes to drift open to find I was alone by the fire. Maisie wasn’t in sight, Tinz was setting the table, and Holly and Aunt Meg were standing over the stove. I loved watching the two cooks share ideas, recipes, and stories. While Aunt Meg loved her comfort foods, Holly’s passion was for pastries as well as jams, jellies, chutneys, and sauces that she claimed were a legacy of her “waste not, want not” rural upbringing. Holly passed Aunt Meg a spoonful of something cooking on the stove, and after blowing on it, Aunt Meg sucked it into her mouth, swirled it around with her eyes closed, and mumbled something. If Holly’s mile-wide smile was anything to judge it by, she was pleased with the feedback.

      Maisie’s cold, wet nose nuzzled my hand. She’d been outside to conduct her doggie business, but if her barely damp feet were anything to go by, she hadn’t ventured far from the back door. Rubbing her ears, I ignored the orange hairs that drifted loose. Thankfully, Aunt Meg had taught me a spell that helped remove them from the house, but even magic had an uphill battle with the multitude that Maisie shed every day. Luckily, we loved her!

      Returning from the bathroom, I noticed dinner was on the table. “I’m not sure I’m ready to eat anything yet,” I told them, patting my stomach before becoming aware of the most wonderful aroma of coconut and spice that permeated the cottage. I tamped down my excitement as it reminded me of one of Holly’s creations, and I didn’t want to be disappointed.

      “You’re not serious,” Tinz said, before stuffing a sausage roll into his mouth. Knowing Holly’s penchant for pastries, a friend had brought the recipe back from Australia, and Tinz was a huge fan of the little sausage meat morsels wrapped in a flaky, buttery, pastry.

      I lifted the lid off a large pot. The rising steam amplified the coconut and spice and my feet did a little happy dance. “Ooh, thanks, Hols, my favorite,” I said, sucking in as much of the Thai chicken, coconut soup smell that I could. My hands flapped over the pot, trying to waft the smell my way as my appetite returned with a vengeance. I ladled more than enough for a small crowd into my bowl.

      Anyone would think we hadn’t eaten for days, let alone only three hours ago. I had to confess to eating two bowls of Holly’s soup, but my taste buds just loved the coconut and chilli concoction and overruled my common sense. I pushed the empty bowl away.

      “Time to talk business,” I started. “How about you begin, Aunt Meg? You wanted to say something earlier.”

      “Well, when Liam reacted to Ms. Climbe’s name, something popped into my head. I knew she was Hank’s mistress, but it’s such old news it didn’t register, until I remembered she came to not one, but two of my open gardens this year. That was just before you came here, dear,” she said, looking at me and reaching down to pat my knee. “Thinking back, I also remembered she had a particular interest in the baneful herbs the second time and asked lots of questions about how safe they were if accidentally eaten. I admit my pride reveled in her interest. To most people they’re just weeds, so I may have given away more than I should.”

      “Ah hah.” Tinz rubbed his hands together theatrically like a dastardly villain. “We have our number one suspect, then. Why didn’t you tell the detective?”

      “I thought he should look at the list without prejudice. I can tell him in the morning over breakfast.” Aunt Meg’s face scrunched up with glee, and I knew she was already planning a breakfast menu fit for a detective.

      “I doubt Liam will show himself again after what we put him through today.” I really felt sorry for the guy. Even though we hadn’t been together long, we were a tight bunch and I wouldn’t be surprised if he asked us to meet him at the station in the future.

      “What about Laura Chief?” I asked, to move the conversation along. “She is almost a different person to the one she was before I gave her the lotion that I tweaked to give her more confidence. I couldn’t have done anything untoward. Could I, Aunt Meg?” My eyebrows drew together as I bit the inside of my cheek in doubt.

      Aunt Meg patted my knee again like she was trying to coax Maisie away from a pork knuckle. “Of course not, sweetheart. Your intentions were sweet and pure and Mother Nature knows that. I kept an eye on you, but anyone who is on the receiving end of your gift is beyond fortunate. If Laura brought harm to that man, it was in her before she walked into your shop. Although”—she hesitated as she thought some more—“it’s always when people start to feel that inner energy return that they find the grit to act on any inner demons if they have them, but equally they can find joy if they so choose. If she is guilty of the crime, it was her choice to take action and nothing to do with you. I don’t want to hear any more doubts. Okay? Now, who wants some more of that apple cake?” Aunt Meg gave me one last pat and got up to clear some dishes off the table and get the cake.

      Holly closed the space between us and gave me a one-armed hug. “And that’s the end of that. She would have to be Liam’s primary suspect, wouldn’t she? The spouse is often the perpetrator.” Holly paused to hear our opinions, but before we could say anything, she went on, “But she’s so nice. I want it to be Ms. Climbe. She wears disgruntlement like a spoiled child being told to clean their room before opening presents on Christmas morning.” She shivered at the thought.

      “Surely you can’t want it to be someone?” I asked her. “But I get your point. Laura doesn’t seem the type to harm anyone, despite an unhappy marriage. We don’t know if Ms. Climbe is a potential suspect, although between Liam’s reaction and Aunt Meg’s memory, she’d be a likely candidate. What we don’t know is why. How about we do a bit of sleuthing at the market in the morning? It’s the last day people will be out and about before Christmas and I’m sure it will be the talk of the town. Between the four of us, I’m certain we can find out more.”

      “Count me in,” said Tinz, “but not until after breakfast. We’ll need serious sustenance before we head out on important sleuth duty.”

      Tinz was earnest, but I couldn’t help laughing, anyway.

      “I have dibs on the town hall,” Aunt Meg got in quickly.

      “Me too,” added Tinz. “It’ll be busy, and you’ll need my help to cover it all,” he added in all seriousness.

      I laughed with Holly. The town hall had several fireplaces that were sure to be burning brightly in this weather, and we all knew that was the place to be.

      “I’ll be bundled up warm then,” said Holly, packing up her bag to leave. “See you about seven. Thanks for a fun day, but I must get back and give Graffiti some love tonight, or I’ll be paying for it for a month.” Graffiti was Holly’s rescue cat. Sporting a mismatch of colors that looked like one of the mural-sided town buildings, rain, hail, snow, or shine, Graf spent all day curled up in Holly’s neighbor’s hay shed, but he would be looking for Holly now and the bottom of her bed.

      “I’ll walk with you. Hold up.” Tinz grabbed the last slice of cake “to go.”

      Holly and Tinz met with Aunt Meg between them and each laid a heartfelt kiss on opposite cheeks.
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      To my great surprise, I must have eventually fallen asleep last night because my alarm rudely woke me at six twenty. After the others left, Aunt Meg had spent considerable time teaching me a few more basic skills and I’d then spent some time reading about their origins and use. Standing under the hot water in the shower, I wondered what the day would bring.

      The smells of a cooked breakfast drew me into the kitchen while I was still drying my hair. As luck would have it, the towel was over my face when I ran into a brick wall that shouldn’t have been there. The barely suppressed bass laugh let me know that the brick wall was the detective. Mortified, I scampered back to my room without looking at him. Behind a closed door I cursed Aunt Meg and her annoying, albeit generous, invites. I looked down thanking my lucky stars I had indulged in a winter-weight, floor-length bathrobe that I had tightly wrapped around me to keep out the morning chill. I then saw my penguin slippers poking out and groaned out loud.

      “Sorry about that,” I said, entering the room a few minutes later now dressed for the market. Looking down as I walked past, I couldn’t meet his eyes.

      “Interesting choice of slippers,” he said. This time I kept my groan to myself as I cursed Aunt Meg again. Before I was forced to look at him and make conversation, Holly and Tinz arrived, and by the time they sat at the table I’d regained my composure. Pouring coffee into everyone’s mugs, I made a face behind Liam’s back at Holly. She looked at me with confusion on her face. I mouthed “nothing” at her and slid down into my chair across the table from him.

      “I didn’t think you’d make it,” said Tinz, meeting Liam’s fist bump across the table.

      “Aunt Meg messaged me last night about your change of plans. I wanted to talk to you about the list before you headed out for the day. Where are you off to?” he asked.

      “Breakfast is ready. Make some room.” Aunt Meg liked to make a ceremony out of presenting breakfast, and her quick glance at me let me know she hadn’t told him what we were up to. I didn’t see any reason to confess to doing some sleuthing and luckily he got sidetracked by the feast before him.

      Looking down at the large oven tray, I saw she’d outdone herself. Fried eggs from our chickens, field mushrooms from the woods out back, truss tomatoes from the well-insulated greenhouse that kept us in fresh vegetables all year, slices of bacon and chorizo from the farm next door to Holly, and a mountain of toast.

      “Wow. This looks amazing. I usually have a slice of cold, hard toast with butter as I walk out the door.” Liam swiped a hand across his mouth as though to catch the drool he thought was there. There wasn’t any. It was probably a reflex response as his mouth flooded with saliva at the sight before him. Muscles twitched in restraint as he waited to load his plate.

      “Please, help yourself,” I said. “Another of Aunt Meg’s rules is that we can’t leave until it’s all gone. Maisie will help us out if she is needed, but trust me, she is a very well-fed dog and won’t miss out if she’s not.” Maisie raised her head and looked at me over her shoulder from her bed in front of the fire, proof she had already eaten well.

      Like Holly, Tinz, and myself on the first few occasions we’d eaten with Aunt Meg, Liam was very polite and took one egg and small amounts of the rest. We had since learned that Aunt Meg made no judgment where food was concerned. Liam would learn this too if he ate with us much more often. Once everyone was loading up their second plateful, it was time to talk business.

      “Detective… I mean, Liam. You have questions about the list?” I shoved a forkful of egg and toast into my mouth, giving him no option but to take over.

      “I suspect you all know more than you’ve given away,” he started, once again looking each of us in the eye as he moved his gaze around the table. We stayed quiet, other than Tinz loudly munching on some toast. “Do any of the names on the list raise questions for you?” This time he looked down at his plate and pushed things around.

      Maybe he knew we would be looking at each other, wondering what to give up. Three sets of eyes looked at me. I stuck out my tongue and tried to cross my eyes to signal my reluctance to take the lead. My sight came back into focus to find Liam looking at me with the right side of his mouth hiked up.

      “Well, we have put together some names with what might be cause for consideration.” I chose my words carefully. I maintained eye contact, hoping to deflect him from what felt like the full-body blush that threatened to engulf me in flames. “Ms. Ivy Climbe attended two of Aunt Meg’s open gardens and took a particular interest in the baneful herbs, including the line between safe consumption and being poisoned.”

      Liam was scribbling away in his notebook, so I paused. Without looking up, he twirled his hand for me to continue.

      “I have an interest in flora, and with my pharmaceutical background, I enjoy experimenting with herbs in hand lotions and the like.”

      Liam looked up, lines creasing his forehead. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand the connection.”

      I looked at Aunt Meg, who nodded.

      “Um. I believe, um, that many natural ingredients are beneficial to health. Many modern drugs derive from natural sources, including belladonna. I know modern drugs have a legitimate role in our lives—I am after all a pharmacist— but many herbs, spices, and other flora have been shown to benefit health and wellbeing too.” I was warming up to my audience. I think I was trying to justify my work more to myself than Liam. “I make a lot of hand lotions, bath salts and diffuser blends, or add them to teas and some of Holly’s jams to target ailments or elevate moods, for example. I made a blend that supports self-confidence for Mrs. Chief. She came in a few weeks ago looking for something to help her. She said that she was having marriage problems, but didn't have the energy to leave Hank. From talking to her, I thought it was more of an issue of confidence, and I wanted her to feel better about herself before she made any long-term decisions. I made a hand cream that has been found to increase confidence and help a person find joy in their lives.”

      As soon as I met Liam’s eyes, I knew I’d lost him. He had that narrow-eyed look of a non-believer. I watched him reach for his coffee and hide behind the mug for several of my hammering heartbeats. He placed the mug down carefully, looking into it as though searching for a tactful way to tell me I was crazy.

      I had Holly’s vise-like grip on one thigh and Maisie’s claws digging into the other one. The support they provided vibrated through me, giving me strength.

      Liam cleared his throat. His arm reached out across the table and he wrapped his hand over mine. I wanted to pull away, but he stopped me by holding on tight.

      “My sister has a similar gift.” He ignored our collective gasp and went on. “She thinks she’s a witch.” He paused briefly, shrugged his shoulders and shook his head, much like I do when I’m apologizing for the way Tinz comes across sometimes. “She’s not, but she believes in a lot of things and I love her passion, and to give her credit, she gets it right sometimes.” He paused again, his expression reflective as he smiled.

      His loss of focus on me meant he missed the frantic glances I gave everyone. Aunt Meg smiled and nodded. Her eyes bored into mine and I could feel the pulse of reassurance pass between us.

      “I know witches and psychics are best saved for fairy tales,” Liam said, “but that doesn’t discount the number of times people claiming to be one or the other have helped us solve a case. There’s no doubt in my mind that some people have the gift of a superior intuition, or can convey their passion and absolute belief that a plant can inspire confidence, to use your example.” He patted my hand and reached for another slice of toast which he spread thick with marmalade, this time missing the four gaping mouths looking first at each other, and then at him.

      “So, what you’re trying to tell me, Christy, is that you think Ms. Climbe showed unusual interest in plants that could be poisonous, and Mrs. Chief may have developed the spunk to kill her husband?” He looked up, and biting off a corner of toast, waited for me to answer.

      “Well, you asked if any of the names raised questions for us. Not that we think either is guilty. That’s your job, Detective.” I kept it short and simple. “I’m afraid they are the only names that jumped out at us. We don’t want to lead you away from the actual killer, so don’t take our word for it.”

      “Not at all. You’ve confirmed some initial thoughts so I will follow them up today. You’ve been a great help, not to mention illuminating.” He tidied up the space in front of him as he prepared to leave. I didn’t understand what he meant by what I shared being illuminating.

      “I can’t thank you enough, Aunt Meg. You have revived my faith in the benefits of meeting over breakfast. I’ve learned more in an hour than I do in some horrendously long workdays, and it’s barely eight o’clock. It was delicious. Can I help with the dishes before I leave?” He picked up his dishes and walked over to the sink.

      Aunt Meg jumped up. “Tinz pays his dues by being my dishwasher,” she said, reaching out to scruff Tinz’s hair, and he grunted in return.

      After shaking our hands and then kissing Aunt Meg’s cheek with the enthusiasm usually saved for a beloved family member, Liam left.

      As soon as Liam was comfortably out of earshot, Aunt Meg started. “I’ve lived in this town for twenty-five-odd years and have happily gone about my witchy ways with nary a glance at my slightly off-kilter approach to life. You, dear Christy, have been here but a blink in time, and have caused me to hold my breath more than once. Even as a pharmacist and having your own shop, you've been no help at all!”

      “Well, I think it’s hilarious,” said Holly, clapping her hands. “First, I’m drawn into the inner circle, by not one, but two real life, genuine witches. Then one is basically accused of being a witch, but before she can state her case, the instigator writes witches off as a fairy tale.” Holly clapped her hands again before jumping her chair closer to give me a hug.

      “Enough!” I said, as I stood up. “We’re missing precious market time. We can continue this later.” I was desperate to get out of the house so I’d no longer feel like a bug under a microscope. “I’ll get the car out in case it’s raining later.” I looked down at Maisie. “I think you should stay behind this time.” She slapped her tail, pretending displeasure. Secretly she was happy, as before I could get to the door, she was curled up in front of the fire, doggie dreams calling.

      We drove to the market in silence. Before we got out of the car we agreed to keep to our original plan and meet in the town hall at midday.

      Suitably coated and scarfed, I put my gloved hand through Holly’s elbow and moved my earmuffs slightly to capture their warmth.

      “Let’s hope we find something out soon so we can get inside quickly,” I said to Holly, and we marched arm in arm towards the outdoor alley of market stalls.
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      The red-berried hawthorn trees that lined the market alley twinkled with fairy lights and tinsel. It was a photographer’s dream. The gentle slope meant that you could stand here at the entrance and see all the stalls set up under the trees. Holly and I decided to split up, each taking one side of the market alley during the busy morning rush. The smell of Christmas spice was predominant, and the stalls and gifts were adorned in red and green bunting, wrapping, and ribbons. Barrels of pine stumps and oak off-cuts flamed brightly in the clear, crisp morning sky, adding a smoky layer that ensured everyone’s senses were overwhelmed with the spirit of the Christmas season.

      I lost sight of Holly quickly as the crowd engulfed her like a giant amoeba. Pushing myself through the crowd, I dodged elbows, umbrellas, hot dogs overflowing with condiments, and the occasional pointy stick that was trying hard to hold on to the latest market-food craze.

      “You’re going the wrong way, sweetheart,” a voice sounded in my ear. I looked up at the man before crashing against the coarse woolen fibers of his lumber jacket, as an elbow stabbed my back. His plate-sized hands grabbed my arms, and he turned me around and gave me a push. “You’re like a salmon working its way upstream but the flow’s too great. You need to work with the crowd.”

      Before I could thank him for catching me, he was disappearing in the horde of bodies. I needed a moment to think. Working my way into the middle of the alley, I found my own tiny space. As I rubbed my back, I saw the man was right. What appeared as a chaotic mass of bodies was in fact an ordered swarm, with a logical flow working its way up the gentle incline on Holly’s side, and back down on my allocated side. I could either spend all my time fighting the flow or come up with an alternative plan.

      Which I did, and before I knew it, my new plan was working great. People huddled around the fire drums, soaking up the warmth and aromas, then darted back into the swirling crowd. Meeting the eyes of fellow shoppers across the drums sparked discussion on the topic of the day—Hank Chief’s murder. Although it hadn’t officially been ruled murder, everyone agreed that was the likely verdict.

      Keen to move away from the way-too-efficient fire drum, I rubbed my arms and stomped my feet, and periodically blew into my hands to warrant staying longer, as three men continued their conversation huddled around my current drum, each with a drink in one hand and a sandwich in the other.

      “It was murder. I’ll bet it was that young wise guy, Joel Lee,” one man across the fire shouted through the din of holiday noise. “Why Hank took him on as a business partner, I’ll never know. Hank was a tough old geezer, but he knew his business.” Keeping my head down, I could see the men on either side of me nodding, but they didn’t reply right away, engrossed in their food as they were. I stamped my feet, turning my back to the fire.

      “Coz his daddy has money. That’s why he took him on,” said the man, now on my left.

      “Hank didn’t need his money,” the man on my right scoffed. “His wife did it. Everyone knows it’s always the wife. She probably found out about his mistress and didn’t like it. I bet you it was her.”

      The men then spent the next few minutes arguing over the amount of the bet on who murdered Hank, before talking about the local ice hockey team’s chances of making it to the finals. If I stayed any longer, I was going to appear suspicious.

      Weaving through the crowd, I found myself at the stage, where a group of children were working their way through a list of popular carols. Their melodic voices spoke of talent and hours of practice, and it was only when they stopped for a break that I was prompted to move on.

      Reaching the next fire drum, I genuinely rubbed my arms and stomped my feet to warm up, for real this time. The smell of burning pine enveloped me as another branch was added to the drum. I moved back half a step, brushing a spent ember off my jacket.

      The crowd parted as a young man holding a small wooden crate stepped up. Saliva flooded my mouth as the whiff of fresh, hot donuts hit me. “Anyone want donuts?” he asked.

      My hand shot up, causing the woman beside me to grab her child closer and frown at my eagerness. I thrust my cash at the man who stuffed it into his pocket and handed me a bag of donuts. As difficult as it was, I made amends with the woman by offering her child a donut, which he scarfed down like a starving wolf. Holding the donut in front of my face, I resisted the urge to swallow it whole like the boy, and instead made myself count to five as I pulled the smell of fried donut into my lungs. It tasted even better than I imagined it would. I offered the boy a second one, so I could have another one too.

      “You don’t have to give him one.” His mom reached out to try to stop him. She was too late. He saw her hand coming and in it went. Three chews, one gulp, and it was gone. “I’m so sorry,” she said, now frowning at the boy. “He’s seven, going on seventeen. I can’t keep up with him. I’m dreading trying to feed him as a teenager.”

      “Maybe it’s just a growth spurt,” I said between mouthfuls. Little did she know I would have eaten all four if I hadn’t felt obliged to share, and that was after our big breakfast.

      “A growth spurt that has lasted all year, unfortunately,” the woman replied.

      “If you call in to the pharmacy on Jubilant Street, which I run, I’ll be able to help you with something to curb his appetite if you like,” I offered.

      “Really? There’s something that can help stop him eating me out of house and home?” She grabbed on to the idea eagerly.

      “I can make a blend that will stop him overeating out of habit, but that will still make sure he gets enough nutrition,” I told her, thinking of something suitable.

      “I’ll be there the first day you open after Christmas. Thanks.” She smiled at me and we both went back to soaking up the warmth of the fire.

      I stood in silence for a minute or two, honoring the creator of the donut, before I remembered I was on a mission. I licked my fingers clean and cleared my throat.

      “Sad news about Mr. Chief,” I said, to no one in particular.

      Despite the volume of voices and music around us, I swear I could have heard a pine needle drop. Mouths stopped chewing and eyes cast swiftly downwards. I had made a major social blunder. I needed to make a furtive retreat. I tensed my muscles, ready to slip away and channel my inner salmon.

      “Oh, come on,” said the mother beside me. “We all know it’s been a long time coming. I’m surprised it took this long. Granted, murder was taking it a step too far, but what did he expect’? You can’t keep the same mistress through two marriages without someone snapping.”

      I looked down at her boy. How could she say such things with her child present? She saw me looking. “Don’t worry, he has earphones in under his muffs. Thomas?” she called out. The boy didn’t flinch as his thumbs kept tapping the small screen. “See, he can’t hear me.” She looked up at the surrounding women. “Well, I’m only saying what everyone else is thinking. Don’t pretend I’m not. Phyllis, you should have plenty to say, I reckon.” She looked at the woman opposite her who was wrapped up in a red and blue tartan blanket.

      “I might say a lot of things, Bev, but there’s always a time and place,” she replied.

      A woman on the other side of me shuffled uncomfortably and took a deep breath. “I’d have to agree, Bev. How long has Ivy been with Hank—thirty-five, forty years?”

      “It would have to be that long. He was married to Sonya for about fifteen and he’s been with Laura for at least the same, or longer, and Ivy was in the picture long before that,” the woman named Bev replied.

      I caught Phyllis looking around behind her and over the tops of our heads, as if checking the coast was clear. “Ivy knew from day one that he would never marry her. She’s stopped seeing him numerous times, but she couldn’t keep away from him. I told her over and over that she was too good to be someone’s mistress. She’s missed out on so much because of that man. She could have married a good man and had children. The men seem to be drawn to her like a bear to honey, but she’s never interested. I had to tell Laura before she married him, but she was too much in love to listen.” She stopped and looked around the crowd, reminding me of a meerkat on patrol.

      “So, who do you think did it?” I asked, hoping for, but not expecting, an answer.

      “Ivy,” Bev replied. “She finally got sick of his shenanigans and decided enough was enough.”

      “My money’s on Laura,” Phyllis said. “Have you seen her lately? She’s changed. She looks like she did when she first moved here, full of confidence, smiling all the time, and I heard she’s bought a ticket to travel overseas. I think she’s the one that’d had enough.”

      I didn’t hear much more over the next few minutes. My mind was spiraling as I wondered again if my influence had made the impossible, possible. Had I given Laura the confidence to do something she wouldn’t have ordinarily done, or worse, manipulated her in some way?

      I was vaguely aware of the air shifting around me. I looked up and found myself alone by the fire, the women moving away and soon lost in the crowd. But then I saw the young boy waving at me as his mother pulled him along. I waved back absentmindedly, but he was already gone, lost in the sea of legs. Glancing at my watch, I saw it was after twelve. I reached into the donut bag with a wet finger and dabbed up the last of the cinnamon sugar before scrunching the bag up and throwing it into the fire. I tamped down my concern that I had contributed to Hank’s death. Time to get back to the hall and find out what the others had discovered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing in the doorway of the town hall, I realized I had no hope of finding Aunt Meg and Tinz. People of all shapes and sizes were crammed in, to the extent that I wasn’t actually in the hall yet, but just outside the line of the building. It was like a child’s coloring book with scribbles bulging past the line of a drawing. I had thought the shopping alley was crazy! We hadn’t stopped to think about the lure of warmth and food at lunchtime.

      I was about to step back when I spied silver sparkles shooting above the crowd. I now knew where I needed to go. I just had to get there. I jumped up and down to plan my way to them.

      “Careful now, young lady,” a kind voice said from behind me. I turned around and found an old man using a walker that allowed him to edge out a little more space around him.

      “I’m so sorry. I don’t think we stand a chance of getting in there,” I told him.

      “Where do you need to get to?” he asked.

      “Over in that far corner.” I pointed over the heads in front of me.

      “Well, you’d best not fight this mob but head on around to the back of the hall. There’s an entrance there near the offices. It might be roped off, but I won't tell anyone if you can just help me get inside the door. I have a seat reserved there.” His nose was red and bulbous, and his blue eyes were the color of a tropical lagoon, but it was his white beard and joyful grin that entranced me. I was mesmerized by this short, portly gentleman. He was the epitome of Santa Claus.

      Snapping out of the moment, I smiled at him in return and turned to make a path for him. “Out of the way, people,” I shouted, as though I was calling in the cows from the back paddock. “Santa Claus coming through.” I heard him chuckle behind me, but the crowd suddenly thinned and parted to make way for him. It only took us a minute to reach his chair. It was my turn to chuckle now. His red and gold chair stood on a raised platform with sacks of candy on each side.

      Once seated, he reached out and took my hand. “You have the same eyes as Meg and it would seem the same gift.” My arm tingled at the touch of his lips to the back of my hand. I looked up and met his smile. “Now off with you, young Christy Fair. Rescue those youngsters from any more of your Aunt’s cracker jokes.” He leaned over and arranged the sacks by his side.

      I stood there, momentarily dazed, before the jostle of the crowd reminded me of my mission. Pushing against them once more, I made my way out of the door. The noise was a dim murmur outside and I dreaded having to go back inside, but I needed to find the others.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sneaking under the rope that invited “employees only,” I re-entered the hall. The crowd was thinner there and it was easier to make my way through.

      “What do you get if you cross mistletoe and a duck?” I heard Aunt Meg ask the ring of people around her. Slipping through a space that magically opened before me, I was wrapped in a breath-stealing hug around my waist. “You made it, dear. Everyone,” Aunt Meg’s voice boomed over the din around us. “This is my favorite niece, Christy. Christy Fair, or as some of you may know her from the billboards around town, the Christmas fairy.”

      Hands reached out to shake mine as I was passed around those gathered to hear Aunt Meg’s jokes and pull the crackers, of which she always held one end.

      “Don’t forget to tell us the answer, Meg,” called out a man, with an apple-cheeked child perched high on his shoulders.

      Aunt Meg’s bosom bounced as she cackled like the witch she was. “A Christmas quacker, of course,” she told them. The crowd cheered, and although I could hear a few groans, it was all in good fun. Bidding her audience farewell, she gave one last wave of her wand, and a waterfall of multicolored sparkles drifted over us all. She pushed me away, handed me her empty bag, and ushered me back the way I had come.

      “We need to get out of here. I sent Holly and Tinz home. Are you okay, dear?” she asked me, as we finally made it back outside.

      “Yes, I’m good. I just want to get home. I haven’t had a drink since I got here and I’m getting a headache. I’ve got water in the car.”

      Aunt Meg put her arm through mine and, apart from stopping to greet her friends along the way, we made it back to the car in good time. Starting the car to warm it up, I grabbed my water bottle and drank it all in one shot.

      “I met a man,” I began, as we made our way out of the parking lot and towards home.

      “Oh, really? Do tell. Is he tall, dark, and handsome?” She turned in her seat to look at me, hands clasped as if in prayer.

      “Quite the opposite, actually.” I watched as her expression of great expectation turn upside down. “What do you mean by opposite? Short, light, and unfortunate looking?”

      I laughed. “Well, almost. He was about your height, bright blue eyes, red nose, and the kindest face you can imagine. Not unfortunate looking at all.”

      “Ahh. You met Nick. Nicholas Saint. A most remarkable man. He asked me to marry him once, no, make that five times.” She turned and looked out the window and missed my mouth that had dropped open.

      I tumbled his name in my head. “Nicholas Saint—Saint Nick! That lovely man asked you to marry him and you turned him down?” I couldn’t help my incredulous tone.

      “I met him when I moved here and I was still reeling from your mother’s accusation. He’s been off visiting family for a few months. He’s obviously back. He’s a natural Santa Claus, isn’t he?”

      There was more to this story that I wanted to learn, but unfortunately, I turned into the driveway at this point.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      The cottage was warm and welcoming. Stripping off our layers in the hallway, we could hear Holly and Tinz arguing over something in the kitchen. Maisie trotted out to greet us and, after a quick pat, turned to give our boots a good sniff. Happy with her findings, she stood with her front paws against my leg and asked to come up. I scooped her up, telling her she had made the right decision to stay home. She licked my chin, and I caught the scent of donuts. “Don’t tell me Holly’s given you a donut?” I asked her, walking into the kitchen.

      “It was only a crumb, I swear,” said Holly.

      “It had better have been,” I told her, placing a contrite Maisie on her bed while I retreated to the bathroom to clean up.

      When I returned to the living room, Holly and Tinz had emptied containers of the various delicacies they had each collected on their travels around the market onto a large platter and placed it on the coffee table. Curled up in front of the fire was exactly where I wanted to be. Maisie jumped up and snuggled down beside me, nose resting on my leg, her big brown eyes staring up at me. We had spent less time together in the last few weeks than we had in the past year. Setting up a new business, and then the winter snow, made these times by the fire precious.

      “Laura did it,” Tinz blurted, before I had even had a piece of the salmon and asparagus quiche that I’d put on my plate.

      “I think it was Ms. Climbe,” Holly said, passing me a fork and napkin.

      “They have the support of many, but I think Joel Lee is our suspect,” Aunt Meg added. “What do you think, dear?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure what to think,” I said. “I heard compelling arguments for all three. Can we talk it through more before we jump to conclusions and miss the obvious clue?”

      “What obvious clue?” Tinz asked.

      “Exactly my point. If we jump to conclusions, we might miss an obvious clue. We need to work through this methodically,” I told him.

      “You suck all the fun out of it,” Tinz mumbled around a mouthful of turkey potpie.

      “Who wants to go first?” I asked.

      Tinz held up a fork with a large piece of turkey on it and nodded his head, as his chipmunk-like cheeks worked furiously on a mouthful. Aunt Meg and Holly seemed happy with this as they busied themselves in deciding which market treasures would make it onto their plates.

      “Okay, let’s hear it, and please wait until you’re ready,” I told him, as I saw him preparing to talk around his current mouthful. I grimaced as I watched him swallow a huge bolus, just like a boa constrictor on Animal Planet.

      “Laura did it. Everyone is concerned the police will look elsewhere, when they know it is always the person closest to the victim who is eventually found guilty. Everyone wants this solved as quickly as possible, so they want the police to concentrate on the most obvious person, rather than waste time investigating any other suspects, just to be seen to be doing their job. Everyone agrees it was Laura.” He shoveled another forkful into his mouth, this time a huge chunk of ham smothered in chutney.

      “‘Everyone’? Is that a pseudonym for Tinz?” I asked him, hitching my eyebrows slightly.

      “No!” he spat, like literally spat, as pieces of half-chewed ham escaped back onto his plate.

      We laughed as we watched him work furiously on his mouthful so he could respond.

      “Young man, if you don’t find your manners, I will serve your dinner in a bowl beside Maisie’s,” Aunt Meg scolded.

      “We’re staying for dinner then?” Tinz asked expectantly, as he carefully laid his cutlery down and sat a little straighter.

      I stroked Maisie’s head, trying not to dislodge any hairs onto my lunch. She knew Aunt Meg was making idle threats and her dinner bowl wasn’t in danger.

      “The people I had the pleasure of speaking or listening to are confident that the statistics support the spouse being the perpetrator, so they want the police to rule her guilty, or not,” he quickly added, seeing my eyebrows rise again, “before wasting time and seeking blame elsewhere. And she’s bought a ticket for Europe. A single ticket.” He folded his hands in his lap and looked like an errant schoolboy, hoping his response negated the threat of a missed meal.

      Aunt Meg had her hands clasped at chest level, and with her head tilted and a broad smile, I knew she was buying his act, but Holly caught my eye, and together we laughed.

      Ignoring us, Tinz looked pleadingly at Aunt Meg. “Can I stay for dinner, please? At the table?”

      “Of course you can, dear boy. I just want you to smarten up those manners. You’re not in a pigsty. Now, eat up. My turn to talk.” Aunt Meg glared at Holly and me, bringing a halt to our laughing in mid-breath.

      “All right.” She paused momentarily to ensure she had our attention. “Young Joel Lee was a surprise for me when I heard his name being bandied around. I knew he’d been badgering Hank since he returned from the university for a partnership funded by his father, and he finally got it earlier in the year. What I hadn’t considered, was who else might have knowledge of plants and botanicals,” she said, scratching her chin and gazing at the ceiling.

      “Joel wouldn’t care two beans for anything green,” Tinz said, around a mouthful of something, but this time he had the sense to hide it behind his hand. I looked at Holly for her take on Aunt Meg’s comment, but she just shrugged her shoulders.

      “I can see none of you know how Joel’s family made their money. Joel’s great-grandparents, Sterling and Emma Lee, bought what you now know as Battery Point after their eldest three boys were killed in the war. It looked nothing like it does today. Back then the cottages appeared neglected and unwanted and were surrounded by an unkempt and wild forest. With a lot of hard work, they and their youngest son, Joel’s grandfather, transformed it into the stunning estate it is today. You will have seen Emma’s work around town. She did the mural in the town hall.” Aunt Meg looked at me and smiled.

      “Wow! I still can’t believe that was done by one person. The botanical drawings are perfect. That was Joel Lee’s great-grandmother?” I said wistfully, remembering the hours I had sat in front of the mesmerizing mural when I first arrived in town. “I—”

      “Wait. There’s more,” Aunt Meg interrupted. “Sterling was senior botanist at Bronswick’s botanical garden’s herbarium, before moving here.” She talked over our collective gasps. “He catalogued every plant on the estate while Emma drew them, but sadly Joel’s father was too interested in power and money to continue. Although he pays lots of money to keep up the estate, he really doesn’t have any interest in it other than the prestige it gives him. Unfortunately, Joel takes after his father in that regard, I suspect.” Now it was her turn to sit up straight and wait for us to catch up.

      “Are you suggesting Joel may have the knowledge to poison someone with belladonna?” I asked her, hoping I was on the right track.

      “He spent his pre-teenage years being home-schooled by Grandma Grace. She married Joel’s grandfather and idolized Sterling and Emma, and helped care for them in their later years. She was also a gifted gardener, so it’s not such a leap to believe that she may have passed on some of her knowledge to a young Joel before he went off to boarding school and got a taste for the trappings of wealth.” She reached for her tea, and taking a sip, screwed up her face. “Yuk. My tea’s gone cold.” Placing it back on the table, she waved her hand above the cup. Within seconds, steam twisted above the cup.

      “Okay, so he had the means to poison Hank. But what about a motive?” I asked.

      “I can help with that,” Holly said. “I heard men discussing that Joel was frustrated with Mr. Chief’s reluctance to expand. Joel wants to capitalize on Mr. Chief’s good name as a building contractor and go after the lucrative commercial spaces. Apparently, Hank kept turning away clients eager for him to manage their projects, and Joel was getting more and more frustrated.”

      “Why doesn’t he go out on his own? Sounds like he has the money to do it,” I reflected, somewhat rhetorically.

      “Actually, I asked the same question. It was out of my mouth before I could think.” Holly’s face reddened as she remembered. “Thankfully, the men didn’t mind, and they answered as though I was part of their conversation all along. Joel wants to keep Mr. Chief’s business name, and he can only do that if he remains his partner.” Reaching for a mince pie with a marzipan star on top, Holly licked a finger and dabbed it on top of the pie to soak up all the confectionery sugar, before placing it in her mouth.

      “All right, so he has a possible means and motive. What about opportunity?” Aunt Meg asked, holding up two fingers as though we wouldn’t be able to keep track otherwise.

      “How about we leave something for the detective to work out?” I suggested, smiling at Aunt Meg before turning to face Holly. “I want to hear what you found out about Ms. Climbe.” I looked at her expectantly, but by now she had half of the mince pie in her mouth, and if the dreamy look in her eyes was anything to go by, she was savoring every morsel. We waited for her to chew it thoroughly, unlike Tinz. Then we had to wait for her to wipe her fingers clean.

      Pointing at the tray of mince pies, she said, “They are seriously delicious. I wonder who made them?” She saw that my look didn’t mirror her own curiosity. “Oops, sorry. Yes, Ms. Climbe. She and Hank were an item in high school, and from what I heard, she was absolutely besotted with him. Mr. Chief made it obvious he was more into playing the field than getting serious about only one girl. However, he always went back to her. When Ms. Climbe went off to college, Mr. Chief was soon seen with and then married the first Mrs. Chief. They’d been married a couple of years before Ms. Climbe came back, and he’s kept her hooked all these years. Everyone warned her he would never marry her. She was the perfect mistress, prepared to take whatever he had to offer. When his first marriage ended, they were together briefly, but he then up and married Laura. Ms. Climbe accepted a position in Bronswick but returned only a few months later. While they’re never seen in public, he doesn’t hide the fact, as he parks outside her house several times a week. From what I heard, the entire town has been expecting something like this to happen every day for the last thirty-odd years.” Holly took a deep breath, reached out for the remains of her mince pie, and stuffed it in before we could ask more questions.

      I looked down into my coffee for inspiration. I watched the cream swirl into droplets as it cooled. I was vaguely aware of waving my hand above the cup to reheat it with no success, when I felt Aunt Meg grab it and move it in circles the other way. Steam rose above the cup and the creamy droplets dissipated. I met Aunt Meg’s smile across the table. “Thank you,” I mumbled. I wrapped both hands around the cup and brought it up to my mouth. Closing my eyes, I drew in the intense arabica scent, willing it to do its magic and clear my mind. Despite the warmth from the logs, the chill from discussing means and motives for murder sat wedged deep in my chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Christy. Earth to Christy.”

      I was brought out of my reverie by Tinz poking my arm. “Ouch, careful,” I said, rubbing the sore spot.

      “You were off with the fairies. What were you thinking about?” he asked. Without waiting for my answer, he turned to Aunt Meg. “What’s for dinner?”

      Aunt Meg spluttered around a mouthful of an almost black Christmas cake, made with fruit, spices, and brandy, by the smell of it. Holly jumped up to pat her on the back, but Aunt Meg waved her away and dabbed her mouth with a napkin before speaking. “Lunch has barely settled in your stomach and you’re asking about dinner! Once again, it’s midafternoon before we’ve even finished lunch.”

      “What can I say? I’m a growing boy,” Tinz replied, while rubbing his stomach with one hand and trying to pat his head with the other.

      I was so lucky to have found Holly and Tinz. Holly was like a best friend, twin sister, and loving aunt, all rolled up into one person. Tinz, on the other hand, was much like I suspected his younger self had been, like a cheeky, funny, and perpetually hungry little brother.

      “I am not going to think about dinner until after you’ve cleared the table and done the dishes, but first we have to hear what Christy learned in her market foray.” Aunt Meg handed Tinz a couple of bowls. “Please put these two in the fridge, the rest can wait a bit longer.” Tinz jumped up and did as requested before sitting back down, elbows on his knees and hands steepled in front of him.

      “Go for it,” he told me, keen for me to finish so he could start dreaming about what was for dinner, I bet.

      “I don’t think I heard anything different from you. Everything I did hear confirms your stories. Laura’s confidence has been noticed, and it’s widely known that she’s bought a ticket for overseas. People are also aware of Joel’s frustration over Hank’s reluctance to expand the business, and Ivy’s long-term suffering for loving a man who will never marry her. Nope, I can’t think of anything else that we don’t already know.” I frowned at my lack of ability to learn something new or important.

      “Well, I think that helps,” Holly said. “At least we know that what we all heard is not just one isolated theory. It looks like we have three contenders for Mr. Chief’s murder. Whether there is truth in any of it remains to be seen. Let’s hope one of them is the murderer, or else the real one is still out there feeling pretty confident in the way things are going.”

      “I agree.” Aunt Meg nodded her head.

      “Aren’t there any magic spells or cards or something that can tell you who the murderer is?” Tinz asked, wriggling his fingers around above his head like people do when they are suggesting someone is a little bit crazy.

      “Tinz!” I said more forcefully than I intended. “Please don’t do that. First, it’s rude and disrespectful, and second, it shows your ignorance of everything that not only I have learned, but we all have learned,” I said, moving my arms to incorporate him and Holly. “You’ve just about lived here with us since I arrived and you know how our magic works.” I bent over and gave Maisie a hug as I collected myself and to purposely miss any shocked looks or whispers going on above my head. Maisie squirmed and wormed her way into a better position to make the most of the hug and it felt good, despite the hairs that found their way into my mouth and up my nose.

      I sat up, having made a decision. “I’m going to make the most of the clear sky and take Maisie for a walk, down to the harbor. Since it’s Christmas Eve tomorrow, there might be some fishing boats in. Fish for lunch tomorrow?” I asked. Maisie jumped down off the couch, twirled a circle of joy, and went and sat under the coat rack.

      “Fresh fish sounds like a great idea, dear. That fits into my plans perfectly.” Aunt Meg replied.

      “You can drop me off at home on the way past,” Holly said, getting up and starting to collect dishes. “I have a few chores to do and Graf might appreciate me being home for a while.”

      “Well, I’m going to stay here and help Aunt Meg prepare dinner,” Tinz said, making it sound like he would be actively involved, when we all knew he would probably doze off in front of the fire.

      “What were you thinking of getting? A nice piece of salmon, or maybe some scallops?” Aunt Meg asked.

      “I’ll wait and see what’s still available. I might be a couple of hours,” I told her.

      “Take all the time you need. Tinz will help me with the dishes and a couple of other jobs I have in mind, won’t you, dear?” she said, turning to Tinz.

      I made a quick trip to the bathroom and then layered on my jackets and scarf. Maisie looked adorable in her pink and green Weatherbeeta coat and booties.
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        * * *

      

      We walked in silence for a few minutes, adjusting to the chilly air. The snow was turning to slush where it had been cleared from the road and paths, and it dripped steadily from the trees overhead. Maisie was enjoying being out. She stopped briefly at each mailbox but otherwise trotted along, seemingly oblivious to the cold that must be seeping through her boots.

      “Do you really have no feeling for who the murderer is?” asked Holly, arm in arm beside me.

      I collected my thoughts before answering. “No, I don’t. Somehow I feel sure it wasn’t Laura, but I’m not sure if that’s just because I don’t want it to be her. I’m afraid I could have had something to do with it if it was.”

      “You have to stop thinking like that. Aunt Meg is adamant any lotion wouldn’t give someone the wherewithal to commit murder. Confidence, yes, but not murder. If it was her, she was always going to do it, lotion or not.”

      I squeezed her arm tight. I loved how passionate she was in sticking up for me, despite only knowing me for a few months. “Thank you, but you can understand my concern. All this witch and magic stuff is so new to me, I’m just worried I might have manipulated her free will, despite what Aunt Meg says.”

      She squeezed my arm back. “Don’t be silly. I do understand, but I know you didn’t have anything to do with her murdering Hank. Now, what do you think about Ms. Climbe, and Joel?”

      I watched the air spiral out of her mouth. Apart from my nose, the rest of me felt toasty warm.

      “Ivy has certainly taken her time about it, if it was her. Why now? What’s changed? Maybe that is our missing clue, and Joel, I don’t know him and we have to remember that what we heard is all just hearsay.”

      “But what we did hear about him gives him a motive. It sounds like he is anxious to make money or gain power. Maybe he has something to prove to his father. It wouldn’t be the first time someone has gone to extremes to impress a parent, to earn their love, however off kilter their thinking is.”

      Holly came to a stop as we reached her gate. Bending down to pat Maisie, she added, “Are you okay to go on alone? Graf is probably too warm and cozy to come in just yet, anyway.” Seeing me nod that I was fine to continue alone, she reached into her pocket and tugged out her purse. Pulling out a twenty-dollar bill she handed it to me. “Can you please get me some smoked salmon? A couple of nice pieces that I can use in our appetizer, and a few scraggy ends for Graffiti.”

      “I’ll drop them off on my way back. See you soon.” We hugged, and I watched her trudge through her uncleared path to the front door. Graffiti must have heard her. I watched a blur that could only be him tear across the yard and almost trip her up as she stepped inside. I could see her laughing as we exchanged waves.

      As I walked through the town square, I saw that the Christmas tree was still roped off with police tape. Looking up at the higher platforms, I found myself almost mourning the fact that I hadn’t been able to play the role of the Christmas fairy. So much had changed since moving to the Cove. Where I had once almost been sick with anxiety at even the thought of attending yet another party or fair dressed as the Christmas fairy, here I was feeling blue that I hadn’t had the opportunity. I wasn’t aware I had stopped until Maisie jumped up, placing her booted paws on my knee. Squatting down, I shared a moment with her. A memory pushed its way into my head, and I could see the excitement on Mom’s face as she brushed my hair and helped me into my costume. The memory faded. I missed her so much and wished she could have made things right with Aunt Meg long ago so we could have all enjoyed our years together. I was sure Aunt Meg had many more stories to share.

      Maisie bounced on her back legs so her tongue could reach my face. Not able to reach any other bare skin, she thought my nose was fair game. Laughing and scrubbing the top of her head while I wiped my nose dry was therapeutic. I stood up and took one last look at the tree, then headed down to the wharf.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking through the town, the only people I saw were some children building snowmen in front of attractive wood and stone cottages with smoke spiralling out of the chimneys, and others pulling each other along on colorful sleds. I stepped around the last corner and the harbor opened in front of me. The scene was postcard-pretty. Many of the old lobster and fishery buildings had been transformed into residential apartments and cafés that spilled out onto the sidewalk surrounding the harbor. Thanks to the loudspeaker system around the marina, Christmas carols could be heard above the hive of activity below me. Numerous boats, large and small, were moored at the marina and the parking lot was full.

      As I got closer, I could see men and women in heavy sea jackets and boots hefting containers of seafood up onto the docks, where the goods were wrapped in newspaper and passed to eager buyers. The smell had that salty, fishy aroma that was joyful to draw into the lungs. Other wharfs I had visited back west had the decaying fish smell that made visitors hurry quickly to the end of the docks for photos, then hurry back. Here it was different. As soon as the crowd had bought what they wanted, whatever was left was moved to the fish factory and the docks would be scrubbed clean with stiff brooms and pressure hoses, leaving no decaying fish scraps behind to cause the offensive smell that kept visitors at a distance. The town relied on visitors for its economic stability, so it was no wonder that making the cozy harbor a pleasant place to wander was high on the town’s agenda.

      Maisie loved the wharf. There were always eager children happy to stop and receive Maisie’s kisses in return for pats. Waiting patiently for her current admirers, I rearranged my scarf to cover my lower face and block out the winter air coming off the ocean. The sun was low behind me this late in the day, but it was still trying hard to muscle its way through the dark clouds and provide an illusion of warmth. Maisie decided it was time to move on and pulled on her leash. I followed her as she made her way down the wharf towards the boats.

      Stopping in front of a beautiful old boat that looked like she could withstand the harshest of weather, I looked down on the deck where tubs full of bright-eyed salmon and plump scallops lay amongst an array of seafood. I pulled out my collapsible shopping bag, and accidentally stabbed the man next to me with my elbow.

      “I’m so sorry,” I began, as the oilskin coat turned towards me. My eyes looked up and found Liam’s familiar face. “I really am sorry, Detective,” I said by way of greeting.

      With the beginnings of a frown, he cocked his head, before his face suddenly lit up in a smile. “Ms. Fair, is that you under that scarf?” He knew he was right when he reached down to pat Maisie, who was up on her back legs balanced against his shin. “Hello, gorgeous girl.”

      My eyes widened and my mouth dropped open, thankfully hidden behind my scarf. It then dawned on me that he was talking to Maisie. I pretended to struggle with my scarf to allow time for my rising blush to subside. I couldn’t deny he affected me. The way he carried himself, and his professional manner hinted at an inner strength that pulled me in. I stuck out my hand, which he grabbed. As he didn’t initiate the shake I had intended, I belatedly shook his and let go.

      It was his turn to apologize. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking straight.” He looked a little embarrassed.

      “Good, we’re even then,” I said with a smile. “I didn’t mean to elbow you in the ribs.”

      “Didn’t feel a thing through this,” he said, touching his jacket. “Fish for dinner?”

      “Tomorrow. You?”

      “Fish is quick and easy. I eat it a lot. Have you had any more thoughts about, um, what we talked about?” He glanced briefly at the people around us, but everyone was busy with their own business.

      “We went to the market this morning.” I ignored the confusion on his face and continued. “It’s interesting what people talk about, even to complete strangers, when standing around a fire.” I watched the confusion clear to be replaced by a look of expectation.

      “And?” he asked.

      It was my turn to look around. “How about we go back to my shop? It’s closer than the station.”

      “Good idea. Have you got what you need?”

      I held up my empty bag. “I won’t be long.” I waited my turn and a few minutes later we were off back up the hill to the pharmacy, my bag heavy with a whole salmon, two dozen scallops, Holly’s boat-smoked fillets, and some scraps for Graf.
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        * * *

      

      Maisie wanted to have a good sniff at all the shopfronts on the way to my shop. She took her time sniffing all around the base of the town’s only payphone outside of our shop. “Do you know that in the time I’ve had the shop I’ve only ever seen one person use this,” I said to Liam. “About a week or so ago. An older lady who seemed to be having problems. I came out here and offered to help, but she shooed me away.”

      I stamped my feet on the metal grill, put my key in the lock, and opened the door. “I’ll put your fish in the fridge if you like,” I told him. “I’ll make a coffee too if you don’t mind lighting the fire. I know Maisie will appreciate it.” I placed our fish in the fridge, and grabbed the cream, happy to see it was not past the expiration date.

      Walking back in with our coffee, I found him sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the fire, rubbing Maisie’s belly. “She’ll always expect that now, you know,” I told him.

      “That’s okay. There’s nothing like a dog in front of the fire. I haven’t got one at the moment. I’ve been to the shelter a couple of times, but the right one hasn’t been there.”

      “Are you looking for something specific?”

      For a moment I didn’t think he’d heard me, but then he looked at me. “I’m waiting to feel a connection. I’ll know the right one, or more likely, it will know me when it sees me.”

      “I know exactly what you mean. Maisie walked into my life one day and never left. I advertised her as found everywhere—the local vets, the feed stores, but not one response. I can’t understand it, but I’ll be forever grateful. She said, ‘we are meant to be’.” I reached down to stroke her ears and she turned her head to lick my fingers.

      “You said, ‘she said.’ Is that part of your special gift, being able to talk to animals?” His grin was cheeky and infectious. Once I would have taken umbrage to such a comment, when people expected my fairy persona to be real. The funny thing was, now that my skills were real, in a magical way of course, I went along with people’s suspicions.

      “Actually, it is. We have a special bond. She is my familiar.” Maisie got to her feet and jumped onto my lap. She busied herself licking my hand and wrist for a few moments before curling up, and seemingly, falling asleep.

      Liam chuckled and looked at me like I imagined he looked at his sister, as a benevolent and supportive big brother.

      “Right. What did you learn at the market today?” he asked.

      “We all went to do some sleuthing,” I admitted, taking a sip of coffee and watching his reaction over the cup rim.

      “Of course, you did. I assume you split up so you could work the whole crowd?”

      I nearly spluttered my coffee, but swallowed it just in time.

      “Of course, you did,” he repeated, nodding his head and reaching into his pocket. Out came his notebook and pen. “So, what did you learn?”

      The warmth of embarrassment crept up my throat and onto my face. I hid behind my coffee, but the warmth of the cup only made it worse. Putting the cup down, I looked at him. Why hadn’t I kept my scarf on, I asked myself as I watched his eyes roam over my face and throat. The ghost of a smile passed across his face, but he didn’t say anything.

      “I suspect we didn’t find out anything you didn’t know,” I said. He waved his hand for me to continue.

      “The crowd seemed evenly split between Mrs. Chief, Ms. Climbe and Joel Lee.” I watched for his reaction, but I didn’t see anything. He just waited for me to continue.

      “From what we heard, everyone has been expecting Ms. Climbe to do something extreme, though maybe not murder, for close to forty years of waiting for Hank to marry her.” I watched as he scribbled a note, so I kept going. “People have noticed Laura’s increased confidence and think she had finally had enough, plus the fact that she has an overseas plane ticket, and Joel has been voicing his frustration at Hank not taking on the commercial builds.”

      “Wait a minute. Go back to Mrs. Chief. Laura has bought a plane ticket?” He looked up from his notebook. “I haven’t heard that, and she certainly hasn’t mentioned it. Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m not sure. That’s your job. I’m just telling you what we heard. A single ticket by all accounts.” I muttered the last bit, but watched his expression change, indicating he’d heard me.

      “That is interesting and something I will have to follow up. Anything else? No other clues you came across that might help me solve this case?” He had the grace not to laugh at our amateur sleuthing, but I was proud we had come across something he hadn’t.

      “I don’t think so. As long as you’d heard about Joel, which we hadn’t, that’s all.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t tell you anything.”

      “Oh no. Of course, of course you can’t tell me. I wasn’t fishing. Promise.” Maisie curled her paw, pushing her claws into my thigh, reassuring me everything was okay.

      Liam held his hand up. “I know you weren’t. I had hoped to get to the market myself, but I had to go to Bronswick to update the team.” He stretched his legs out in front of him and then stood up. “I had better get going. I need to write some notes up. Thank you for your time, and coffee. Are you heading off now too?”

      “Yes. I’ll be two minutes.” I moved over to the fire and poked the sticks to break them up, but they had almost burnt down anyway and were safe to leave. I took our cups into the kitchen and rinsed them out before grabbing our fish out of the fridge.

      It took another couple of minutes to get our jackets and boots on, Maisie included. Walking to the corner where we would part ways, we chatted about the next couple of days, and I found out he hoped to be joining the carolers tomorrow night as they made their way around town.

      Walking back to Holly’s house, I worked through all that I knew about the three suspects. I decided it wasn’t much and that I didn’t envy Liam his job.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      As I waited for Holly to open the door, I felt a shiver claw its way up my spine. Maisie spun around, gave one bark and then went silent as I watched the hackles rise along her back. “You feel it too, girl?” I looked around but couldn’t see anyone on the street, and no corners of window curtains rose furtively. Maisie snuffed a couple of times and I watched her hackles lie down flat, just as Holly opened the door. A wall of warm air swept out to meet us and she hurried us inside.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked. “It looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “It was just as I got to your door. I had the sensation of someone watching me. Maisie felt it too,” I told Holly, as I bent over to take Maisie’s jacket and boots off.

      Holly lifted the edge of her blind and looked out into the street. “I can’t see anything, not that I don’t believe you. There’s nothing worse than that creepy feeling you’re being watched. You’re safe in here.” She smiled.

      I was only now realizing the house was full of the scent of baking. “Oh my gosh, Hols. What is that delicious smell?”

      “My famous shortbread.” She walked over to her large stainless-steel bench and carefully exposed a mountain of shortbread under a large tea towel.

      “May I?” I asked, leaning over to look at the intricate patterns on the cookies. “They’re so pretty.” With my fingers hovering over them, I may have looked like I was waiting for permission, but I really couldn’t work out which one to take.

      “Help yourself. You just missed Ginger and Candy. They’ve only been gone ten minutes. You took longer than I thought. Is everything okay?”

      I closed my eyes as I savored my first mouthful of shortbread. It was divinely buttery and sweet, with just the right amount of salt to make it a taste-bud delight. I put the other half in my mouth, and I think I moaned as Holly clapped her hands softly. Hands now free, I reached into my bag and pulled out Graffiti’s salmon. “Here you go. Now Graf won’t mind if you’re home late tonight. Where is he anyway?”

      On cue, Graf appeared around the corner of the couch. Tail sticking straight up in the air, he rubbed his cheek against Maisie’s before walking over to me. After giving my hands a thorough inspection, he allowed me to rub him under his chin. A loud Ferrari-like purr filled the room.

      “I bumped into Liam at the wharf, literally. We went back to the shop and had a coffee while I told him about our trip to the market this morning.” Holly was looking at me waiting to hear more while her hands carefully put the cookies into a container. “He didn’t know about Laura’s plane ticket. I suspect he’ll see her tonight.”

      “Wow, I’m amazed he didn’t know. Several people mentioned it in my hearing. That doesn’t sound good for her, does it?”

      “No, it doesn’t. I don’t want it to be her, I really don’t.” I made to grab a couple of cookies that were in danger of falling off the bench. “Watch what you’re doing. They’re too good to waste and Maisie doesn’t need them.” Maisie either didn’t hear me, or was pretending she didn’t, as she curled up with Graf in front of the fire, happy to soak up some warmth before we ventured outside again.

      “Aunt Meg won’t mind if I bring a few things over tonight, will she? I won’t be able to carry everything tomorrow. I could get the car out, but that means I’ll have to dig the snow out first and there’s more forecast tonight.”

      It didn’t take long for Holly to organize what she wanted to bring. Jackets and boots on, I opened the door. The sun had set and it was almost dark. I looked out, and then up and down the road, before backing up into the house.

      “You know what?” I asked Holly. Turning, I waited until she had set her basket and bag back down. “What do you think about staying with us for the next couple of nights? Graf too of course.”

      Her eyes squinted and I watched several different thoughts cross her face. “You’re feeling a bit freaked, aren’t you? Do you really think someone was out there?”

      “Maybe, a bit, yes. Especially since Maisie felt it too.” Despite her jacket and boots, Maisie was on her way back to the fireplace, having made up her mind.

      “She may have just been feeding off your fear though. Give me a moment.” Holly looked back at the kitchen and then at the floor as she considered my offer. She looked up at me. “We’ll need to dig out the car. It will take a bit. Are you sure?”

      I hesitated. Was I being silly? There was no one out there, and Holly was right, Maisie would have picked up on my fear.

      An idea popped into my head. “I know. I’ll get Tinz to drive over and pick us up. Your car may as well stay out of the weather.” Sliding off my gloves, I got my phone and held my finger over the call button, eyes raised in question. She nodded, then made her way back into the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      “How long are you staying?” I asked Holly, twenty minutes later as we made the final trip back out to the car with Graf in his carrier and a bulging, red, satin Santa sack. “Have you noticed that Tinz hasn’t grumbled once? He’s up to something.”

      “I agree. He even made sure the fire was out properly and got Graf’s litter tray and food organized without my asking.”

      “Hmm, that proves he’s up to something.” I watched as Tinz carefully put Graf’s carrier into the car, knowing he had heard us. He got into the car and, looking straight ahead, mimed turning a key in front of his pursed lips.

      “What’s going—” Holly began, before I interrupted her.

      “Don’t encourage him. We’ll find out soon enough, and it will be more fun watching him burst with wanting to tell us.”

      Tinz growled, and I knew I was right. Holly and I laughed as we watched his shoulders slump, but he put the car in gear and drove off.

      When we got to Aunt Meg’s house, unpacking took twice as long because everything needed to be put away as we went. The spare fridge in the sunroom was now crammed with food. The cottage wasn’t huge, and with the tree in one corner and more presents added to those already underneath, the living room felt very snug. Graf went on a grand tour, investigating his temporary abode, and must have been satisfied. By the time we were ready to sit down for dinner, he had joined Maisie in front of the fire.

      I pointed at the two of them snuggled together. “Look, yin and yang.” Everyone took a moment to watch the two friends, nose to tail, soak up the warmth.

      Over a brimming pot of minestrone, full of veggies from the freezer and dried beans from the pantry, and one of Aunt Meg’s fresh-baked rolls, it was time to find out what was going on. I had caught Aunt Meg and Tinz’s quick furtive glances at each other several times since our arrival.

      “Come on, you two. Fess up. What’s going on?” I looked at them both and they looked at each other. It was Aunt Meg who finally spoke.

      “Looks like we’re going to be one big, happy family for Christmas this year. It’s been a long time, that’s all, dear.” Aunt Meg reached out her hand and grabbed mine, before reaching out to grab Holly’s on her other side. Holly and I joined hands with Tinz. “I’m sad all of our families can’t be with us, but it’ll be a special Christmas, nonetheless. I’m honored to have you in my life, Christy,” she said, leaning over to kiss my cheek, “and as luck would have it, you were a package deal.” She gave Holly a kiss and blew one over the table to Tinz.

      As touching as the moment was, I had a niggling feeling that this wasn’t the entire story, but I was too wrapped up in memories of Mom and the stories we had missed out on sharing about Dad’s death, and our ancestry, to push it any further. In silence, we all resumed our meal, lost in our own thoughts and memories. Looking over at Maisie, I could see she was having a doggie dream, and even Graf’s tail was twitching.

      By unspoken consensus we agreed on an early night. I’d mentioned my talk with Liam, but had kept quiet about my experience at Holly’s. Aunt Meg must have felt something, though, as I got an extra tight hug when we said goodnight. Tinz ended up staying too, and last I saw, he was squished up on the couch looking uncomfortable, but nevertheless, sound asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I had a restless night. I felt more tired when I woke than when I had gone to sleep, from trying to outrun the faceless bodies that invaded my dreams. I had been vaguely aware of hushed words and a gentle rub and pats on my back as blankets were pulled up and tucked in around me. Holly had gotten up by the time I woke and her bed was made. I hurried through a shower and tidied my room, but it was still after nine by the time I put in an appearance.

      “Sleeping Beauty is awake at last,” Tinz said, before grinning and waving me to one end of the table where a plate of toast and steaming scrambled eggs waited.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, looking at the transformed room. I sat down at my breakfast, and it was only then that I saw the rest of the table was set for eight, nine, no, ten guests if I counted my own on the end. “We’re having people for lunch?” I looked at Aunt Meg, seeking an explanation.

      “Just a little get-together,” Aunt Meg replied. “I’ve decided to use that beautiful salmon today and a couple of our guests are bringing the trimmings. We made a few phone calls yesterday, hence our little secret last night. Isn’t that right, Tinz?”

      “She left out the bit about making me work hard,” he grumbled, but then pointed at Aunt Meg, and with his voice raised an octave or two, went on, “and she wouldn’t wave her magic wand. Look around you. No. Magic. At. All!” he complained.

      “It did us good to keep busy,” she said. “You would have only slept in front of the fire otherwise.”

      Tinz opened his mouth to say something, but he had the good sense not to say it. Before he could change his mind, I asked who was coming.

      “The gang,” Tinz replied.

      I looked at the table. “Who else?”

      Tinz looked at Aunt Meg, but she only shrugged her shoulders and turned back to the sink. I looked closely at Tinz and I could tell he didn’t know, so it was pointless questioning him further. I focused on my eggs.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Surely I could know that.

      “Everyone’s arriving at eleven thirty or thereabouts. We’ll have lunch, and if the weather is clear, I thought we could wander through town. There’ll be a couple of stalls set up for coffee, mulled wine, hot nuts, and such. It’ll be our last chance to wish people a Merry Christmas. We’ll need to be home by five though, as the carolers will be making their way through the streets, and they start out this way.” Aunt Meg was glowing. This was obviously something she enjoyed and it would be a wonderful way to spend the afternoon.

      I pushed myself away from the table and got up to look out the window. It had snowed overnight as predicted, but it was fine at the moment. The pine trees looked beautiful and I wished for a moment that my mother were here to share it with me. Aunt Meg wrapped her arms around me. “I do too, dear,” she whispered, reading my mind and laying her cheek on my back and squeezing tighter.

      “I had a thought during the night,” I started. “Do you mind if I beg off helping you get prepared for lunch and go for a drive? I won’t be long.”

      Holding both of my hands in hers, Aunt Meg looked into my eyes. “I think that’s a splendid idea. Do you want Holly to go with you? Tinz and I will manage. He’s getting to be very useful around the house.” Aunt Meg ignored Tinz’s snort.

      “No. I’ll take Maisie and we might have a short walk, up by the lighthouse,” I said, telling Aunt Meg where I was going and letting her draw her own conclusions.

      I left, promising to be back within the hour. It only took a few minutes to drive up to the lighthouse, and now that I knew a bit more of the history of the Lees’ estate, I took a closer look at the cottages and the extensive gardens. Maisie and I walked up to the stark white lighthouse with its mechanized beam of light blinking on and off, and looked out over the bay to the islands. I loved the moody blues and greys of both the sea and the sky on a day like today, and if it wasn’t for the dotted white houses on the green of the islands, I doubt I would have been able to discern the horizon.

      Walking down through the parking lot that bordered the estate boundary, I was amazed at the diversity of plant life. When I approached the stacked stone pillars that stood tall on either side of the gateway, I could hear a car coming. While waiting for the car to pass, I leaned down and brushed snow off what appeared to be a large sprawling Christmas cactus. A few of the bright red blooms fell off just as the car appeared through the gates and I stood up, hoping I didn’t look guilty of committing wilful damage. I raised my hand half-heartedly in greeting and saw that the driver was Joel. His passenger was an older woman who turned to face me just as they were passing, and I saw that it was the lady from the payphone. Neither of them raised their hand, and her blank expressionless face that didn’t acknowledge me, even though she looked directly at me as they passed, stayed with me all the way home.
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        * * *

      

      Looking around the table, I put my hands to my cheeks. They ached so much from laughing and smiling. Our friends, Bonnie and Billy, surprised us all with the huge diamond engagement ring he’d given her, so the wine flowed freely in celebration. I sat back in my chair, hands on my stomach. I was full to the brim on roast salmon, potato croquettes, a hearty winter vegetable bake, and the most delicious blackberry crumble and custard, which made everyone pause for a moment before devouring it amidst fits of laughter. Only one surprise guest turned up. Nick Saint arrived just as we were sitting down and took head of the table opposite Aunt Meg. I suspected a romance was being rekindled by the sweet and shy glances up and down the table, which I’d have to quiz Aunt Meg about later.

      Aunt Meg revealed the missing guest to be Liam, who sent a message apologizing for being held up. Of course, that moved the conversation around to the murder and had everyone putting in their two cents on “who did it.”

      Bonnie, Billy, and Aunt Meg were stuck on the culprit being Joel Lee, resulting from his frustration at not being able to move Hank to take on the more lucrative commercial builds, with Aunt Meg adding that Joel’s sense of entitlement may have provided the bridge from entitlement to anger.

      Ginger, Candy, and Tinz were adamant that the spouse, in this case, Laura, was the murderer. Ginger commented on how, for the last few weeks, Laura was strutting around town like she had new purpose, which Candy agreed was most unlike her. The three agreed this was because she’d made a plan to kill her cheating husband. The overseas ticket made her guilty, despite me suggesting that surely no murderer would be stupid enough to buy a single ticket. They put this down to her beginner murderer status.

      “Her newfound confidence has given her the guts to do it,” Tinz said.

      I felt sick. He thought it was my fault, and so would Ginger and Candy if they knew what I had given her. I went to stand up, but Aunt Meg held me down. I turned towards her, but her eyes were boring into Tinz’s down the table. He glanced my way and I watched him replay his words in his mind.

      “Confidence from deciding to do something about Hank. That would be the only reason for her behavior.” He stuck out his bottom lip and made puppy dog eyes at me in silent apology. I gave him a quick grin, but I knew it didn’t reach my eyes. Before I could do or say anything, Holly stated her case.

      “I still think it was Ms. Climbe who did it,” she stated. “You hear of long-term relationships and marriages breaking up all the time when one partner finally decides they’ve had enough of something. I think that’s the case with her. Laura said Hank was not going to let her leave him, remember, at the shop?” she added, looking at me. “If Ivy knew that, maybe something in her snapped.” She looked around the table for support. She got to Nick. “Nick? What do you think?”

      “I’m inclined to agree with you,” Nick said, a bit reluctantly I suspected. “I can imagine the lengths some people would go to in order to win the love and affection of someone they’ve loved for most of their life.” His eyes skipped over Aunt Meg as he glanced around the table, but I saw her blush nonetheless. “Murder is an extreme length, though I must admit.”

      Holly looked at me expectantly.

      “I’m afraid I’m still on the fence,” I said. “I can’t see any of them doing it, to be honest. I just hope we’re not missing the real murderer. I don’t want Laura to be guilty. I can’t see Ms. Climbe resorting to murder after all this time, and Joel, well, I don’t know him well enough, but do you think he would risk getting caught?”

      “Maybe he’s arrogant enough to believe he’ll never get caught,” Billy said. “He was the supervisor on my house last summer. He came across as pompous, plus he’s a bit of a braggart.”

      “But does that make him capable of murder?” I asked. “Don’t forget Hank died from poisoning. How would Joel organize that?”

      “It would be easy to swap a jar of jam at the office, surely,” Billy said.

      I scanned everyone’s faces. We were all silent for a moment before Aunt Meg jumped up to start clearing the table.

      I stood and declared to everyone, “We’ll do the table and the dishes and make some coffee.” Taking Aunt Meg by the hand, I led her over to the couch. “You sit here and catch up with Nick. I’m sure you have lots to talk about.” I watched the color seep back into Aunt Meg’s cheeks as she fussed with the pillows around her. Nick gave me a wink as he moved to sit beside her.

      Ginger hip-bumped me out of the way as I reached for a tea towel. “You look beat. How about you sit this one out too. We can’t all fit around the fridge and sink.” Smiling, she gestured me out of her way as she reached for the faucet. I looked at Holly but only got a head toss in the direction of the living room chair.

      I gratefully sank down into the chair, folded my legs beneath me, and closed my eyes so I wouldn’t be drawn into the conversation around me. I thought back to Tinz’s comment about Laura’s confidence. I knew that the reason I didn’t want the murderer to be Laura was because I didn’t want my friends to think I could manipulate people’s free will. Whatever trust we had built up would be forever lost. The only problem was, I didn’t believe that Ms. Climbe or Joel was really capable of murder either. With these fun thoughts chasing each other around my brain, I must have drifted off to sleep, as the next thing I knew, everyone was getting ready to leave and head into town.
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      Although the weather looked clear, memories of my walk last night resurfaced, so I proposed driving into the town center. Holly and Aunt Meg quickly supported the idea so we climbed into the cars and made the short trip down towards the harbor. Maisie stayed home with Graf and, other than watching our preparations through eyes half-open, she and Graf remained in the same positions they’d been in all morning.

      There were more people out and about than I suspected for Christmas Eve. The tree was still roped off and, although a handful of people were at the rope’s edge looking up into the tree, everyone else was giving the area a wide berth. Bonnie and Billy quickly lagged behind our little group, as well wishers stopped to congratulate them. I watched as Nick linked arms with Aunt Meg and laughed as she tried to brush him off, but he held on. She cast a hasty look in my direction, but all the support she got from me was two thumbs up.

      Not watching where I was going, I stepped onto an icy patch and almost fell. Two hands reached out to steady me. Holly and Tinz were laughing so hard they almost fell themselves. We proceeded arm in arm over to a stall selling mulled wine. We filled the cups we’d had the forethought to bring with us. I looked up to see where Aunt Meg and Nick had got to and noticed that the church doors were open.

      Although I am more spiritual than religious, I felt a pull to go inside. “There’s something I have to do,” I told my friends, trying to slip out of their holds.

      “We’ll come with you,” Holly said, holding me tighter. “My family attends church at Christmas so it will be nice to go in. Tinz?” She looked at him expectantly.

      “Of course!” he said, taking the lead of our human chain, and making us look ridiculous as we tried to avoid each other’s feet.

      The duck-egg blue, clapboard-sided church with white window trim was beautiful inside. On such a crisp, clear afternoon the effect of the dancing light coming through the stained-glass windows on the wooden paneling was breathtaking. Vases of flowers on the altar and the pine wreaths hanging on the end of every pew added their floral and woody aroma. The flames of white candles danced in granite-shelved alcoves, and the smell of fresh hay in the manger completed the mesmerizing atmosphere. We left our cups of hot spicy wine on a table near the door, and along with those of the other visitors, they complemented and built on the scent of Christmas.

      Tinz led us towards the front of the church where he spotted a gap big enough for the three of us. As I went to step into the row, I noticed Laura Chief kneeling. I hesitated, but was pushed from behind to move on. I crab-walked down the narrow gap towards her. We sat down. I looked at the nativity scene and was transported back in time as memories of my childhood appeared before me. Dressed up as the Christmas fairy, I had been relegated to the far front pew in many churches and asked to stay put, sitting below both fresh and artificial trees festooned with decorations, while I watched the rest of the children have fun acting their roles, telling the Christmas story.

      Laura brushed against me as she returned to her seat and turned to apologize. Recognizing me, she reached out and placed her hand over mine. By instinct, I placed my other hand on her arm.

      “I’ll see you outside,” she whispered, as she stood to leave. When she made her way out of the pew, I saw Tinz’s eyes boggle as she passed. I ignored him for the moment. I needed to check in with Mom.

      I silently whispered a prayer for my mother, hoping she had found peace, and perhaps even my father. I wished she could have been here and seen my pharmacy and shop, something I had dreamed of doing for a long time. I also wished she could have met Holly and Tinz and my other new friends. And then I realized that, for the first time in my life, I felt like I belonged. While I was not quite ready to even try to understand what had kept Mom and Aunt Meg apart for so long, I believed that she had felt she still had time to make amends. Finally, I sent a prayer that the murderer would soon be identified, so Hank could rest in peace.

      Peeking to my right, I saw that Tinz had gone. Holly was looking dreamily at the nativity scene. Almost instantaneously we reached for each other’s hand and took a few minutes to soak up the magical atmosphere that is Christmas.
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        * * *

      

      Cups in hand, we left the church and made our way back down to the street. We stood momentarily undecided on which way to head. I scanned the faces around me but couldn’t see Laura. I heard Tinz shouting our names, tugged Holly’s hand and we watched as he jogged towards us.

      Tinz slid on a bit of ice, but Holly and I caught him and stopped him from barreling through the crowd.

      “They’re all here,” he blurted, cutting through our laughing at his spidery limbs scrabbling to keep him upright.

      “Who are here and where’s your cup?” I asked.

      “Laura, Ivy, and Joel. They’re all here. Laura and Ivy alone, but Joel is here with his family. Come on, come back to the square.” He started to pull us back the way he had come, before stopping. “Drained my wine, cup’s in my pocket.” And then he started pulling us again.

      I came to a sudden stop almost tripping Holly and Tinz over in the process. The sensation of something creeping its way up my spine returned. I swiveled my head in all directions. I could see Holly doing the same having picked up on my feeling of panic, or perhaps dread.

      “What’s going on? We’re not quite there.” Tinz looked confused, his eyebrows squishing together.

      “I need a moment. Have you seen Aunt Meg? I need Aunt Meg. Can you find her for me?” I looked at him briefly, hoping he would pick up on my anxiety and run off.

      “Er, sure. Are you okay? Are you sure you’ll be all right if I leave?” He looked worried now and started chewing on a nail, before nodding and taking off, hopefully to find Aunt Meg.

      “Christy?” Holly was staring over my shoulder. I turned and saw Laura working her way towards me, but once people realized who she was, they moved out of her way, providing a clear path directly to me.

      She veered past me at the last moment and indicated with her head that I should follow. I couldn’t be that trusting of a potential murderer, so I didn’t follow, until she stopped at the edge of the crowd and beckoned me again.

      “Be careful, Christy. I know you don’t want it to be her, but we don’t know yet.” Holly lowered her voice. “Do you want me to come too?”

      I’d made my decision. “No, I’ll be all right. I won’t go anywhere with her. You’ll keep an eye on us anyway, won’t you?”

      “Of course, she can’t do anything here.”

      A minute later I stood in front of Laura and had to work a bit harder than I would have liked in order to smile.

      “Thank you. I can’t blame you for being reluctant, I suppose, but please know I didn’t do it. I know it doesn’t look good, but it wasn’t me, I promise.” Her hand fussed with her collar and scarf, rearranging it over and over.

      “I want to believe it wasn’t you, truly I do. What can I do for you?”

      “I just need someone to talk to. My husband is dead.” I wanted to tell her the police were the people she needed to speak to, but she kept on talking, and I realized it was a friend she needed to talk to about her grief. “I loved Hank. I knew he was a womanizer. Gosh, enough people told me all about Ivy, long before I agreed to marry him. Truth was I couldn’t have children and he was the first man I met who didn’t care. He honestly didn’t mind and never, not once, used it against me. But you know the stories you tell yourself when you’re unsure, and you’re forever worried that one day they’ll start to use it against you. I allowed that to destroy the confidence I once had. I was always fearful he was going to leave me for Ivy, but at the same time I don’t know why he didn’t. He didn’t ever say that he loved her, but he compared me to her a lot. He wanted me to be more like her. He wanted the self-assured and confident partner he’d married. That was what Hank hated the most, and he did use that against me. But when I started using your lotion and started feeling better, Hank swore he was falling in love with me all over again. By then it was too late of course, and I started making my own plans to get out of here and start fresh.” Her features implored me to believe her.

      “I’ve told you before, Laura, that the magic in the lotion is having someone believe in you so you can believe in yourself. Please don’t put all your faith in a little tube of cream. You found the inner strength to tell yourself a different story, that’s all.” My smile came easily, and her face lit up. She grabbed both my hands in hers.

      “Thank you. Your friends are waiting.” She gestured over my shoulder. “I need to get out of here so that everyone can get on with enjoying their Christmas Eve. Merry Christmas, Christy.” I watched her hold her head high as she made her way back through the crowd, until I lost sight of her.

      Turning around, I walked over to Aunt Meg, Holly, and Tinz. “I know,” I said, forestalling their warning, “she could still be the murderer, but it just doesn’t feel right. It’s almost five, so we should head home. Anyone want a lift?”

      Walking back to the car, I felt someone watching me, but it was a different sensation. I didn’t feel the fear that had accompanied me the other two times. I looked around and came eye to eye with Ms. Climbe. “Excuse me a moment. I’ll catch up in a bit,” I said over my shoulder to the others, ignoring their pleas to come back.

      It was only when I was standing in front of her that I questioned my motive and wondered what I was going to say. We stood there for what seemed ages, looking at each other.

      “Did you want to talk to me?” I asked her, suddenly afraid I had acted foolishly, as I had no idea what to say to her.

      I watched her mouth open and close a few times like it had at the police station. I raised my eyebrows in question and before I knew it, I blurted out, “Did you like the blackberry jam you bought from the shop?” Not my finest moment, but I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t said it.

      A loud sigh escaped her, and she blinked a couple of times before shaking her head as if to wake herself up. “I wanted to apologize for knocking you over, that’s all. I wasn’t thinking and it was only later that I realized what I’d done. I am sorry.” She reached out her right arm and I let it sit there, hanging in the air for the briefest of moments, before I grabbed her hand.

      “Thank you,” I said as I shook it.

      “That was Hank’s favorite jam. I don’t know what I’ll do without him.” The sadness around her eyes returned and I had no doubt she had loved him. She turned, and I watched her walk slowly away before I turned away too and walked back to the others.

      “She wanted to apologize for knocking me over,” I told Aunt Meg, Holly and Tinz. They accepted my explanation and didn’t question me further. Tinz then spent our trip home regaling us again with why he thought Laura was the murderer and how he wished the police would just arrest her and get it over with. I tuned out and allowed the quickly cooling air to work its way down my neck and in under my scarf to ease the tightness in my chest, as my mind tussled with the conflicting emotions Laura and Ivy had raised in me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      We had only been home long enough to get inside, change our clothes, and clean up for dinner, when we heard carolers in the distance.

      Aunt Meg and Holly busied themselves with making two trays of mugs with hot chocolate and marshmallows, and a plate piled high with shortbread, while Tinz begrudgingly filled up the wood box. His steps got a little more purposeful when Aunt Meg reminded him that he was the one that would benefit most, given his bed was six feet away from the fire.

      We had enough leftovers for an evening meal so I laid the table and put as much as I could out, ready for when we came back inside. Maisie and Graf enjoyed a game of tag in the backyard, bouncing through the soft snow, but their initial joy quickly waned before wanting to get back in front of the fire. Toweling them off, I gave them a rundown on our afternoon. Talking to Maisie helped to clarify my thoughts and I walked back inside, a little more at peace with them.

      I marveled at Liam’s deep baritone voice as our part of the street was treated to a medley of Christmas songs that raised the spirits. Aunt Meg’s hot chocolate and Holly’s shortbread were well received and allowed everyone to mingle. Hands wrapped around his mug, Liam asked if I had come across any further information that I wanted to share.

      “I don’t think so. Laura talked to me in the square earlier and swore she didn’t do it,” I said, trying to gauge his reaction.

      “Yes, she’s been pretty adamant. Did you bump into her?”

      “No, she actually sought me out.”

      “Why do you think she did that? Why you?”

      “I don’t know. We were starting to become friends, I suppose. I spent some time with her in consultation before making the lotion for her. Maybe she feels she’s got no one else to talk to.” I looked down at my feet. I still couldn’t shake the possibility that I’d had something to do with Hank’s death, even if not directly.

      Liam put his gloved fingers under my chin and lifted my head up, before shoving his hand back into his jacket. “I am positive you had no part in Hank’s death. You’ve got nothing to fear, unless you are a real witch of course. Then I might have to think twice.” He laughed heartily, but my stomach dropped into my boots as I looked around for an escape.

      Aunt Meg appeared beside me and handed me a couple of her Christmas crackers. “Here you go, dear. How about you have some fun with these wonderful people.”

      A frisson of electricity shot up my arm and I swear the crackers glowed for the briefest of nanoseconds. I met Aunt Meg’s eyes, which twinkled with mischief. There were no shouts of surprise, so maybe I’d imagined it. She nodded before turning away and delighting the rest of the crowd with her spicy sparkles and more cracker jokes.

      “Are you ready to make a wish, Detective?” I asked with a smirk, daring him to embrace his inner child.

      “Game on, Ms. Fair. Always ready for a Christmas wish.”

      He grabbed the proffered end and, counting to three, he pulled against me. I watched his facial expressions pass through awe, then confusion, and then something like disbelief, before he peered at me out of the corner of his eye, pointed his finger at me, and shouted, “Witch!”

      Everyone, including me, jumped at the sound, but then they joined him in laughing. He laughed so hard he clutched his stomach with one hand and wiped tears away with the other. Meanwhile, I was freaking out inside and trying hard to resist the urge to run, but somehow I stayed glued to my spot.

      Watching him settle down did little to quiet my own anxiety. It took him a couple of minutes before he could talk coherently.

      “How did you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “It must be the time of year and a sign of the stress I am under, but those sparkles took on the shapes of all of my favorite toys from Christmases past. Maybe you do have witches in your ancestry.” He snorted. “That was amazing and just what I needed.” His voice trailed off and I imagined the pressure he must be under to solve Hank’s murder.

      A phone started ringing. A few people grabbed for their pockets, but it was Liam that began talking. Since he was moving away, I could only hear his side of the conversation.

      “Yes? The hospital? Confessed? You’re kidding? I’ll be there in ten. Yep, me too.”

      Turning back, he found a sea of faces looking at him. He went to say something but changed his mind. He gave us a quick wave and strode back up the street. I watched him break into a run, before slipping on some ice and returning to walking as fast as he could.

      A dozen conversations started at once. Everyone was speculating on who had confessed and after a couple of carolers who worked for the town paper said they needed to get up to the hospital to find out more, the others agreed it was time to move on. We collected mugs, exchanged Merry Christmas wishes, and went back inside where the conversation continued.

      Aunt Meg, Holly, and Tinz stuck to their original suspicions on who the killer was. Liam hadn’t looked shocked at the news, so I interpreted that to mean it was one of the three suspects. Even with this apparent confession, I still couldn’t see any of them wanting to kill Hank. It’s a big leap from feeling frustrated or fed up with someone’s behavior—to murder.

      We all nibbled on leftovers, then sat in front of the fire and discussed our plans for the next day. Maisie lay on her back in my lap for over an hour, soaking up my tummy rubs with more contentment than Graf, who had allowed Holly only a couple of minutes of cuddles before raising his paw at her, jumping off, and returning to his bed in front of the fire. As much as I loved both cats and dogs, I was thankful that it was Maisie who had walked into my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      After a remarkably solid night’s sleep, I bounced out of my bed and jumped straight onto Holly's. We lay with our heads on her pillow and wished each other Merry Christmas, before sitting up when we heard the door push open. We giggled as a little orange rocket scooted across the floor and launched herself at us. Rubbing Maisie’s tummy and pulling her ears gently was our way of sharing the joy of Christmas morning while we waited for his lordship, also known as Graf, to saunter over. Holly reached down and picked him up, and despite his stiff-legged reluctance, she cuddled him close. Orange hairs were everywhere. I muttered the spell Aunt Meg had taught me as I moved my hand in a circle. “Little orange hairs swim through the air and collect together over there,” I said, pointing to the floor near the door. To my disappointment the hairs failed to move. I promised to try again after we’d been to see if Aunt Meg was awake.

      Creeping down the hall towards Aunt Meg’s room, I saw her door swing open amidst a cascade of gold stars. We ran in, holding our pets close, and jumped onto Aunt Meg’s gloriously plush, queen-sized four-poster bed. Graf quickly escaped to sit on one far corner and contented himself with cleaning his face, while judging us through half-closed eyes. Maisie wormed around us in order to maximize her pats and rubs.

      “Merry Christmas, Aunt Meg.” I hugged her tight and kissed both cheeks, a tear escaping to dampen us both.

      “Merry Christmas, my dear Christy,” she replied, pulling my head down and kissing me on my forehead and nose. “Your mom is here in spirit and misses you madly.” She grabbed my hand and snuggled her cheek into it, just like my mom used to do. We stared into each other’s glistening eyes.

      “Merry Christmas, Aunt Meg,” Holly said, after giving us a moment. “May all our Christmas wishes come true.”

      After I made a bigger mess with Maisie’s hair and caused it to halo around us, Aunt Meg reversed the direction I was twirling my hand and the hairs finally all nestled neatly together by the door.

      We walked stealthily out into the living room, though why Tinz hadn’t yelled at us to be quiet was a mystery. However, there was no sign of him. The couch was empty, and his blankets were folded away.

      “Maybe he decided not to stay, after all,” I said to the others, puzzled by Tinz’s absence.

      “No, he was here earlier. I needed another glass of water and snuck through the living room,” Holly said, head cocked, finger tapping her lip.

      At that moment, the front door slammed open and we heard feet stamping on the porch.

      “I’m back,” Tinz yelled, as though we were all out in the backyard. “I should have put money on it. Laura is the killer. I win,” he shouted triumphantly, as though his team had won the championship.

      “Um. Be a bit respectful. A man is dead,” I half-heartedly shouted back.

      Tinz walked into the living room rubbing his hands together. Nose and ears bright red from cold, he walked over and stood in front of the fire. “Any coffee?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “Not yet. We only just walked in here to find you gone,” I told him.

      He turned his back to the fire, grinning from red ear to red ear. “So, are you going to say anything?”

      “You obviously want to tell us, so spill,” Holly said, turning the coffeemaker on and arranging our mugs.

      “Not until you’re all sitting down,” he replied, crossing his arms and looking smug.

      Aunt Meg, Holly and I shared a look and then spent the next twenty minutes making breakfast, putting the turkey into the oven, making Maisie and Graf stay outside long enough to relieve themselves, and generally fluffing about.

      “Enough already. I see what you’re doing. Hurry up. Please!” Tinz finally said with a pleading whine.

      “Laura confessed,” Tinz began as soon as we had breakfast ready, standing in front us, making eye contact like he was the lawyer trying to convince us, the jury. “Her lawyers are going for involuntary manslaughter as it wasn’t premeditated, although the police haven’t ruled out murder yet, primarily because of her plane ticket. But get this. Laura denies buying a plane ticket, even though the travel agent has it on record.”

      He paused, waiting for our reaction. Getting nothing but the noise of crunching toast, he sighed deeply before continuing. “Laura had blackberry pie last night. She got it out of the freezer, heated it up, ate it, and soon thereafter she was vomiting and was taken to the hospital with severe stomach cramps. Tada! She made the pie with the last of their blackberries and must have picked some nightshade by mistake. Well, that’s what she’s saying anyway.” This time he stopped talking and proceeded to spread butter on his toast.

      “Wow,” I said. “Sounds like the crime has been solved, doesn’t it?” I might have come across a tad more sarcastic than I intended, but Tinz nodded enthusiastically.

      “Almost sounds too neat, doesn’t it?” Aunt Meg voiced what I was thinking too.

      Holly looked at me. “Laura never mentioned a plane ticket that day in the shop, did she?” she asked me.

      “No, she didn’t. She didn’t last night either. You’d think she’d have said something if she was planning to go overseas.” My brain was working hard. There was more.

      “Of course she wouldn’t say anything. That’s why she bought it online when she lives in a small town with a local travel agent. She wanted to keep it secret,” Tinz countered, arguing his case.

      “How did people know she’d bought it then? We heard at least several different groups mention it at the market, so people knew.” I scratched my head. I needed more coffee. Tinz once again went over what he’d found out, trying to convince us of Laura’s guilt, while I refilled everyone’s cup.

      “Hang on,” I interrupted Tinz’s diatribe. “Hank was eating scones with jam. Why is Laura saying it was pies? Did anyone mention that?” I asked Tinz.

      He spluttered and toast crumbs went everywhere. Before I could even react, Aunt Meg had worked her magic and the crumbs disappeared without her even blinking.

      “She probably made the pies with the leftover berries or something. Or don’t you use old berries for jam, so maybe she made jam out of leftover berries. I don’t know, but she did it. She says she did.” Tinz threw back his coffee in frustration, forgetting that I’d just poured him a hot steaming cup. Yelping, he ran over to the fridge, pulled out some cold water and guzzled it down.

      “Are you okay?” we all asked in unison, genuinely concerned. We watched him drain the half-filled jug.

      “Phew, that was close. I didn’t swallow it. My taste buds are sore, but all good.” Tinz had the constitution of an ox and wouldn’t let something like a too-hot coffee hold him back.

      “Sounds to me like Hank’s murder isn’t solved at all, from what you’ve told us. The police need to find out about the plane ticket, test the pie, and test if Laura was in fact poisoned by nightshade or not.” I waited for someone to disagree, and while Tinz fidgeted uncomfortably with my conclusion, Aunt Meg and Holly seemed to follow my thinking and were at least considering it. “Has Laura been charged officially?” I asked Tinz.

      “I don’t know.” He hung his head. Maybe he was starting to see the holes in his own story. I patted him on the back as I moved around him to stoke the fire.

      “I do give you high marks for getting out of bed early and going out to see what’s going on. Merry Christmas.” I reached out my arms, he stepped into them and we hugged each other hard.
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        * * *

      

      We were preparing vegetables for lunch when there was a knock at the door. We kept busy while Aunt Meg answered it.

      “Merry Christmas, everyone,” Liam said behind us.

      We exchanged Christmas wishes and waited for him to explain why he had come.

      “I just wanted to call in and wish you all Merry Christmas. No doubt you’ve heard Laura Chief has confessed to killing her husband, or more correctly, confessed to involuntary manslaughter.” We all nodded. “I suspect we’ll have a busy day. So I won’t stay long.”

      “Do you really think she’s guilty?” I asked him as he prepared to leave.

      Turning back to me, he paused briefly before responding. “That’s not for me to decide. My job is to collect the evidence.”

      I decided to voice my own doubts over the cause of Hank’s death.

      “Forgive me for speaking out of turn, but I just can’t see any of them committing murder. I realize I hardly know any of them, especially Joel, who I’ve never spoken to, but from what I’ve heard, none of them seem like the type.” I snapped my mouth closed before I said anymore.

      Liam looked at me and smiled and I was instantly thrown back in time. A memory of my father squatting down in front of me when I was trying to understand something with the naivety of toddlerhood. Liam’s look was exactly the same. I sunk down into my chair knowing he was about to explain the vagaries of humankind.

      “Unfortunately, there is no type. Everyone has the potential to commit murder. Pushed far enough, we can all snap.” His phone started vibrating and he picked it up. “Yes?” He listened intently and reached for his pen and notebook.

      I got up and motioned for the others to do the same. We went into the hallway to give him some space.

      “We could have stayed,” Tinz said petulantly. “He didn’t ask us to go.”

      “We’ve got better manners than that,” I replied.

      “We need to get lunch on,” Aunt Meg and Holly said at the same time, before bursting out laughing, then stifling their outburst behind their hands.

      “I’m glad you’re looking after our stomachs,” I said, again enjoying their connection over food.

      We heard Liam’s chair push back and he appeared in the hallway before us.

      “Apologies, but I have to go. Merry Christmas again.”

      We stood on the porch and watched him leave.

      “We need to start peeling some vegetables. If we don’t get moving, we’ll be having lunch at six o’clock tonight,” Aunt Meg said, hurrying us back inside.

      We headed back into the kitchen and got to work, but my brain wouldn’t switch off. I was tasked with making cranberry sauce, and after tipping two bags of frozen berries into the pot, I stirred them slowly, watching the bright, burgundy color leach out in swirls into the liquid.

      “Ivy, or one of Joel’s family could have rung the travel agency and said she was Laura. There wouldn’t be any evidence to either confirm or deny Laura’s innocence.” There were three faces looking at me, two with peelers hanging in midair.

      “There’s no way Joel’s mother would cover for him; however, Grandma Grace might,” Aunt Meg pondered.

      I thought back to the older woman using the payphone and who I now know was Grandma Grace, and then yesterday her blank expression looking through me as though I wasn’t there. Maybe she had other things on her mind. “Do you really think Grandma Grace would do it?”

      “Who knows what we are capable of to save one of our own,” Aunt Meg replied.

      I kept thinking. “I still can’t see Ivy killing Hank after all this time though, so why now?” I asked myself.

      “When do we get to open presents?” Tinz said to no one in particular. “I’ve always opened them in the morning.” He was pouting and looking longingly at the pile of gifts under the tree.

      “After lunch,” Aunt Meg said, starting to lose her patience, “which will be even later if you don’t hurry up with those vegetables.”

      “What if she didn’t mean to kill him?” I murmured, cranberry juice dripping from the raised wooden spoon onto the floor.

      “What? What are you saying?” Holly asked, and seeing the mess I was making, moved my hand back over the pot and grabbed a cloth to clean up.

      I went back to stirring slowly. “What if Ivy did it, but she didn’t mean to kill him, just, I don’t know, make him sick?

      “Why would she do that?” Holly asked.

      Before I could explore my thoughts further, Tinz butted in. “Of course, someone murdered him. They all have solid motives,” he said, still working furiously, not daring to pause his peeling.

      “I think Christy has a point,” Aunt Meg said. “Yes, they could have murdered him, but a few berries in some jam isn’t guaranteed to kill anyone. Making them sick is a much more likely outcome. Keep going, dear. I think you’re on to something.” She patted me on the back before returning to work.

      Holly was watching me, one eyebrow hitched, and nodding in agreement.

      Carefully spooning in some sugar and pinches of nutmeg, cinnamon, and all spice, I kept stirring and thinking.

      “Go with me here,” I asked of the others. “What if it was Ivy? Laura told us Hank wasn’t interested in her but had recently, thanks to her improved confidence in herself, been—what were Laura’s words?—something about waking up to the fact that she exists?”

      Holly’s eyes widened as she nodded enthusiastically.

      “What if Hank had been neglecting Ivy, or even pushing her away, in an attempt to win back Laura’s love? What if Ivy was feeling threatened and maybe even fearful that she was losing Hank? What if she thought she could show Hank that Laura wasn’t interested in him? So she bought the ticket and added some berries to his jam to make him sick. The way Laura was feeling about him she probably wouldn’t have been too sympathetic, and maybe Ivy saw that as an opportunity to show him he was better off with her.” It sounded pretty reasonable to me, but what if I was just trying to justify Laura’s innocence so I wouldn’t look like a manipulator to my friends?

      “We need to sit down for a bit,” stated Aunt Meg, cleaning her hands on the tea towel tucked into her apron. “Come on, it’s time we had a glass of sherry, sat down and nutted this out.”

      “What about lunch?” Tinz whined.

      “Pfft. Lunch will happen eventually. We have a murder to solve,” Holly admonished gleefully, grabbing glasses out of the cupboard.

      “Can you go through that again?” Holly asked. “I wasn’t really listening at the start.”

      Half an hour later and after investigating my theory from multiple angles, Aunt Meg concluded that I had to talk to Liam. “He didn’t hesitate to use us as his sounding board, and he needs to hear this. It makes sense,” she said.

      “I… I don’t want to potentially lead him away from the real killer though. What if Laura is guilty, or even Joel?” I was starting to backpedal.

      “Give the man some credit. He’ll listen, but he’ll still do his own thing. You’re not going to cause him to throw his hands up and say, ‘you’re right’,” Aunt Meg counseled.

      “Okay,” I conceded. “Can you all come with me though? I don’t want to do it over the phone.”

      “What about lunch?” Tinz whined again. I felt sorry for him. This was not the Christmas day we had planned and who knew what time we’d finally get to eat?

      Aunt Meg stood in front of him. “The food isn’t going to leave the planet. The turkey’s fine. I’ve turned it way down and I’ll keep an eye on the time and come back if I need to. Don’t you want to be part of solving the town murder?” We all watched the emotions pass over his face as he let go of lunch and moved on to helping to solve the crime.

      “Let’s go then,” he said, rushing for the door like it was his idea all along.

      Maisie and Graf sat in the hallway and watched us leave, no doubt a little disappointed too that lunch was being delayed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      I entered the police station hesitantly. I now wasn’t sure we were doing the right thing. To make matters worse, Laura, Ivy, Joel and his parents, as well as a couple of others, most likely lawyers, were sitting and standing inside the station. I tried to back out of the door, but three sets of hands on my back propelled me forward. Laura sat with her hands covering her face, and I’m pretty sure she was crying. Joel didn’t acknowledge our arrival at all, but Ivy’s look of utter despair reached deep into my soul. I quickly looked away and heard her gasp. Looking back at her, I watched her hand come up to cover her mouth, as she shook her head slowly side to side and tears rolled down her cheeks. I had to tear my eyes away from her obvious grief.

      Liam looked up from a desk and did a double take, as he saw it was us.

      Ushering us into a side room, he asked, “What brings you here? I only just left you. Is something wrong?”

      Tinz pushed me more to the front. Glaring at him, I then had to take a deep breath, before facing Liam.

      “We had an idea,” I began.

      “Look, I’m really sorry, but we’re busy here. Now is not the time.” He was in full detective mode and made to usher us back out the door.

      Aunt Meg spoke. “I think you need to listen to her. You need to be her sounding board this time,” she said, placing her hand on his chest to halt him. “It won’t take long, then we can leave you to it.”

      He stopped, and after a moment of hesitation, perched himself on a corner of the desk. His crossed his arms, but he must have realized how it looked and quickly unfolded them.

      “You have two minutes,” he said sternly, and pointedly looked at his watch before curling his fingers around the edge of the desk.

      “I think it was involuntary manslaughter and that it was Ivy.” I went on to tell him what I was basing my thoughts on and the conversations we’d had with Laura. I also told him it was just a hunch, but I thought it worth investigating. When I got to the end, I held my breath and waited for his reaction. He made me wait.

      “It’s an interesting theory.” His hands came up and scrubbed his face.

      We became aware of raised voices outside the door and Liam got up to investigate, but before he could open the door, Laura barged in, followed by an apologetic sergeant. Liam waved him off and he was only too happy to leave.

      Laura stood in front of me, her eyes glaring into mine. I watched her nostrils flare and a bead of sweat erupt on her brow.

      “How could you?” she asked me, but I stood in shock, not knowing what I had done wrong. “I spoke to you in confidence, and here you are telling him,” she said, throwing her head back towards Liam.

      “I’m sorry, Laura, but you’ve got it all wrong…” I didn’t know what to say to her. She scoffed and turned back to Liam.

      “I’m here to confess. Again! Just because they didn’t find any sign of, err, those berries in me, doesn’t mean I couldn’t have accidently poisoned him. I’d never made jam before, and I thought I was doing the right thing. Everyone knows he loves—loved—his scones and jam. He went through enough jam for a family of ten. I just want this over with. Do you have any idea what it’s been like?” She hid her face behind her hands again and let me gently guide her back into a chair.

      Grabbing a box of tissues off Liam’s desk, I placed them beside Laura and gestured to the others that we should leave, but Tinz shook his head adamantly and stayed where he was. We went to move out of the office and I had my hand on the doorknob, when it was pushed open and I fell back, landing on my backside. I looked up at Ivy as she climbed over me to get into the office.

      “I can’t take this anymore,” she snapped. “Yes, I put the deadly nightshade into his jam. Heck, I even spread the scones with it myself. He wanted to get back in her good graces now she’s taking control again.” The veins in her neck bulged against her skin as she jabbed a finger at the distraught Laura.  “I couldn’t take it—”

      Liam held up his hand and moved between her and the seated Laura who was now crying hysterically.

      “Please stop. Are you making a confession?” he asked Ivy.

      Pressing her lips together, Ivy nodded and sat down in the chair, hastily vacated by Holly. I stood and swiped at some mud on my pants as we excused ourselves and left the room, shortly followed by a contrite Tinz.

      Joel and his family had left, and the two lawyers were pacing back and forth, arguing with the sergeant about getting access to their clients.

      We weren’t needed so I told the sergeant we were going home. He nodded distractedly as he tried to placate the men.
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        * * *

      

      We were getting into the car when the station door opened.

      “Hang on,” Liam called out, as he made his way down the steps. “The sergeant is just reading Ivy her rights; I’ve just got a minute.”

      He looked at me, and then at the others, before settling on Aunt Meg. “Do you think you have room for an extra person at dinner tonight? I might be late, but I sure would appreciate the hospitality.”

      Aunt Meg craned her head up at him and slowly smiled. “I sure do. Let me know if you can’t be there by eight. We’ll wait till then.”

      Tinz moaned loudly, causing Holly and me to laugh. Liam thanked us for coming down to the station and said he hoped to see us later.

      Tinz was still grumbling about a late lunch by the time we were back home, along with his bewilderment over what had just gone down at the station. In truth, all our stomachs were grumbling when the delicious aroma of roasting turkey assaulted our senses as soon as we opened the front door. I was glad Aunt Meg had agreed to postpone lunch though. My stomach was turning somersaults between grumbles, worried about whether I’d done the right thing. I wasn’t up to enjoying a Christmas lunch just yet.

      “Regardless of who did it, you passed on your thoughts in good faith, dear.” Aunt Meg assured me and her face crinkled up, her cheeks as red as Rudolf’s nose.

      “Now what shall we whip up for lunch? Tinz needs to be fed.” Aunt Meg reached behind and patted Tinz on the head as he sat dejectedly at the table.

      Holly ended up making macaroni and cheese while Aunt Meg thawed some apples and rhubarb to make a crumble. It ended up being an earlier lunch than it would have been, meaning Tinz got to open presents earlier too, which cheered him up no end.
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        * * *

      

      I rubbed my hands over the intricately carved grimoire, a present from Aunt Meg. The pages inside were tipped with gold, and together with a sterling silver quill pen and inkwell from Holly, Aunt Meg said I was ready to start recording my own spells and magical workings. It was a truly beautiful book and I couldn’t help stroking my fingers over the cover.

      Holly was similarly drooling over the 1845 first edition of Modern Cookery by Eliza Acton that I’d found, completely by accident, in an antique shop in Bronswick. Aunt Meg, Holly, and I had bought Tinz a series of golf lessons with a well-known pro who visited Bronswick several times a year, which went down very well with the competitive golfer in Tinz.

      I hadn’t known what to buy Aunt Meg, but the answer had come to me in a dream a few weeks earlier. In my dream, Aunt Meg had her nose up against the window of a shop that sold old wares, and she was looking at a beautiful old cauldron. Not wanting to ask her directly if she needed one, I had gone through the house and shed as much as I could, but didn’t find one. The local blacksmith hand-hammered one for me, complete with a solid brass handle. Aunt Meg was speechless.

      Graf got a new heavy-duty scratching post to replace the last one that was hanging together by a thread, and Maisie was sure to look adorable in her new pure wool winter outfit, continuing the green and pink tartan theme I liked her in. It came complete with booties, collar, and cap, and I was smothered in licks and kisses in return.

      The vegetables were on, the gravy made, and we had just opened a bottle of sparkling shiraz from the Barossa Valley in Australia, when Liam turned up, half an hour early. He gave Aunt Meg and Holly chocolates and flowers, a bottle of brandy for Tinz, but I had a box to open. With equal amounts of embarrassment and excitement, I ripped off the paper, opened the box, and from out of the bubble wrap, pulled the most exquisite china doll, except she was obviously a witch. You could have heard a lone snowflake fall. I dared not look at the others. Liam interpreted my silence as negative and quickly apologized for the gift.

      “I thought you would like it. I got one for my sister and when I was in Bronswick yesterday, I saw they had this one, and thought of you. The man makes them himself so it’s one of a kind.” He talked fast, as if he somehow needed to defend himself. “I thought it would be a nice gesture to acknowledge that there might be some element of magic in all of us, and I thought you would get it. I’m sorry. I don’t think you’re a witch, not really.” He collected the wrapping paper and screwed it into a small, tight ball, a deep frown creasing his forehead.

      “No. I love it. I really do. I’ve never seen one before. She is magnificent and the craft work is superb. I do get it.” The tension in my body abated as I started to appreciate his gesture. “You have your eyes open a little wider now, appreciating that not every answer is logical or concrete. Thank you.” I placed my hand on his arm. “I mean it, thank you.” His face softened, and looking at me, he must have decided I was telling the truth, as his whole body relaxed.

      “So, I have some news. How long till dinner?” he asked Aunt Meg, who was still busy trying to close her gaping mouth and catch up.

      “Whenever you’ve finished telling us what you want to say,” she told him.

      He raised his glass. “To inquisitive sounding boards who look beyond the obvious and listen to their gut. Cheers to my amateur sleuths.” He took a sip but saw we weren’t joining him, so he continued. “Ivy’s confession to accidentally killing Hank supports everything we knew. As you suspected, she only meant to make him sick, thinking Laura wouldn’t care. She bought the ticket for overseas and started the rumor of Laura leaving. She wanted Hank to realize that she was the one that had always stood by him, and that her love was unconditional, despite his obvious failings. She said she couldn’t remember how many berries you had said would be harmful, but on mashing some up, it didn’t look enough to make someone ill, so she added more to make sure. Poor Hank ingested more than enough, plus he was being treated for early stage heart failure, much to the surprise of both Laura and Ivy, which gave him no reserve. She’s beside herself with grief, but she’s been taken to Bronswick. Laura held her hand through the entire confession; Ivy wouldn’t let her leave. Laura is a most remarkable woman,” he finished, shaking his head slightly.

      We sat looking at him as he told his story. I didn’t feel anything except a huge amount of sadness for two strong women, who had fallen in love with the wrong man. I didn’t feel like celebrating how close I was to the truth, as I could have just as easily got it all wrong.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner started off as a somber affair, despite Liam’s news, as the others reflected my quietness, until Nick dropped by to wish us Merry Christmas, just as we were starting on the pumpkin pie. The conversation soon changed tack as Nick and I exchanged stories of Christmas events gone awry, and it ended up being one of the most memorable meals I’ve ever had. We said prayers for those that couldn’t join us and thanked the universe for new friends and old.

      It was after midnight when Liam and Nick left. After they’d gone, I spoke about my fear of taking away Laura’s free will, and losing the trust of my friends, something I never wanted to do as a witch. Aunt Meg assured me that, even if it was possible, my nature would never allow it. Looking at the stack of dirty dishes, we all agreed that they could be cleared away by magic as a present to ourselves. More hugs and declarations of love and friendship accompanied us to our beds. Maisie joined me, and together we fell asleep, dreaming of chasing rabbits and china dolls with witches’ hats and pointy shoes, respectively.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The knocking continued, despite my best efforts to block it out. It was Maisie who finally gave in, jumped off the bed and told me I needed to answer the door.

      Throwing on a hoodie and sweatpants, I answered the door to find two rosy-cheeked children telling me that the town party was on, and to come dressed up at twelve o’clock. Why they had to tell us at the crack of dawn, I didn’t know, so I might have been a little more brusque than I meant to be, but they skipped off happily enough.

      Walking back into the living room, I saw that it was in fact almost ten o’clock. I grabbed a pillow and threw it at the lumpy shape that was Tinz under his duvet. A leg and arm appeared, so I left him.

      At noon I had mixed feelings, walking to the town center, dressed up as the Christmas fairy, and I was regretting eating so much breakfast. Holly had made turkey, Camembert, and cranberry baguettes, and we had enjoyed them in front of the fire with our much-needed coffee. We didn’t purposely avoid talking about Ivy’s confession, but it never came up.

      We laughed as Graf tested his new scratching post, and in showing off, he’d accidentally rolled over and fallen off one of the ledges. He hadn’t hurt himself, but it was his expression of “I-totally-meant-to-do-that” that had us in raptures. He disappeared into one of the bedrooms after that, but appeared when he heard us giving Maisie some turkey scraps.

      Maisie did look adorable in her new outfit. Although we’d had a little more snow overnight, the sun was shining, and we set off in good spirits.

      The atmosphere in the town square was buoyant. Although the fairy lights didn’t quite add the same magical touch as they did at night, the fire drums were well alight, stalls had been set up to sell hot chocolate, and people were handing out chocolates, cookies, and other sweet treats left over from yesterday. News of Ivy’s confession did the rounds but was soon forgotten in conversations full of unexpected gifts, denial that yet another year had passed, and plans for the New Year.

      The mayor made a speech thanking everyone for dropping their plans to attend the belated town party and her husband cut the ribbon around the tree, which signalled us to take our places and begin the tradition of handing out presents and sweets to all who dared climb the tree. The mayor intercepted me and thanked me for agreeing to take the spot at the top of the tree.

      “Would you do me the honor of wearing this baldric?” she asked me. On seeing my look of confusion that must have been evident, she added, “It’s from the fairy tale. The first Christmas tree was adorned with gems and diamond stars. It also had one of these,” she said lifting the heavy belt to show me, “a baldric. Only the one in the story was adorned with oriental pearls.” I reached out and traced the stunning pattern of pearls and gems that swirled along its length, and they looked real enough to me. “It would complete my fairy tale, if you would wear it.” She looked at me expectantly.

      “Of course I’ll wear it,” I said, leaning over so she could place it over my head, and I put one arm through it so it sat like a sash across my chest.

      Her smile beamed and as she motioned me toward the tree she said, “Thank you. You make the most wonderful Ernestine, Queen of the Fairies.” I had to sniff back a tear that threatened to escape as I watched tears stream down her face before she turned into her husband’s open arms.

      Our “deco gang” were escorted to our respective places. Of course, that meant I walked past everyone else and took my seat just below the apex of the tree. Holly sat beside me after ensuring my gown and sash were staged perfectly and I stood watching the first of the children rush for Nick’s platform. My earlier anxiety returned. Holly grabbed my hand.

      “Remember how you felt the other night when we didn’t get to do this? You were upset, weren’t you? Upset you wouldn’t get to stand here and cast wishes to all those that make it this far.” She squeezed my hand tighter.

      I dragged in three deep breaths and slowly forced them out through pursed lips. I could feel the oxygen work its magic.

      “Thank you. I needed that reminder. I do love being the Christmas fairy, much more than I’ve ever admitted, even to myself, so it turns out. I always felt like Mom was forcing me to be something I wasn’t, but now I think she was showing me who I could be.” I bent over to hug Holly. “I couldn’t do this without you, without Aunt Meg, and even Tinz.” We both laughed and my apprehension disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Holly allowed the younger children to squeeze her Rudolf-like nose and I bestowed fairy wishes on them, the cast of my wand dispensing fairy dust, thanks to a quick lesson from Aunt Meg, and their giggles surrounded us with love, peace, and joy.

      The sun was starting to set by the time the presents ran out and the people of Celebration Cove had had their fill of the view from high on the tree. We’d only had one bathroom break, so I was impatient to get down.

      The mayor’s husband collected the sash as I reached the bottom and told me that his wife had gone home to bed. The emotion of seeing her childhood memories come to life had left her exhausted and forever grateful.

      Aunt Meg and Maisie were easy to locate. We just headed for the shimmering sparkles drifting lazily down over the heads of children.

      “Where does a snowman keep his money?” I heard Aunt Meg ask the gathered crowd. The guesses were shouted out by many. “In a snowbank!” chortled Aunt Meg. The children shouted for more, even as many were coaxed away by tired parents.

      “This is definitely the last one. What did the gingerbread man put on his bed?” she asked, winking at Ginger across the crowd.

      I could tell that Ginger had heard this many times before, by the roll of her eyes and her refusal to provide the answer to those standing near her.

      “A cookie sheet, of course,” shouted Aunt Meg. “Now it’s time to go home. Christmas blessings to you all.”

      I wandered over to a bench nearby. I had spent most of the afternoon on my feet, with the weight of my gown adding to the strain. I leaned over my knees and then back, to stretch my back. Holly joined me, though she needed to stand, as she had spent most of her time perched on a box. Maisie jumped up beside me and licked my hand, tired after a busy afternoon with Aunt Meg and the children. Waving goodbye to our friends, we moaned through our fatigue and waited for Aunt Meg and Tinz to join us.

      “What a day,” Holly said. “My nose and antler elastic have given me a headache. I can’t wait to climb into bed. My cheeks are sore.”

      “Good sore though, right?” I asked. Mine ached too, but you couldn’t complain about sharing so much joy with people.

      “Yeah, good sore,” she agreed. “Imagine how Nick feels. Being Santa Claus would be awful. A good awful if you know what I mean.”

      “Absolutely a good awful. Maybe we shouldn’t complain.” I tried to grin, but it hurt too much.

      I watched Aunt Meg, Nick, Tinz and Liam walk over to us.

      “Good work, team.” Aunt Meg high-fived us all. Meeting her eyes, I saw the unasked question. She wanted to know how I felt about being the Christmas fairy.

      “All good,” I told her, noticing the bemused looks of Tinz and Liam, while Nick’s face crinkled with mirth. “I did have a good day. I understand why Mom pushed me to do this. In her own funny way, she was showing me who I could be, or at least that is my take on it at the moment, but I am really tired.” I gave her a tired smile, which was all I could manage. She reached into her bag and pulled out some crackers.

      “These are the very last six. We need to pull them.” She arranged us in a circle with me opposite her. We crossed arms and held one end in each hand.

      “One, two, three, pull!” Aunt Meg shouted, and we were treated to a magical display of rainbow and primary-colored sprinkles and stars. They rained down on us seemingly for ages. I felt tingles radiate from my fingers, through my body to my toes, and by the stunned looks, I think everyone else did too, before we all burst out laughing.

      Liam paused briefly to look up at the spectacle, then at Aunt Meg, and then at me, and his expression was one of incredulity and disbelief, before joining in the laughter again. One by one, we gradually came to a stop. Liam bent over and lifted an eager Maisie up to waist height. She snuggled into his arms and I’m pretty sure she fell asleep. Liam winked at me before turning back to the others.

      We all waited in silence for several moments before being rewarded with Nick’s final blessing. “Ho, ho, ho, Merry Christmas,” he hollered across the square. “Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good night.”

      Aunt Meg clapped her hands together in front of her and almost as a prayer said, “New friends, old friends, birthrights discovered, cases solved, such is the magic of Christmas crackers.”

      

      
        
        The End
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thanks for reading! To learn more about Susanne, visit her website: www.sebbecker.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Susanne

          

        

      

    

    
      Susanne lives in southern Australia, overlooking a bay of islands and surrounded by temperate rainforest. Her favorite part of the day is when the noisy, yellow-tailed black Cockatoos fly between their nighttime roost and their daytime feeding ground and she’ll often yell out to her husband, “Here come the kids.” Like Christy, Susanne loves both cats and dogs, but enjoys the company of her dogs Maya and Penny just a tiny bit more as they join her to explore the coastline walks. You’ve met the fictional Maya in this book—Maisie—and Penny will be making her debut soon, possibly in the next book.

      This is Susanne’s first book, but she hopes it is the first of many, as she is already writing the next installment in this series. Susanne works full-time as a university lecturer, teaching dementia care, a topic that will likely feature in upcoming books.

      
        
        To learn more about Susanne, visit her website: www.sebbecker.com
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