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	Disclaimer

	 

	 

	This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be resold to other people. This is a copyrighted work, and no part of this work may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, or stored in or introduced into an information storage and retrieval system by any means, whether electronic, mechanical, printed or in formats not yet known or invented, without the express written permission of the owner, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in articles and reviews. All rights are reserved, worldwide.

	This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or actual places or events is purely coincidental.

	
 

	 

	 

	The Magical Mystery Book Club

	 

	 

	Paige and her adventurous Aunt Glo inherited the Snapdragon Inn, a B&B located in the mountains of Colorado, from eccentric GeeGee, Glo’s grandmother and Paige’s great-grandmother. It was a perfect time for a change in their lives, so they packed up and hit the road, landing at the charming place they both loved visiting since childhood. Finally! They could get into the secret room in the basement that GeeGee kept locked! They discovered that it was a wonderful library filled to the brim with cozy mystery books.

	It turned out that more than the room was a secret, though. It was a magical place that housed enchanted books. GeeGee’s will included a letter that instructed Paige and Glo to create a book club and hold meetings in their library. Following her wishes, they gathered a motley group of book lovers together and started a new club.

	At the initial meeting, they began with a social hour and potluck, then selected possible choices from the library shelves. The book club was in the process of choosing their first book and decided to read the first page of a possible book aloud. As Paige read the words, the globe behind them turned golden and began to sparkle and spin. Then the room filled with fog so dense they could not see each other or the library.

	When the fog cleared, they found themselves smack-dab in the middle of the murder mystery – as characters in the story! They were off on their first book adventure. The rules of the magic were vague, but they learned that it was imperative that the club work together to solve the case and reach The End … because that’s the only way they could get out of the book and back to their home!

	That first adventure was a bit scary and filled with the unknown. However, solving a cozy mystery firsthand, having an adventure in a fictional place, and meeting paranormal characters, turned out to be the most exciting thing they’d ever done. The book club was hooked!

	They still meet every week to discuss books they buy in bookstores or on Amazon. But every month or two they choose a treasured volume from their library and enter another book journey. Or as they like to call them, a Book Journey-Adventure-Pilgrimage.

	
 

	 

	 

	A Note about this Novella

	 

	 

	Hexes and Hooligans takes place between books five and six in the series, but this, and all the Magical Mystery books, can be read as a standalone.
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	I leaned my head back on the cushion and gave a push off the deck with my toes. The porch swing swayed as gently as the wind across my face. The fragrance of spring flowers filled the air. Only the sound of birdsong and the chittering of a squirrel broke the silence of the morning. When I sat here – on the porch of the Snapdragon Inn, in rural Colorado – I felt safe and comfortable, as always. But today, I felt … a little bit bored.

	I’d never been bored before we started the book club. I thought my life was perfectly fine. But now that we’d traveled inside cozy mystery books on an array of amazing, exhilarating journeys, real life here at the inn felt somewhat bland. Luckily, it was book club day, and we would choose a new book to enter into, a new world to explore, and a new mystery to solve. I wouldn’t have a moment left over to feel bored.

	“Good morning, early bird.” My aunt and best friend spoke quietly as she stepped out the front door. She had always respected the sounds of nature. Glo handed me a steaming mug of tea and sat beside me on the porch swing. She gave a solid push and the swing picked up speed, mirroring her mood.

	“Thanks for the tea.” I leaned over and gave her a side hug, trying hard not to spill it. “Were you too excited to sleep in?”

	“Yep, exactly! I love club days – especially when it’s a travel day. Look, I even did my nails.”

	She held up her hands so I could admire her pretty pink manicure with tiny white flowers on the pinkies.

	“What are you looking at, Paige?” Sebastian hopped out of his car and came waltzing up the walkway to the porch, holding a tray aloft with food for our potluck.

	“My nails,” said Glo, wiggling her fingers at him.

	“Ahh! They’re gorgeous!” He leaned down and gave her an air kiss on her cheek, then turned his head to do the same to me. “And a pretty morning, too. Let me put this in the kitchen and grab a cup of coffee, then I’ll join you.”

	As Sebastian opened the door to the house, Frank snuck out between his legs. Sebastian whirled around and attempted to dodge the cat, but Frank stepped in front of him and inclined his head toward the tray.

	“Got any fish under that foil?” asked Frank, his furry eyebrows dancing.

	Sebastian chuckled. “Dare I attend a potluck without fish for my favorite feline friend?”

	“Does that fancy answer mean yes?” Frank’s eyes narrowed.

	“It means yes,” laughed Sebastian.

	He took the tray into the house, the cat following close behind him.

	 

	 

	Sebastian returned to the porch and took a seat on a wicker chair. There was a scratching sound on the door, and he hopped back up to open it.

	“No opposable thumbs,” grumbled Frank, giving Sebastian an annoyed look. Though I noticed he was licking his lips from an obvious sample taste.

	“Oops, sorry about that.” Sebastian giggled and held the door open wide and the cat strode outside.

	 

	 

	Another vehicle pulled up to the curb. This one a rugged green jeep that looked ready for exploration. The driver emerged looking every bit as ready for exploring in his field canvas pants, safari shirt, and brown leather bomber jacket, all topped with a fedora-style hat. No bullwhip, but one would have looked right at home on his hip.

	Atticus tipped his hat to us, a habit he’d picked up on our journey back to the old Wild West. He’d been fascinated by the cowboy life, and particularly enjoyed his cowboy hat.

	A bell tinkled from the sidewalk as our newest club member, Valeria, rode up on her bicycle. She parked in front and removed her powder blue helmet, hanging it on the handlebars of her turquoise bike. She unzipped a saddle bag and removed several containers, likely her contribution to today’s potluck. She reached over and pinged her bell a few more times in greeting, then skipped up the stairs to join us.

	“Hi, everybody!” Valeria sang out.

	There was a chorus of good mornings in reply. Valeria knelt next to Frank and smoothed back his velvety fur. “Hi Frankie! Are you excited about going on a book trip today?”

	He was so busy purring and leaning into her strokes that his answer came out in a slurry sound of agreement which made Valeria chuckle.

	A swirl of white mist came floating out through the front door. It quickly transformed into our resident ghost. Mollie wore her cowboy clothes, as usual. She could change attire if she concentrated, but she’d said that she was most comfortable in the clothes she wore when she was alive. She looked adorable in her cowboy getup. The contrast of her jeans, plaid flannel shirt, and cowboy hat, with her long luxurious blond curls, petite feminine body, and delicately rouged cheeks and pink lips, made her a pleasing sight to behold.

	“Yee-haw! It’s travelin’ day, pardners!” She swooped around the porch in circles, landing on Sebastian’s lap.

	Sebastian shivered and made the motion of shooing her off, his hands accidentally going right through her. He shivered again. “Brrr! Not so close, ghost girl! You’re like a lap full of snow.”

	Mollie giggled and rose up into the air. She moved away from Sebastian so she could hover above an empty wicker chair.

	A yellow flower-covered Volkswagen bus pulled up to the curb, its horn playfully announcing its arrival with a happy ”aah-ooo-gah.“

	Mollie soared over to greet Moonbeam as she came out of the bus, waving hello to the gang. Moonbeam opened the back and pulled out her usual assortment of canvas grocery bags, green leaves pouring out the tops. It was obvious she’d brought her usual supply of organic fruits and vegetables.

	Mollie looked in a bag. “Ooo! Those strawberries look scrumptious.” She closed her eyes for a moment, then a handful of ripe red berries appeared in her hand. She popped one in her mouth. “Mmm. Delicious.”

	Forrest stepped out of the passenger side and went around the van to grab several of the bags out of the back. “Let me get those for you, Mom,” he said.

	“Awww! Arent’t you a darlin’ boy. Lookin’ at ya, I’d have never figured you to be such a good son,” said Mollie. She pointed at Forrest. “What with all your ripped up clothes, black leather jacket, dark sunglasses, and that head full of braids. You look like a tough guy, but you sure are nice to your mama.” Mollie leaned close and attempted to plant a smooch on Forrest’s cheek, but he aptly ducked away from her.

	“Thanks, Mollie,” he laughed. “I think.” He looked around at the group that was hanging out on the porch. “Hey. Where’s Zell?”

	“Probably in the kitchen already,” laughed Sebastian.

	“No, she’s not here yet,” I said.

	“Or is she?” called a creepy voice from behind the bushes. Zell’s puff of white hair was barely visible from where she hid. She popped up, threw her arms wide and shouted, “Taa daa!”

	“Zell!” Sebastian jumped and put his hands to his chest. “You scared me half to death!”

	“When did you get here? How did you sneak into the bushes?” Glo looked confused. “We’ve been sitting here for an hour!”

	“It’s my new magic trick!” said Zell. “I’ve been practicing.”

	“Who have you been practicing with?” Atticus pulled his brows together. “I certainly hope you haven’t been doing that in public. You could get hurt sneaking up on people like that.”

	“Oh phooey!” She smiled coyly at him, displaying her adorable dimples. “Who’s going to hurt a sweet little eighty-one-year-old lady?”

	“Someone who was scared half out of his wits, that’s who,” said Sebastian, fanning his face.

	“Only half?” asked Frank. “Glad you’ve got some wits left.”

	There was a phone ping sound coming from the bushes. Forrest wandered over and leaned down to where Zell had been hiding. He started to laugh. He stood and held up a clear plastic beach tote. It was filled with magazines, snacks, and a seat cushion.

	“How long were you perched in those bushes?” asked Glo.

	“Forever!” She shook her curls and clicked her tongue in annoyance. “Took y’all long enough to ask, ‘Where’s Zell?’ So, now here I am. Let’s go inside and set up brunch.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	As was typical with our book club, brunch was front and center on the agenda. The counters were soon covered with an abundance of food, and the kitchen was overcome with hustle, bustle, and chatter. Since we’d planned to pick a book for our next journey, the energy level was off the charts. Glo and I weren’t the only ones excited about the upcoming adventure.

	“I want to pick another ghost book,” said Mollie.

	“I know you do, dear,” said Moonbeam, unloading the makings for a smoothie onto the counter. “But we just visited ghosts. We should expand our experiences and explore another type of paranormal being.”

	“I s’pose you’re right,” grumbled Mollie. She plopped down cross-legged in the air in front of the dining table and closed her eyes. After a few minutes, a tin plate with her own assortment of ghostly food appeared in her hands, mirroring some of the choices laid out on the counter.

	“There’s a plethora of other kinds of paranormal beings for us to discover,” said Atticus.

	“Like what?” asked Mollie.

	“Extraterrestrials, of course.” He grinned hopefully. “Giants, dragons, werewolves—”

	“Zombies,” added Forrest. “And goblins—”

	“Bigfoot and the bogeyman!” Zell snorted and slapped her knee.

	“Not helping the case,” said Moonbeam. “None of those sound particularly enticing.”

	“There are the more traditionally gentle creatures,” said Atticus. “Pixies, mermaids, leprechauns, elves—”

	“Unicorns!” cried Valeria excitedly.

	“Witches, wizards, and sorcerers,” said Frank.

	“Goodness!” said Mollie. “That’s a lot!”

	“We’ll never run out of new experiences.” Glo happily acknowledged the possibilities.

	Mollie smiled. “That’s mighty true.”

	“Anyone want a smoothie?” Moonbeam asked, quickly shifting everyone’s attention back to the potluck options.

	 

	 

	Soon enough, the bowls and platters were near empty, and cleanup commenced. The group worked at double speed, since everyone was anxious to head downstairs to our enchanted cozy mystery library, select a book, and take off into our next book journey.

	I surveyed the kitchen and noted the counters and table were clean, except for a few platters of muffins set to be taken down to the library with us.

	“Looks like we’re ready! Let’s get on down to the library.”

	A boisterous cheer filled the room.
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	We gathered around the door to the basement, everyone chattering excitedly. There was always a big to-do when we opened that door on journey days. It put everyone in the best mood, just knowing that we’d be heading out for book travel to another fascinating place. It was even better than leaving on vacation, since these places were always magical. Although this was even easier because the whole Snapdragon Inn came along with us – no packing required!

	Zell began to tap out a cheerful rhythm using two spoons on the coffee table. Valeria, Sebastian, and Atticus joined in with their own tapping. The drumbeats ratcheted up the level of anticipation and excitement. Moonbeam began her usual chant of nonsense words, with Frank, Forrest, and Glo gleefully adding in a few of their own.

	I had to yell to be heard over the racket, but as soon as I started to count out loud all ten voices joined mine.

	“Here we go! Five … four … three … two … one!”

	I dramatically pushed open the door to the basement stairs. Zell waltzed past me and started down the stairs. She tapped a rhythm on the walls as she went, leading our happy conga line down the stairs. She stopped at the locked door at the very bottom.

	“Do you want to do the honors?” she asked Valeria, since our newest member was literally vibrating with excitement.

	Valeria squealed with joy, and I handed her the key. She unlocked the door and bounced into our magical library.

	No matter how many times that door was flung open, the sight of our library took my breath away. Even the air down here was somehow different … magical. I looked past the rows of bookcases toward the brass spiral staircase that wound up to the mysterious second level filled with even more books. The fact that these thousands of books were all cozy mysteries never ceased to amaze me. I was ever grateful that they were cozies. Since we traveled inside the books, I was confident there’d never be any gore, or frightening suspense facing us, and there would always be a happy ending. For the good guys, anyway. And our group were the ultimate good guys in every story. We’d be the amateur sleuths, and we’d solve the mystery.

	“Can we choose our books now?” asked Valeria.

	I laughed at her enthusiasm. We usually started with a short book club meeting. We’d find seats on the floral upholstered armchairs and review the rules and procedures. But since there were no new members today, and we’d all been on journeys before, I didn’t see any reason to delay.

	“Sure thing! Everybody! Go pick your book!”

	There were cheers and hoots, and the group split up to search the stacks. Sebastian carried Frank along with him to help select his book--lack of opposable thumbs, and all--and Mollie swooped along behind Valeria to gain her assistance, since she could see the books, but not touch them.

	We wandered around perusing the options on the shelves like it was an old-fashioned bookstore. Unlike a normal library, this one had no catalog or method of organization. We’d figured it was because every day more books were added, so the room grew bit by bit. I had no idea who kept up the mysterious, magical collection, since it had no physical librarian to tend to it. Things just … happened.

	 

	 

	It didn’t take long for everyone to bring their choices to the meeting circle. Each member laid their twine-encircled stack of novels on the coffee table or an end table. We all knew not to undo the twine or read any of the words inside the books.

	“Who wants to start?”

	“Me!” said Zell, leaning forward to pick up her stack. “Of course, I’ll start.”

	“Why you?” asked Sebastian.

	“Seniority, you silly goose.”

	“Fine, go ahead. Who’s going to argue with the head goose?”

	“Precisely.” She honked, laughed, and undid the twine on her bundle. She held up the top copy for us to see. It showed a zombie covered with yarn. Its arms were up, its face in a growl. Long pieces of yarn trailed off in the wind. “This is my choice. Knit of the Living Dead.”

	“Zombies!” squawked Moonbeam. “I certainly don’t think so.”

	“Your son is the one who suggested it. I think it looks fun!” said Zell.

	“It looks horrifying,” said Sebastian with a shudder.

	“Don’t blame this one on me!” said Forrest.

	“I don’t know. I kinda like it. Lots of balls of yarn to play with,” said Frank.

	“Since when do you play with yarn?” asked Forrest.

	Frank let out a deep chuckle. “Since never.”

	“Zombies are too creepy and unpredictable,” said Glo.

	“Fine. No zombies,” said Zell. She put her book back, retied the string, and sat down.

	We went around the circle, everyone describing their choice. As usual, there were objections to every book. With a group of this size that was not surprising. But since we’d all travel into the book together, our rule was that the vote must be unanimous.

	“What’s your book, Valeria?”

	“Beauty is in the Eye of the Hexer.” She held up the book which showed a charming small-town college set in a rural, wooded area.

	“Can I read the back cover, Paige?”

	“Sure, go ahead,” I said.

	“It says this is a paranormal cozy, but it doesn’t say what kind of paranormal beings. I’m guessing it might be witches, though, based on the description.”

	“Witches are a good choice,” said Moonbeam. “Sounds interesting.”

	“The cover says this.” Valeria began to read: “Students at a pleasant rural college are suffering from a terrible ailment. More and more students are becoming affected. Is it a contagious virus, or something worse? Something sinister? Can they put a stop to the growing string of victims and learn how to return the afflicted students back to normal?”

	 

	“Something sinister? What do you think they mean?” asked Forrest.

	“The title uses the word hex – so maybe it’s a witch’s spell,” I said.

	“I like that there is no murder,” said Moonbeam. “That part always makes me uncomfortable.”

	“Better get used to it, Cupcake,” said Frank. “Most mysteries feature murders.”

	“Yes, I realize that, Frank,” she said stiffly. “But it would be nice not to have one to contend with for a change.”

	“I love rural settings,” said Glo. “The cover is charming.”

	“We haven’t been in a book with witches yet,” said Sebastian.

	“It may not be witches,” said Atticus. “That was Valeria’s conjecture. Many supernaturals have magical powers.”

	“It must end with a good resolution,” said Mollie. “Don’t all the cozy books end well?”

	We nodded.

	 “We could find out what’s happening to the students and help those who were already affected to go back to their normal lives. Since I can’t go back to my normal life, it would be a joy to help someone else.”

	There was a moment of silence as we felt the weight of Mollie’s statement. She was stuck as a ghost, and it seemed reasonable to allow her to help others in a similar situation.

	“I think it’s time to vote,” I said, and everyone agreed. “Who is in favor of Beauty is in the Eye of the Hexer?”

	Everyone raised their hand.

	“Great!” I tapped my gavel to the block, mainly because I didn’t get to do it before. As always, it was met with a few calls of who’s there, which I ignored. “We have chosen a book for our journey! Do you want to read the first page, Valeria?”

	“No, thanks. I like when Atticus reads. He has such a lovely reading voice.”

	“Thank you,” said Atticus.

	Valeria handed the book to him, and he opened the cover.

	 

	 

	Students hustled out of their dorm rooms and off the grounds. They funneled into one of the large buildings that housed the classrooms. There were whispers among the students this morning, like every morning, but the tone was different. This wasn’t idle gossip about parties, dates, or homework. This was about something much more troubling and confusing.

	A mysterious malady was affecting students. Three of them so far. No one knew how or why, and it was very concerning.

	Even though those affected were dealing with life-altering changes, the three students were still attending school, of course. It was an honor to be accepted into the prestigious Wundertrundle College, and they wouldn’t squander their opportunity.

	No one knew why those specific students had been affected. Was it a virus or disease? If so, how had they been infected? Perhaps it was worse than that. Maybe it was caused by poison. Was it accidental, or an intentional act? The unknown made it much worse. There was no sure way to remain safe.

	Fear and rumor ran rampant. Nothing like this had ever happened in their charming, hidden community. The professors and administrators were at a loss. Who would they even turn to about such an inexplicable situation?

	Can someone find the cause, stop the spread of the infection, and find out how to return the students back to normal?

	 

	 

	“Cue the illustrious Snapdragon Inn Book Club!” cried Sebastian.

	Mollie began bouncing up and down. She pointed to the globe. “Giddyap y’all! Hold on to yer reins. Here we go!”

	All eyes turned to the globe which had turned a brilliant golden color. It began to slowly spin, then it sped up until it was a whirling blur. Shards of light and glitter began to fly off the globe and land in sparkling pops around the room. A dense fog formed over the carpet, then expanded higher and wider until we could no longer see the library or each other. The entire room became shrouded in the enchanted fog, while we remained silent and still.

	Moments later, the fog began to lift. In place of the library ceiling that had covered us a moment ago was a bright blue sky dotted with pillowy white clouds. In place of the bookshelves stood lush trees and thick bushes lining a woodchip pathway. Instead of sitting on our floral armchairs, we were perched on boulders and logs. All around us were bushes bursting with blue, purple, and pink berries. Colorful flowers filled every empty space, home to numerous bees and butterflies. Two tiny rabbits hopped past us. It was an idyllic, fairytale setting. Though I knew that something sinister here was disrupting this beautiful place.
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	We sat quietly for a moment while we took in our surroundings. I’d been in many parks and wooded areas in my lifetime, but this one was certainly unique. Everything seemed normal … but enhanced. The brilliant colors of the flowers were so bold they were almost luminous. They dotted the landscape as if placed there with care by an artist’s brush. The trees and bushes displayed leaves that made each individual leaf look like the same artist had created it with an eye to each tiny detail. Every one displayed delicate lines and exquisite custom elements. Feather-light wisps, like dandelion seeds, floated lightly in the air.

	Off to our left was a small waterfall. It was a splash of glittering white nestled among the deep and varied shades of green of the vegetation around it. It emptied into a pool of clear water that was decorated with bright green moss-covered rocks. They looked like they’d been placed carefully by a talented landscape architect.

	Several more rabbits emerged from the brush to watch us curiously. Two small yellow birds tweeted out a sweet call from a branch above us, and several butterflies drifted in the air, circling around the flowers beside us.

	Sebastian let out a sigh. “This place is preposterously beautiful! I’ve never seen anything like it.”

	“It is stunning,” said Glo. “Like a fairytale. It’s sad that a horrible infection or spell is disturbing such a beautiful place.”

	“It’s a good thing that we’re here to stop it,” I said. “Shall we follow the path and see where it leads?”

	“Makes sense,” said Frank. He jumped off the log he’d been sitting on and started sauntering down the path. A few seconds later he turned around to see we hadn’t kept up with him. “Get a move on, people. We need to find the folks who live here and get this party started.”

	 

	 

	The path was narrow, so we followed Frank in pairs, winding through the trees and bushes and enjoying the incredible setting. After a while, the woods began to thin out, until we reached a bright open clearing. We crossed the clearing and found that the trail spilled out onto a rural road. At the trailhead was a carved wooden sign that read Welcome to the town of Wundertrundle.

	The most extraordinarily charming homes lined both sides of the road. Many of the homes were made of stone, with rounded windows and archways that displayed delicate hanging wisteria or roses. The other homes were wood, with walls accented by climbing ivy or lush moss. Some had walls that were vertical vegetable gardens, with green peapods dangling from them, or clusters of fat green or red grapes clinging to their vines.

	Instead of grass lawns or gravel plant beds, each home had a prolific garden in front, filled with fruits and vegetables. The yards were encircled by white picket fences or natural wood borders.

	“Wowie kazowie!” Zell whistled and pointed. “Take a look at that puppy.”

	Just past the row of homes, the road inclined upward to a magnificent collection of buildings. They were built into the side of a massive hill. The front of each building jutted out with rounded doors and windows like those of the homes below it. Similar to the homes, the faces were brick or wood and accented by vines and moss. A sign at the base of the hill proclaimed this to be Wundertrundle College.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	As we neared the school, we saw that it was devoid of activity. No students or teachers wandered the grounds. It was eerily quiet.

	“Maybe everyone is afraid to be here, because of the mysterious infection,” said Valeria.

	“Or maybe the school has closed down because of the potential danger to the students,” suggested Moonbeam.

	“Or maybe it’s Sunday,” said Forrest.

	“That would be lame,” said Frank.

	“But it would be true.” Forrest held up his phone and waved it at the group. “7:15 am. Sunday, May 12th.”

	“Ohhh,” said Moonbeam. “I never thought to check my phone.”

	“It’s always the first thing I do, Mom.”

	“Very impressive, Forrest.” She smiled proudly at her son.

	“Right. Because checking your phone is sooo high-tech,” said Sebastian.

	“We didn’t see you doing it, Mr. Tech Savy Smarty Pants,” snarked Frank.

	Forrest rolled his eyes and shook his head as he slipped his phone back in his pocket.

	“That’s excellent news,” said Atticus. “It will give us a chance to explore the grounds in private. Get familiar with the lay of the land, so to speak.”

	We followed the curving brick roadway as it wound its way between the buildings. Without a crowd of students around, we were able to fully appreciate the unique architecture. The ground was not forced to accommodate buildings here; instead the buildings settled into the natural elevation and flow of the land. It was both refreshing and brilliant.

	It was clear that we were walking through the classroom and lecture halls. Off in the distance, beyond the school buildings, we could see neatly stacked units that appeared to be the dorms. A few students could be seen on the balconies or walking between buildings.

	Frank stopped walking. “What’s that noise?” His ears flicked back and forth, and his head turned this way and that. “Over this way,” he said, wandering off.

	We followed Frank toward a cluster of lush oak trees. There was a noise coming from them. It sounded like crying.

	We crept slowly toward the sound, and as we neared, we could see three people sitting cross legged on the grass under the willow trees.

	They were likely students at the college and looked to be nineteen or twenty years old. They had to be three of the prettiest young women I’d ever seen. Their thick, beautiful hair was perfectly styled. They were all petite and slender, like tiny ballet dancers. Even from this distance, I could see that their eyes were dazzling and lined by thick, luxurious lashes, and their skin was smooth and creamy, not a pore or blemish in sight. Their facial features were delicate and perfectly proportioned: tiny, upturned noses, rosebud lips, and eyebrows so perfectly shaped they looked like an artist had groomed them.

	One of the students was crying, and the other two were sitting quietly, looking down at the grass. One was plucking the blades of grass out, one by one. Their three perfect faces were drawn in sadness. The girls looked utterly and hopelessly despondent.
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	“My heavens!” whispered Sebastian. “They are preposterously beautiful – just like this place. They’re like real life dolls, gorgeous and perfect.”

	“We should go see what they’re sad about,” I said.

	“We don’t want to frighten them, so let me go on ahead,” said Moonbeam. We stood back while she approached them so cautiously, they didn’t even notice her standing above them.

	“Hello there, girls,” said Moonbeam in a gentle motherly voice.

	All three looked up, startled by her sudden presence. Their eyes wide in shock.

	“I’m Moonbeam. May I sit with you?”

	In her floral caftan, leather sandals, makeup-free face, and frizzy curls, she presented a gentle, unthreatening presence. She looked every bit the earth mother.

	“You have it, too!” cried the one with long, smooth blond hair and vivid green eyes.

	Moonbeam’s years of yoga made it easy for her to fold herself down onto the grass next to them. “What do I have?” she asked.

	“The virus,” whispered the girl.

	Moonbeam looked confused and shook her head, but I had to give her credit. She stayed calm so as not to further upset the girls.

	“I am with a group of people who are curious about what’s causing the virus here at Wundertrundle College.”

	“Really?” sniffed the one with long honey-blond curls and impossibly large golden-brown eyes framed with long wispy lashes. Eyes that would have looked natural on a baby deer. She was the one who’d been crying, and her eyes shined with her tears. “Are you like … detectives?”

	“No, no. Nothing like that. We’re … caring visitors.” Moonbeam tilted her head. “Would you like to meet the rest of my group?”

	“I guess so,” said the first girl tentatively.

	Moonbeam motioned us over. We all took seats on the grass beside her. The girls looked at us oddly. I assumed that visitors here were an unusual occurrence.

	“I’m Luziann Torkell,” said the green-eyed girl with the sleek blond hair. She was poised and polite. Her gestures were smooth and deliberate, almost as if they were choreographed. She tilted her head to the girl beside her.

	“Hi, I’m Elbertina Grobby.” She gave a princess-like wave. Her long burnished red hair was softly twisted into French braids which began at her crown and tapered down to lay delicately over her shoulders. Her clear blue eyes were wide and angelic. She looked over at the remaining girl and handed her a crisp white hankie.

	The crying girl sniffed and gently wiped away the tears from her doe eyes. Her pink cheeks looked flushed from her distress, but it only made her look more beautiful. “Hello. I’m Fritzie Luthbagel.”

	We went around the group, and each of us introduced ourselves. When Frank spoke up, all three looked like they’d just met Santa Claus.

	“Oh! A gorgeous talking Siamese cat! How absolutely wonderful!” gushed Luziann. “May I have your permission to pet your beautiful fur?”

	Frank strolled over to stand in front of her. “You may commence with the petting.”

	Luziann giggled and reached over to pet Frank. The other two girls scooted closer so that they, too, could pet him. Frank was in heaven, purring away and closing his eyes in bliss. We sat quietly and let them bond with our ridiculous feline, knowing that petting him would calm them down, and hopefully lead them to be open with us.

	Frank lay down on the grass in front of them and purred himself to sleep.

	“You all seem terribly upset,” I said.

	“Oh, Paige, we are!” cried Fritzie. “We’ve been affected by this horrible virus, and no one knows what to do about it!”

	“We woke up with it yesterday morning! We don’t know how we got it or what to do about it. We just want it to go away!”

	I caught Glo’s eye. Clearly these were the three students from the book description who’d been affected by the malady.

	“How exactly has it affected you?” I asked.

	All three of them looked at me with utter disbelief and confusion.

	“Don’t be afraid. You can tell us,” Glo said kindly.

	“Isn’t it obvious?” cried Elbertina, waving her hands at herself and the other two girls.

	“Well, no, it’s not,” said Glo. “What does this virus do to you?”

	Luziann stood up and put her hands on her hips. “That is not funny. You obviously know! We look horrible!”

	Fritzie began to weep.

	“Oh, now you’ve got Fritzie crying again.”

	“I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to,” said Glo. “We really do want to help you.”

	“I hope you can! I’m sorry, but we’re out of time. We need to go now. We have an appointment in town.”

	The three of them got up and began to walk away.

	Moonbeam jumped up and attempted to catch up with them.

	“Wait! How can we reach you?”

	“I can give you my number,” said Elbertina.

	Moonbeam took her phone out of her deep pocket, and they exchanged numbers. Then the girls huddled together and strode away.

	 

	 

	“What the heck was that about?” asked Zell, scratching her head. “She assumed Moonbeam had the virus!”

	“What are we missing?” asked Atticus. “Did anyone notice something about them that stood out as a possible virus? Something that Moonbeam shared?”

	We all looked at each other and shrugged our shoulders.

	“They’re all pretty, like my Mom,” said Forrest.

	“Awww,” we chorused.

	Moonbeam smiled. “Thanks, honey. But I’m sure that’s not it.”

	Nothing else was obvious to us, but the girls seemed to think it should have been. This adventure was starting off with a real brainteaser.
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	Mollie swooped down from where she’d been sitting on a branch watching the action. “I thought it was best to stay out of sight until we figured out what kind of world this is, and if they can see me or not. Didn’t want to scare them if they’ve never seen a ghost before.”

	“What world? What ghost?” Frank woke up with a yawn and shook his head. “Oh, yeah. Book. Nice girls. They gone?”

	“Yeah, they’re gone,” said Zell.

	“We’re trying to determine what that was all about,” I said.

	Atticus stretched his arms, tucked them behind his head, and leaned back against the tree. “Well, we have our work cut out for us on this one. Hard to solve a problem when you don’t know what it is.”

	“It’s really strange,” said Valeria. “They clearly felt we should know what the problem is, but I couldn’t see anything strange about them.”

	“It’s a virus affecting all three of them, and possibly Moonbeam also. So what was the common denominator?” I asked. I got up and began pacing. It was quiet while we all thought about it.

	“They were all sweet, gorgeous, and poised,” said Sebastian.

	Zell shuddered. “The horror.”

	We all laughed.

	“Maybe it’s not an appearance thing,” said Glo. “Perhaps they changed their personalities or lost their memory. That would make attending college impossible.”

	“We wouldn’t be able to see that, though,” I said. “And how would they assume it of Moonbeam? They made it clear we should be able to figure it out by looking at them.”

	“Maybe they’re spirits?” said Mollie. “And we’re the only ones who can see them? And they thought Moonbeam was one also, because of her old-fashioned attire!”

	“Oooo! Good one, ghost girl!” said Frank.

	“Old fashioned?” Moonbeam looked confused.

	“She’s not familiar with hippie duds,” said Frank.

	“As I’ve explained before,” said Moonbeam. “I’m not a hippie, simply a non-conformist.”

	“Or …” Sebastian was pacing. “They were boys before, and then woke up as girls!”

	“Another thing we wouldn’t be expected to know, and would not include Moonbeam,” said Glo.

	“A horrible, terrible, invisible virus …” Zell’s voice trailed off into nothing.

	 

	 

	“I suggest we approach this with our normal plan of attack,” said Atticus. “Start with a visit to the town. Talk to the locals. See if we can gather some information about the school and the community. See if anyone in town has been affected by this virus.”

	“I’ve got a map,” said Forrest, holding up his phone. “The downtown area is just over a mile from here.”

	“That would make sense if we’re in a college town,” said Glo.

	“Let’s head that way and see what we find.”

	“Don’t we want to locate the Snapdragon Inn first?” asked Valeria.

	“Our inn will show up when it shows up,” said Zell. “Just gotta be on the lookout.”

	“How strange,” said Valeria. “This whole book has started out in a very confusing way.”

	We got up and began walking off the college grounds. Instead of heading back the way we came, which was through the woods, we went in the opposite direction. The campus was situated off a main road, but that road wasn’t concrete or asphalt. It was a charming cobblestone lane, about the width of a single vehicle.

	I looked around the quiet neighborhood. “That’s weird. There are no cars around. No buses.”

	“But no people, either,” said Glo.

	“I think it’s because it’s Sunday and no one is at school. I’m sure once we get away from the college area there will be folks in town.”

	“True,” Glo said. “There were quite a few homes along our route here, but we did arrive pretty early for a Sunday morning. It’s after ten now, so I’d expect to see more activity.”

	“The homes here are charming!” said Valeria.

	“I think I’d call them cottages,” said Moonbeam.

	“Well, they do have the appearance of cottages,” said Atticus. “They have an asymmetrical design, stone exteriors, and moss-covered gable roofs. They have small, landscaped front yards and most have covered porches, however, some are quite large and elaborate. Cottages tend to be small and simple.”

	“Cottages, smottages. Who cares? Can we pick up the speed? You’re strolling along like old folks,” said Frank.

	“We’re taking in the surroundings,” I explained.

	“No patience for that, toots. Come on, Mollie, let’s move it.”

	“Okay!”

	She and Frank scooted on ahead of us around a bend in the lane, then zipped right on back.

	“Hold the presses,” shouted Mollie. “Wait til you see the guy up ahead! Come on y’all!”

	We sped up, anxious to see what had Mollie in such a dither. As soon as we rounded the curve, Frank jumped up into Sebastian’s arms so he could get a birds-eye view.

	“Take a look at the guy sleeping on the bench in front of that house on the corner,” said Mollie. “Be quiet, so you don’t wake him up.”

	The home in front of us was fantastic. The roof was covered with moss and leaves. The rounded windows were encircled by vines, and the yard was filled with flowers.  The quaint home was nestled into the surrounding vegetation almost as if it had been planted there.

	“What’s with the giant mushrooms?” murmured Frank.

	“I think they’re yard ornaments,” whispered Moonbeam.

	We moved further ahead and spotted a small pair of stocking feet resting on the grass. As we moved forward, we could see tiny jean-clad legs, red knee patches adorning the worn denim. A few steps more, and there were gasps of shock. A man-ish creature was asleep on a bench, snoring loudly. His face was puffy, flushed, and almost totally covered by a bushy white beard. His nose was round and prominent. His hands were clasped atop his belly. A pointed hat was slipping sideways down off his head, exposing large, rounded ears poking out the sides of his head.

	“Is that an … ogre?” whispered Valeria.

	“I think it’s more like a hobbit,” said Forrest quietly.

	“Except hobbits have enormous feet and they don’t wear white gym socks,” said Sebastian. “And they don’t have beards. At least the hobbits I’ve seen in movies.”

	“According to known information about hobbits, one bloodline does have beards,” said Atticus. “And as he is humanized, he could be a combination of beings, or something different entirely. Let’s take a better look.”

	We shifted a bit closer. We stared at the sleeping man. He snorted, grunted, rubbed his rather large nose, shifted in his seat, and then resumed snoring.

	Atticus motioned for us to move on down the street. A few homes past the sleeping man he stopped. We circled around the professor, waiting for his explanation.

	“I believe what we saw was a gnome,” he said.

	“A gnome?” Zell looked baffled. “You mean like one of those plaster garden gnomes?”

	“Yes, a gnome. But no, not like the modern garden ornament. This is more like the mythological being that the garden statues were fashioned after.”

	“How do you know it’s a gnome? It looked like an ogre to me. Even though he wasn’t green,” said Valeria.

	“He really did look like a hobbit,” said Forrest. “At least the ones I see in my games.”

	“I thought he looked like a dwarf,” said Zell. “You know, like the Seven Dwarfs.”

	"Is it dwarfs or dwarves?” asked Glo.

	“Dwarfs is the standard plural, but the newer word, dwarves was used by author J.R.R. Tolkien,” said Atticus. “Dwarves, hobbits, ogres, and gnomes all have similarities. Ogres tend to be very large, and yes, greenish in color. So, our specimen is clearly not an ogre. Hobbits, like those in your games, Forrest, are a creation of Tolkien or your game creators, not a duplicate of a creature from mythology, but a combination of them.

	“While the man we saw did look a bit like a dwarf, that would be expected, as some say that gnomes are close cousins of the dwarven race. However, he was built like a gnome, and a glance at his face showed a humanized version of the common gnome features.”

	“What features are those?” asked Glo.

	“Gnomes typically have a short, thickset physique, with a large, rotund stomach. They have a round face with pink apple cheeks and a short neck. They feature a bulbous, prodigious nose, of which is a point of great pride, by the way. The men tend to have beards and bushy eyebrows – when you can see them, that is. They’re often hidden under a conical cap that ends in a point, either straight up, or dropping to the side.”

	“That sure describes him,” said Glo.

	“Are they mean? Do you think there will be more of them in town?” asked Valeria. “Should we be worried?”

	Zell laughed. “Gnomes are good luck in the garden because they are cheerful, friendly creatures who love a good laugh, a happy song, dancing, and a plate full of sweets!”

	“Zell is correct,” said Atticus. “That is their reputation.”

	“That’s good!” said Moonbeam. “I was worried when I first saw him, but I’ll trust that we have nothing to fear.”

	“We’re just a few blocks from the town center,” said Forrest.

	“Excellent!” said Zell, rubbing her hands together. “We can pick a restaurant for lunch.”

	“It’s a little early to be thinking about lunch,” laughed Glo.

	“Be prepared, I say! Even the Girl Scouts know that.”
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	“This is the most charming town I’ve ever seen!” exclaimed Glo.

	“It looks like it belongs in Disneyland,” said Forrest.

	“I keep waiting for a cartoon rabbit to hop across the cobblestone street,” laughed Sebastian.

	We stopped to take in the array of shops as we approached the downtown area. Forrest was right, the buildings did look like they belonged in the storybook part of Disneyland. They had a fairy-tale vibe to them with thatched roofs, colorful shutters, and rounded windows and doors that promised we’d find magical surprises inside. The road was cobblestone, and the sidewalks were wooden boardwalks lined with rocks, greenery, and flowers. Some of the buildings had pointed rooftops, and others were topped with turrets, complete with colorful flags blowing in the breeze. Pretty lampposts lined the street and baskets of flowers added pops of color all along the boardwalk.

	A car pulled up behind us and parked on the street, and we turned to look. It was a normal enough sedan, but it was painted a shade of lavender we’d never see back at home.

	“Hey! It’s the three girls from the college,” said Forrest.

	Sure enough, the three women seated in the car were Luziann, Elbertina, and Fritzie. They stayed in the car for a while, and we saw them putting on scarves and hats. The weather was quite warm, so we couldn’t figure out why. A moment later, they emerged – all three of them decked out in scarves, hats, and even gloves. They wore puffy coats that buried them in fabric. They even had Ugg boots on their feet.

	“I believe that they’re making every effort to hide their condition from others,” said Atticus.

	“It only makes them stand out even more,” I said. “Should we try again to talk to them?”

	“Let me give it a go,” said Moonbeam. She left our group and strolled over to the girls. They were too far away for us to hear their words, but we could see that they waved Moonbeam off and hustled away in the other direction.

	Moonbeam rejoined us. “They said they were late for a doctor’s appointment. They said he’s trying to help them figure out a cause and cure for their ailment.”

	We watched the three of them enter a large building that looked like it could have housed a doctor’s office. While it had a similar appearance to the other buildings on the street, it did have a slightly more serious feel to it, and a red cross above the front door.

	“I’ve been racking my brain, but still can’t figure out what’s wrong with them,” said Sebastian.

	“Maybe the malady is a disfiguring rash that appears and disappears,” said Valeria.

	“Ah! Perhaps it’s a Jekyll and Hyde kind of thing? Something that alters their appearance back and forth,” I said.

	“Like the Hulk!” said Zell.

	“Exactly.”

	We were still looking at the building that the girls had entered when a family of four exited. The father looked very much like the man we’d seen sleeping on his bench – a bloated pink face with a white beard, a prominent round nose, and big ears holding up a pointed hat. The mother was a feminine version minus the beard. She wore a powder blue full-length dress covered with white ruffles, and a conical blue hat dotted with small hearts. The two children were twin girls who were miniature versions of their mother, but with gingham dresses, no hats, and long blond braids.

	Valeria started to giggle and pointed down the cobblestone road. People were strolling down the boardwalks into the shops and restaurants. Every single one of them had the same general features.

	“They are all gnomes. Every single one of them!” gasped Sebastian.

	“We’re in a land of gnome people!” Valeria looked excited. “We really are in a fairy-tale book!”

	“Not exactly,” said Forrest. “They look kind of like gnomes, but also, they’re human. Ish.”

	“Yeah!” Zell laughed. “Human-ish gnomes.”

	“Hmmm,” said Glo. “If everyone in town are gnome people … then … I guess—”

	 “The beauties are considered the ugly ones!” Sebastian punched the air. “That’s it!”

	“I thought the virus turned them into something horrible. That’s what the girls told us.” Mollie was swishing around in ghostly pacing. “So, if their flawless appearance is horrible, I'm thinking that beauty is not a good thing in this gnome world.”

	“Right!” said Glo. “Maybe they only want beauty in their surroundings, and they themselves are ugly so they don’t detract from what’s around them. It removes the pressure on personal appearance so that they can absorb the beauty of the natural world around them.”

	“Hold up, there,” said Atticus, putting up a hand. “You’re coming at this from a narrow viewpoint defined by your own experiences. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder … or the eye of the hexer, as per the title of this book. We should not place human values upon this race of beings. They simply have a different definition of beauty.”

	“That’s like comparing the phenomenal beauty of a sleek Siamese cat to the bland, gangly, hairless body of a human being,” chuckled Frank.

	“Oh, my gosh! You’re right!” said Valeria.

	“I am?” said Frank, his eyes widening at her.

	“I mean, they think they’re beautiful just as they are!”

	“Indeed,” said Atticus. “While there are cultural variants among the myths surrounding gnomes, every culture depicts them as short, thickset beings who take great pride in their bulbous noses, prominent cheek apples, and oversized ears.”

	“Hey, Paige. You took mythology and folklore classes in college,” said Glo. “Did you study gnomes? What else can you tell us about them?” she asked. “All I know is that they are common garden ornaments.”

	“Let’s save that lesson for this evening,” said Atticus. “While we’re here, let’s see what we can learn about the town and the people.”

	 

	 

	We spent the next hour walking around the town. It confirmed that all the people who lived here were humanized gnomes. The transformed girls would stick out like sore thumbs. We knew that because of all the strange and curious looks we were given. The townspeople whispered and stared at us as if they’d never seen anything like us. Which was probably true.

	“There’s a great place for lunch,” said Zell. “The sign says they’ve been voted best desserts three years in a row. Come on!” She took off as fast as her little legs could take her. We had no choice but to follow.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The hostess in the restaurant was polite and welcoming, but her raised eyebrows and furtive glances at us gave away her curiosity about our appearance. The other customers snuck looks at us from behind their menus, but while they were curious, and some gave us looks of sympathy, there was no animosity. They remained kind and friendly.

	 

	 

	“This menu is disappointing,” mumbled Zell. “Not a slice of bacon to be found.”

	“Gnomes are known as vegans,” I explained. “They are great protectors of the land and its inhabitants. They are excellent gardeners, so all the vegetables and fruits are likely homegrown.”

	“Give it a try,” said Moonbeam. “I suspect you’ll enjoy whatever you order.”

	“And look at this dessert menu!” sighed Valeria. “There are twice as many desserts as meal choices!”

	“I’ll give ‘em points for that,” said Zell, her attention diverted to the dessert menu.

	The server approached our table to take our orders. She still looked a bit confused about our appearance until we explained that we had traveled there from far away. She seemed to accept that explanation and was cheerful and friendly after that.

	As she took our order she looked directly at Mollie. “And what for you, Miss?” she asked.

	Mollie nearly fell over with joy at being seen and ordered happily off the menu.

	 

	 

	The meal turned out to be delicious, and even Zell was happy. Sadly, Mollie was not able to eat the real food, but she could conjure up a wholesome meal, since many of the fruits, grains, beans, and vegetables they used in their recipes were familiar to her.

	 

	 

	The server had just brought over our desserts when the three girls entered the restaurant, still covered in their disguises. Zell waved them over. They seemed happy to have friendly faces greeting them, so we shuffled our chairs to make room for them at our table.

	“Did you see a doctor about your condition?” asked Moonbeam.

	“We did,” said Luziann, looking disappointed. “He was no help at all. He took some blood tests, but as of now he has no idea what’s causing this.”

	“You said you’ve come to figure out what’s causing the virus that’s spreading at our college,” said Elbertina. “We desperately need your help.”

	“Especially now!” cried Fritzie, her golden-brown eyes filling with tears. “I mean, look at my neck!” She gestured to her slim, ivory column of unblemished smoothness. “I look like a malnourished giraffe! The timing of this ailment is the worst!”

	“Why?” asked Glo.

	“Because next weekend is the Honeybee Moon Festival. And Elbertina, Luziann, and I are all competing in the pageant. And we can’t appear looking like this!”

	“Is the pageant a big deal?” asked Valeria.

	The girls all gaped at her.

	“It’s only the biggest event of the year!” cried Fritzie.
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	Once Fritzie started talking about the Honeybee Moon Festival all three chimed in. The girls talked over each other, rambling on about the pageant. Even in their distressed situation their eyes lit up when they talked about it. We could barely keep up with the conversation and couldn’t fit a word in edgewise to ask questions. Then they got a call from the doctor’s office to come back for another test. They hopped up out of their seats and ran out of the restaurant before they’d even ordered food. We didn’t manage to get any helpful information from them about the festival or the virus.

	We paid our bill and walked outside to find the Snapdragon Inn van was parked right in front of the building. This wasn’t the first time the vehicle popped up like this, and it was a real blessing. We knew the inn followed us here, but we never knew where it was located, so we were grateful when the van appeared. All we had to do was push the home button on the GPS and off we’d go.

	As Glo drove, we quietly looked out the windows and passed through town. Out of respect for Zell, we followed the rule of not talking in the van, since her hearing aids didn’t filter well with so many of us inside the small space, plus the sounds of the road. The quiet was nice, though. We could take a few minutes to ponder what we’d learned about this place so far. It wasn’t much, so mainly we took in the sights.

	The downtown area went on for several blocks and kept the delightful cozy village ambiance. There were all kinds of shops and restaurants, and I was looking forward to exploring the area. Soon, the business district transitioned into residential. The homes were delightful and preserved the charming appeal of the town. The people we passed were all very gnome-like, and quite jovial, waving merrily as we drove by.

	“Your destination is fifty feet ahead, on your left,” said the GPS voice.

	“It is?” asked Valeria, leaning forward and straining to look ahead. “I don’t see anything that even looks remotely like the Snapdragon Inn.”

	“Remember, the inn always changes its outward appearance to fit into the location,” said Atticus.

	“There are usually telltale signs,” I explained. “Recognizable bits and pieces.”

	“Ahh! There it is!” squealed Sebastian. “It’s absolutely adorable!”

	“Oh, my heavens,” said Moonbeam. “How lovely!”

	We could tell it was our inn since our curtains hung in the windows, and our porch furniture, flowerpots, and mailbox were familiar. But everything else was different. The structure no longer had cedar siding and a shingle roof; it was instead made of rustic stucco with a scalloped, moss-covered roof. All the doors and windows had rounded tops, and the lowest level windows featured flower boxes bursting with blooms. A set of wooden stairs led up to a bright red front door displaying a beautiful floral and ivy wreath. The home was wrapped with a porch that was made from rough-hewn posts and rails that looked like they’d been hand carved. A rock chimney soared out of the roof. I could envision a spiral of smoke curling from it above the structure. Our Snapdragon Inn was now a cottage that fit the fairy-tale feel of the neighborhood perfectly.

	Glo drove down the gravel driveway that ran alongside the home and parked. We piled out and headed inside, everyone chattering about the unique beauty of the building.

	 

	 

	Once we opened the front door, we saw that our home was the same as always. Well, almost the same. It did have some finishing touches that matched the theme. A few paintings of the delightful woodland community, pottery vases filled with colorful wildflowers, two carved wooden rocking chairs in front of the rock fireplace. Our sofa and chairs were now upholstered in a pattern of trees with leaves in earthy fall colors, and the lamps were made to look like birds’ nests with tiny birds sitting on the tops. It was home, but with a more enchanted feel to it.

	“We have mail!” said Forrest, waving a large, thick envelope. He had pulled it out of the mailbox that was set next to our front door.

	“Great! Maybe it will answer some questions for us.”

	Forrest handed me the envelope and I placed it on the coffee table. “Let’s all get settled in and meet back in the living room in ten minutes. We’ll open it together.”
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	I was the first one back downstairs, and took full advantage of the time by reading a bit of a cozy mystery on my phone app. I loved the flexibility of reading a book on my phone, computer, or Kindle – no matter where I was, I could seamlessly stay within a book. I’d been known to sneak in a chapter or two while waiting for the dentist or standing in a long line at the market. A couple people in our group teased me for spending all day inside a cozy mystery, then spending my free time reading another one. But I saw participating in the mystery as inhaling, reading as exhaling. It was a perfect balance, in my opinion.

	“You know Paige, most people scroll social media when they have time to fill,” laughed Sebastian, plopping himself down on the sofa.

	Frank jumped up on one of the rocking chairs. “Or they chase a rodent.”

	“Ewww,” said Sebastian.

	“Don’t knock it until you try it,” said the cat. “They’re crafty little buggers. That’s how I get in a good aerobic workout.”

	“I’ll stick to my treadmill, thank you very much.”

	 

	 

	One by one, the members of the group joined us, and Atticus even took the time to build a small fire in the stone fireplace. We all had a cup of tea or cocoa, and someone brought out a tray of cookies. The room took on such a warm and friendly glow that it was hard to believe we were here to solve a puzzling mystery.

	I picked up the large envelope. “Let’s see what’s in here.”

	“I bet we won a prize,” said Zell.

	“A prize?” laughed Glo.

	“Well, sure. Big envelopes like that either have college acceptance folders, insurance policies, or prizes.”

	“You’re almost right, Zell,” I said. “It’s a folder from Wundertrundle College.”

	“I’ll be,” she smiled, showing off those adorable dimples. Zell loved to be right, even when she was almost right.

	“Are we going to be students in this book?” asked Valeria.

	I flipped through the pages. “Oh, even better! We’re visiting professors! Apparently, it’s our cover story for being in this town.”

	“Outstanding!” said Atticus, putting his hands together, and placing the tips to his chin. “I so enjoy enriching the lives of college students.”

	“Well, that’s a shocker,” snickered Frank.

	“I’d love to share the newest research on extraterrestrial technology and—”

	“Oh, but we’ve already been assigned classes,” I explained, holding up the folder.

	“Really? How interesting! Please, fill us in on our assignments, if you will, Paige.”

	I pulled out that section from the folder and sorted through it. “Looks like some of us have tag-teaching teams, others are individual. The cover letter says that since we’re only here for a short time – it doesn’t define the length – that we can go in any direction we wish based on the title of the class and the outline. They have a suggested syllabus and a packet of information in here for each of us with material for our classes. The heading says that we don’t have to follow it exactly, but to consider it as a list of suggestions. These classes are being presented to the student body as optional lectures by foreign professors.”

	“Foreign,” giggled Frank, Zell, and Sebastian.

	“I suppose that we would be considered foreigners,” said Atticus seriously. “I hope that won’t get in the way of learning,”

	“Lighten up Professor,” said Zell. “Have some fun with it.”

	“Sound advice, Zell.” He nodded.

	She glowed under his praise.

	“It looks like Valeria and I are co-teaching a class called The Art and Science of Celebration.”

	Forrest laughed. “They never had any classes like that at my schools!”

	“Gnomes take their celebrations seriously,” said Atticus. “It’s an important part of their culture. Many of their events are tied to the seasons, or to significant events in the farming cycle, such as celebrating the harvest. I’m certain you’ll find plenty of material in the school’s library on this topic.”

	“Sounds like a fun class to teach,” said Valeria.

	“It does!” I nodded. “Plus, this topic will allow us to delve into the Honeybee Moon Festival.”

	Atticus pointed at me. “Brilliant!”

	I blushed and nodded. “Thanks.” I pulled out another syllabus. “This is perfect! Moonbeam, your class is Yoga and Meditation for Test Taking.” I handed her the papers.

	“My Mom will be great at that,” said Forrest. “My friends all come to her when they have school anxiety.”

	Moonbeam looked pleased. “This is wonderful. I have plenty of material to share on the topic.”

	I read the next page. It took all my power to keep a straight face. “Sebastian, you have a class that suits you, as well.”

	He leaned forward, his chin resting on his fists, his eyebrows raised: his usual listening pose. He was eager to hear his assignment.

	“Your class is on Traditional Gossipmongering.”

	Zell and Glo didn’t do as good a job keeping a straight face as I did, but luckily Sebastian was seated in front of them and didn’t notice. Glo covered her laugh with a cough.

	He reached for his pages. “Gimme, gimme! Oh, yes! This is splendid!” He began reading through the class material.

	“Wow. Glo and Mollie, yours is cool. Successful Interspecies Interactions. It appears that they know that Mollie is a ghost. Well, at least the waitress could see her.”

	“And everyone can hear Frank,” said Valeria.

	“What does that have to do with the price of tea in China?” asked Frank.

	“Umm, interspecies interactions.”

	“Still not following.” Frank looked baffled.

	“You’re a cat. We’re humans.”

	Frank shook his head and squinted his eyes.

	“Cats don’t usually talk.”

	“Ohhh, that!” He chuckled in a very manly way.

	“Maybe they’re talking about the interactions between humans and gnomes?” Glo asked.

	“That’s possible, too. Here’s your outline. It’ll probably tell you more.”

	“What’s my class?” asked Zell.

	I flipped to her page. “Nice! You and Forrest get to teach Understanding the Humanization of Magic. Since you’ve both dabbled in magic tricks, this is right up your alley.”

	Zell and Forrest got up, high-fived, and did an adorable happy dance. Then Forrest realized how goofy he must look. He awkwardly patted Zell on the head, blushed, and sat back down. He pulled out his phone and started to casually scroll.

	I grinned at the teen, then went back to my paperwork. “Atticus, yours is perfect, too. And you get to be assisted by Frank. Your class is The Historical Significance of Gnomes.”

	Atticus nodded. “Excellent. This will also allow me to dive a bit more into the characters here.”

	Frank’s face scrunched up in displeasure, until Atticus expressed his next thought.

	“I’m fortunate to have your assistance with this project, Frank. A very important topic.”

	“Yeah, right. Important.” Frank’s head bobbed in approval.

	 

	 

	I flipped through the remaining paperwork in the file. “There is a Meet and Greet tomorrow morning. So that all the professors and staff can meet us, and we can learn a bit about the school.”

	“That is perfect,” said Glo. “Puts us right in the middle of the action.”

	“We should be able to meet a good number of locals,” Atticus said.

	“That’s true.” I nodded. “I suspect they’ll all be able to tell us more about the students, and the upcoming pageant as well. I have a deep suspicion that it’s tied to this virus.”

	“I would agree,” said Atticus. “My most pressing question is this: Is the virus accidental – did all three girls get exposed to the same initiator? Or has this somehow been planted intentionally?”

	“What do you mean?” asked Glo.

	“I’m thinking that it could be brought on by poison or some type of contamination that’s been purposely targeted to students at the school, or more specifically, contestants in the pageant.”

	“It wouldn’t be unheard of, you know,” said Sebastian. “These pageants can be cutthroat.”

	“One other thing that’s niggling the back of my mind,” said Atticus. “Could there be more than one kind of paranormal in this book? Could there be a witch or sorcerer involved? Perhaps this is more than a virus; it could be a spell or a glamour. Or as the book title implies, a hex.”

	“We need to find out – and soon. The community events calendar has been included in this packet.” I held up the calendar and pointed. “The Honeybee Moon Festival is this Saturday. After which there will be a winner. If the festival competitors are a target, which it sure seems to be, then we have a week to figure this out.”
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	Glo parked in the visitor’s lot and hung the temporary permit on the rearview mirror. We piled out of the van, and I marveled at the different interpretations of what was appropriate attire for our Meet and Greet at Wundertrundle College. I recalled that in the first chapter of the book it said it was an honor to be accepted into the prestigious school, so I’d chosen slim navy-blue slacks and a matching jacket with a white buttoned shirt. Glo wore her gray printed dress with a black belt and low heels. I felt we nailed the look: simple, but classic. I could not say the same for the other book club members, but I had to admit that their choices perfectly reflected their personalities and their assigned topics.

	Moonbeam, for once, was not wearing a caftan, but instead a filmy floral tunic over yoga pants and flat black ballet slippers. She had twirled her wiry hair up into a top knot, and it was trying its hardest to escape. It was actually a perfect look for an instructor of yoga and meditation.

	Sebastian had applied his flair to create the look of a fashionable college professor: a patterned sweater over a button-down shirt with a polka-dotted tie tucked neatly inside, and a crisp blazer to top it off.  He even wore a jaunty hat and black-rimmed glasses, which I knew for a fact were not prescription, but he did look very sharp. A bit over the top, but sharp.

	Atticus had a similar look to Sebastian’s, but a touch more Indiana Jones than ivy league professor. Frank looked the part of his assistant, wearing an argyle vest and a bow tie.

	Valeria and Forrest looked more like students than professors, but it suited them and made them appear very approachable.

	Zell … well, Zell had taken her role as professor of a class on understanding human magic to heart. She wore a black tuxedo with a matching top hat, white gloves, and a red satin lined cape.

	“Zell, where on earth did you get that costume?” Sebastian asked what we were all thinking.

	“You are aware that magic is my hobby?”

	“Uhh, huh.”

	“And what respectable student of magic doesn’t have proper attire in their wardrobe?”

	“Probably most of them,” chuckled Sebastian.

	Mollie swooped down beside him, giggling at his comment, but I had to say, her choice was nearly as entertaining. Since she and Glo were holding a class on successful interspecies interactions, she took her role as “ghost” seriously. Oh, she had on her usual cowboy attire, but over that she’d designed a layer that looked like a misty white bedsheet. It floated on the air around her making her look otherworldly.

	“Very ghostly, Mollie,” said Zell. “I love it.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The college campus was stunning. The buildings mirrored those we’d seen in town, but on a much larger scale. Most were five or six stories high, and the tops featured turrets, spires, scallops, and curved rooflines. They were made of stone and brick, and many had multiple decks and balconies with beautifully carved wood or iron railings. Windows and doors were most often rounded into half circles, and sometimes even full circles. There were shutters, decorative borders, and ivy-covered trellises. Not one boring, straight line was to be seen.

	Brick pathways encircled and crisscrossed the entire campus. The paths were lined with majestic leafy trees that reached up toward the blue sky. In some places, the trees on both sides reached toward the middle making an arched canopy over the pathway. A brook wound its way through the campus, and some students sat at the edges dipping their feet in the water, or tossing bits of bread to the ducks that floated contentedly by.

	In the center quad, we could see students playing frisbee, tossing a football, lying on the grass reading, doing homework, or talking. Surprisingly, many were working on new MacBook computers, just like any university back at home. Some of them were eating breakfast, which looked to be croissants, muffins, donuts, and yogurt parfaits.

	“I love it here,” said Valeria. “It’s a beautiful setting, but it also looks like any normal college campus.”

	“If any normal college campus had gnomes for students,” said Sebastian.

	“Yeah, well … there is that.”

	“Ah! There’s the geology building,” said Atticus. “Do you mind if we walk through?”

	“And look at rock displays, oooh, baby! Sign me up,” said Frank facetiously.

	Atticus totally missed the sarcasm and happily held the door open and ushered us all inside.

	The displays in the lobby were indeed rocks, but surprisingly fascinating. Glass cases lined the walls and were filled with fossils, minerals, crystals, and the most beautiful and unusual rocks that glittered in every color of the rainbow.

	The only other person in the hallway was a janitor pushing a cart of cleaning supplies and emptying the trash cans. He had the subtle looks of a gnome, but his nose was a bit less rounded, and his ears substantially smaller, though still upholding the rounded appearance we’d seen on the others. He wasn’t as squat and round as the other gnomes, but I suspected cleaning up this expansive campus kept him in better shape.

	He pulled open a trash can and began to complain loudly, “These dang kids have no respect. This bin is for recycle items only! Not trash.” He used a pair of long tongs to remove the offending object – a partially eaten, foil-wrapped burrito.

	 “That is terrible!” said Moonbeam. “I agree with you. It is disrespectful.”

	“Thanks, ma’am.” He nodded at her.

	“You would think college students would have more of an eye to the future of our planet.”

	The man’s nodding became more enthusiastic. He leaned down to pick up a coffee cup off the floor. “And it would be nice if they’d show a bit of respect for the cleaning crew.”

	On the side of the cart someone had used a permanent marker to draw a picture of a garbage can with the janitor’s face on it. The name “Squeegee” was written above it in bold graffiti style letters.

	Three students came down the hall. One tossed his cup toward the trash can, but missed and it landed on the floor. He looked like he was going to leave it there, but then noticed Moonbeam’s motherly scowl. He grunted, picked it up and tossed it into the bin.

	One of the other students tapped the top of the cart with her long fingernails to get the janitor’s attention. “Hey Squeegee – somebody lost their cookies in the ladies’ room on the second floor. Better get up there.”

	The janitor tossed the rest of the trash into his bag and began to roll the cart down the hall.

	Moonbeam tilted her head, made a tsking sound, and gave the girl that look. She shrugged at Moonbeam then turned and yelled, “Thanks, man! Appreciate it.”

	I was impressed that even college-aged gnomes responded so well to a motherly admonishment.

	The janitor got into the elevator, and we could hear him grumbling until the doors closed behind him.

	Moonbeam turned toward the students. “Do any of you know where the auditorium is? The one where the Meet and Greet is being held?”

	They managed to be exceptionally polite and gave us directions to the building.
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	The auditorium building looked like a massive mushroom, which might have been weird except that I’d seen some oddly unique buildings at other universities back home, too. It sat in the middle of the campus and was surrounded by a brick courtyard. Benches and round ball-shaped art pieces lined the perimeter. A banner above the front doors read Welcome to Our Visiting Professors!

	“Look at that!” said Zell happily, her top hat dipping over her forehead as she did a little bounce of excitement. “We’re a really big deal!”

	“That’s excellent,” said Atticus. “It will make gathering information from the students and staff much easier.”

	“AND we get a banner,” said Frank, staring up in awe at the flapping sign.

	 

	 

	Inside the front door was a long table with three students who were handing out name tags. A young woman spotted us and smiled brightly. She was pleasantly plump with thick auburn hair and a rosy complexion. When she smiled her apple cheeks rose up so high it made her eyes squint. Her ears were oversized and poking out from under a pointed cap, and her nose was so round it was a perfect circle. She was the epitome of a happy garden gnome.

	“Welcome! You must be the visiting professors.”

	“How did you know?” asked Frank, his jaw dropping.

	Our hostess laughed. “Because you aren’t gnomes.” She reached over and put her hand in front of Frank, palm up. “And because your group is accompanied by a talking cat.”

	Frank sniffed her palm, then rubbed up against her hand. She giggled and stroked his soft fur.

	“I’ve heard all about you. Everybody wants to meet you. Your name’s Frank, right?”

	“People are talking about me? They want to meet me?” Frank’s ears perked up.

	“Yup! Most of us have never met a talking cat. I’m Marigold Wiggins. So nice to meet you, Frank.” She shook his front paw.

	“And you must be Mollie, the ghost!” She glanced at Mollie. “We’ve never had a ghost visit our campus before. Everyone is looking forward to meeting you and taking your class.”

	“Why, thank you kindly,” said Mollie. She looked immensely proud.

	Frank placed his paw on Marigold’s arm and looked up at her with a sweet, innocent expression, a shameless attempt to regain her attention.

	Marigold gave him a quick pet, then looked up at the rest of us. “Can I check you all in and give you your name tags?”

	We each gave her our names and she made friendly small talk as she passed out our tags.

	When she got to Mollie, she held up the tag, then looked at our ghost. Marigold looked embarrassed and waved the tag in the air awkwardly. Mollie chuckled.

	“Don’t worry sweetie, I got this.” Mollie closed her eyes for a moment with a look of concentration. Then a name tag appeared on her. It was old-fashioned in style, and her name was handwritten in swooping letters on brownish paper. It was adhered to her wispy cape with a large safety pin.

	Marigold gasped. “Oh, my. You are totally amazing!”

	Mollie giggled. “Thanks.”

	“No, I mean really, really amazing! I can’t believe you just did that!”

	Mollie grinned and shrugged, but she looked proud.

	Marigold pulled herself together. “The function is in the grand reception hall straight ahead. Have a good time!”

	 

	 

	“She was a sweet girl,” said Moonbeam.

	“Sweet as pie,” said Frank.

	“Yum, pie,” said Zell.

	“And she was adorable, too,” said Moonbeam. “Just looking at her makes you smile.”

	“Typical garden gnome,” Atticus said. “While some popular books paint them as unpleasant creatures, legend has it that they are helpful, friendly beings who love doing good deeds.”

	“How dreadful for those students affected by the infection,” said Glo. “I’m sure it hits them hard.”

	“That’s why we’re here,” said Sebastian. “To fix the problem.”

	 

	 

	A short, stocky man with a long, curly white beard and eyebrows to match approached us. He had a wooden pipe dangling from the corner of his mouth. He popped it out and held it in this hand as he grinned at us.

	“Good morning and welcome to Wundertrundle College. I’m Dr. Langley Beckenridge, president of this esteemed place of learning. We’re delighted to have you here with us. Delighted, I say.”

	Atticus thrust out his hand. “Dr. Atticus Papadopoulos. A pleasure.”

	Each of us stepped forward with a quick introduction. I was glad that name tags were in use, since I had a hard time remembering names, particularly when meeting many new people all at once. I had tried that memory trick of tying a picture to a name, but when I looked at the man all that came to mind was tiny, squat, hairy gnome, none of which tied back to his name at all.

	We were telling Dr. Beckenridge how much we admired the campus when a female gnome approached. She was slightly taller than the president, though still quite a bit shorter than us. She had snow white hair that she’d piled on her head into a top-knot that miraculously came to an exact point at the tip. I had no idea how she pulled that off, but it sat on her head in the same shape as a traditional gnome cap. Although her face had a sharp, serious look to it, she had the typical rounded facial features, and had applied bright cherry-red lipstick to her plump lips, and circles of blush to her cheeks.

	“Ah, thank you for joining us,” said the president, nodding at her. “This is Dr. Gunda Ostermeyer, head of our student services. She’s been with the college for many years and is your go-to for any student-related issues. She’s fair but firm and has been a true blessing to us all.”

	“Thank you, President Beckenridge,” Gunda blushed and grinned at him. The smile softened her features.

	Introductions were made all around.

	“Shall I take our guests around to meet everyone?” Gunda asked President Beckenridge.

	“That would be much appreciated,” he said with a nod. “Enjoy your stay, and if you need anything please let my office know.”

	The president popped his pipe back in his mouth and sauntered off.

	“You will enjoy your time here, and I’m certain you’ll fit right in,” said Gunda. “You came highly recommended.”

	“By who?” asked Frank.

	“Whom,” said Zell.

	“Ah! The rumored witty talking cat,” she chuckled and reached over to pat Frank. “You’ll be welcome guests here at Wundertrundle College. It is a distinctive place and we invite diversity. Ah, there’s a teacher that Moonbeam will especially enjoy meeting.” She called over to him, “Dr. Sepp!”

	A particularly short colorful gnome turned around and walked toward us. Well, he didn’t so much walk as bounce. His beard and hair were in the standard gnome style, but they were not white – they were a blend of colors, so that they looked like a hairy rainbow. His shirt mirrored the colorful style, and he wore a red cap with a star on the tip that wobbled as he bounced.

	“This is Dr. Kirkamon Sepp, professor of Mindfulness and Contentment. A very important topic. All our students are required to take one class per semester with him.”

	“I educate our students in the areas of heart-seeing and mind-peace. With the young generation, their heads so filled with noise, it keeps me quite busy,” he chuckled.

	Another teacher joined our cluster. For a gnome, she had a somewhat pinched face, like she was trying to look happy, but it wasn’t working. She wore a blue-gray smock and matching shoes on her very large feet. Her hair was a brilliant shade of greenish blond.

	Gunda introduced us. “I’d like you to meet Nixie Kipper, professor of World Appreciation.”

	“World appreciation?” asked Glo. “What does that entail?”

	“Thank you for asking,” said the professor. She stood up tall--well, taller--since she was quite tiny. She took on a lecturer’s posture and voice. “World Appreciation is about noticing all the beauty in the world around us. I teach the joy of finding and appreciating the many wonders and experiences in life.”

	“Like your Honeybee Moon Festival!” said Sebastian.

	“Yesss,” said Nixie. Her lips flattened and her eyes turned cold and hard. “Like the festival.” Her eyes closed for a moment, and she took in a deep breath. “I must be off. Good day.” She turned on her heel and walked away as fast as her little legs could carry her.

	“Oh, my goodness,” said Sebastian. “I didn’t mean to upset her. I’m not even sure what I said.”

	“It certainly was not your fault,” said Gunda. She lifted her chin and looked past us to be sure that Nixie was far away. “I’m not one to gossip, but it’s quite the story.”

	I had the distinct feeling that she actually was one to gossip, and being in student services I’m sure she heard her share of it.

	“You see, ten years ago, Nixie participated in the pageant. We were students here at the college. She was quite full of it for months and spoke of nothing else. And wonder of wonders, she was selected as the winner – she was to be Honeybee Queen. However, it was discovered that she used chemicals to dye her hair a vibrant unnatural green. You see, only natural products are allowed among the royal court. She was disqualified and lost the crown.”

	“Ten years later she still carries that anger with her?” asked Valeria.

	“She certainly does. And it doesn’t help that the woman who took her place is quite the popular social butterfly. The win did her well. She now owns the most popular restaurant in town.”

	“Who is that?” asked Sebastian.

	“Irmina Luthwiggingham. She was to be the Honeybee Princess, so as runner-up, she took Nixie’s place as queen.”

	“What’s the name of her restaurant?”

	“Easy to remember, it’s Queen Irmina’s, of course. You should check it out while you’re in town.”

	“Oh, we definitely will,” said Zell.

	“Ah! Here’s someone you should meet. Ludmilla!” Gunda called to a woman walking by who stopped and greeted us.

	“Our visiting professors! I’ve been hoping to meet you. I’m Ludmilla Earkunchen, professor of Woodland Sustenance.”

	“That sounds fascinating, Professor Earkunchen!” said Moonbeam. “What is covered in your classes?”

	“Please, call me Ludmilla. We’re quite informal here. I teach the identification and usage of the various fungi, fruits, vegetables, and edible flowers that grow in our woods.”

	“That sounds like a critically important and captivating topic.”

	“And right up Moonbeam’s alley,” murmured Frank.

	“I hope you’ll have time to stop by for a lecture,” said Ludmilla. She looked at the cat. “You, too, Frank.” She smiled at him.
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	We left the event feeling good about the people here and this place. Everyone had been kind and helpful. We were armed with a map of the campus and our classroom assignments. We were all to be in the same building, so we decided to find our rooms so that tomorrow morning we’d know where to go. Our classrooms weren’t far from the auditorium, just a short walk down a lovely path and past the main cafeteria. Like all the other buildings on campus, ours was a charming brick and stone building with ivy climbing up a trellis over the front door. It looked more like a cozy retreat than a school building. Even the inside was inviting, with mosaic patterned floors and muted turquoise walls. The staircase, doors, and ceiling were all a deep, rich wood. The walls were covered with cheerful posters, announcement boards, and student artwork.

	 

	 

	“All our classrooms are down this same hallway,” I pointed out the numbers that were listed on our paperwork.

	“Oh, hold up a second,” said Moonbeam. “I’m getting a call from Elbertina.”

	We stopped and circled around her as she answered.

	“Hi, Elbertina. The whole group is here; do you mind if I put you on speaker?”

	Moonbeam said thanks and pressed her speaker button.

	“Hi, everybody.”

	We all called out our hellos.

	“We just saw the doctor again. Our blood test results are inconclusive. The doctor says he hasn’t been able to find a known match to our virus, but that he thinks we might have caught something by touch, like poison ivy or laundry soap allergy, that kind of thing, or that it’s something we ate, like some kind of weird fungus or something.”

	“I’m glad he’s working so hard on this,” said Moonbeam.

	“Yeah. He interviewed us so he can trace where we went, what we did, and what we ate during the week before the virus hit us. He’s looking for … what did he call it?”

	We could hear the other girls say something in the background.

	“Yeah, he’s looking for a common denominator – something we all touched or ate or were exposed to. Since it’s just the three of us, and we’re all friends and hang out together … it makes sense.”

	“Can you keep us posted when you hear back from him?”

	“Sure. Thanks. Bye.” She hung up.

	 

	 

	A man popped his head out of the classroom across the hallway.

	“Hello there. Can I help you find something? Ah! The visiting professors, correct?”

	“Yes! That’s us,” said Sebastian.

	“Come on in and sit a spell,” said the man. He had many of the typical gnome features, except that he had no hat – and no hair. He had a shiny black bald head that made his massive white beard and bushy eyebrows pop. His wide girth around his middle and his short legs made him look like he could fall over at any moment.

	“Jakob Schwingle, at your service. Professor of Tale-telling, Dance, and Song. The students tell me mine are the most enjoyable classes.”

	“I betcha they are!” Zell said. “I wish they had classes like those back when I was in school.”

	“I’m sorry your school was so lacking. How about a tale to make up for it a bit?” he chuckled.

	“We’d love that!” said Sebastian, coming into the classroom and sitting down in the first row.

	Professor Schwingle motioned for us all to take a seat. “What would you like to hear about?” he asked.

	“How about the Honeybee Moon Festival?” asked Atticus.

	“Ah! A perfect topic for new visitors. Let’s see. Do you know anything about our festival?”

	“Nada. Nothing. Big fat zero,” said Frank.

	“Frank, I presume?” asked the professor.

	Our cat nodded.

	“Welcome. A pleasure to meet such a unique being.”

	“Thank you, sir,” said Frank.

	“And I presume this wispy lady is the illustrious Mollie?”

	“That’s me!” Mollie was enjoying the attention.

	“Perhaps we’ll have time this week for you to tell me a tale about how you came about to be in your interesting situation?”

	“Sure thing, Dr. Schwingle.”

	“Call me Jakob, please. None of that stuffy Doctor or Professor labeling. We teachers stick together like one big happy club.”

	Mollie floated over to hover above an empty seat. We were all ready to listen to a tale. The professor moved to the front of the room and hopped up to sit on the edge of his desk. It took him two hops to get up there, but then he settled in comfortably.

	 

	 

	“Gnomes are a joyful species. We search for things in everyday life to be grateful for, as we know the simplest things often bring the purest joy. We treasure our families as the jewels in the crown of life. We value our friendships and call them the four-leaf clovers of life: hard to find, and lucky to have.

	“Gnomes are also a celebratory people; it is our mission to find reasons to be festive, and our world is filled with them.

	“The gnome year is divided into moon seasons, and every moon brings us a new motive to celebrate. From the first buds of spring in the season of the Beginning Moon, to the soft falling of leaves that we call the Whispering Moon, and everything in between.

	“We are entering the Honeybee Moon now, which is when we celebrate the hardworking bees and their gift of honey. It’s the gnomes’ favorite sweet treat, you know.

	“There is a pageant to celebrate our youth, who we acknowledge as the seeds of our future. The winners are crowned the Honeybee King and Queen, and the runners-up are the Honeybee Prince and Princess.”

	Jakob paused and smiled at us. “Are there any questions or comments?”

	“It’s lovely that you celebrate the upcoming generation,” said Moonbeam. “And the students we’ve met so far appear to value the pageant.”

	“How are the winners acknowledged?” asked Atticus.

	“Are there prizes?” Zell’s eyes sparkled with interest.

	“Indeed, there are prizes! Gnomes are lovers of accolades. The king receives a crown, the queen a beautiful crown of her own. They are theirs to cherish forever as a keepsake of the event. Both receive a winner’s sash and the bumblebuzziest prize of all: a beehive set up in their own yard by a master beekeeper. One that will supply endless amounts of honey for years to come.

	“Our young king and queen appear in many events for the year, representing gnomes’ commitment to upholding and nurturing the bee community. As the reigning winners, they visit local businesses and meet the people of the community, spreading knowledge and honor of our native bees.”

	“Do the prince and princess get prizes, too?” asked Valeria.

	“That they do, Miss Valeria! Our prince and princess are runners-up, so that any events the king and queen cannot attend they step up to take their place. They also receive sashes, and a month’s supply of glorious, golden honey!”

	“Sounds like second place is a letdown,” said Frank.

	“On the contrary, it is an important role and something that the young winners can carry with them for the rest of their lives. The four winners all ride a royal float in a parade the day of the pageant, and formal portraits are taken. It is quite a morale booster for a young—”

	There was a sudden loud burst of noise in the hallway. A group of students were raising their voices just outside the door. Jakob stepped out.

	“Students! A tale-telling session is in process here. Please take your chatter outdoors.”

	“Professor Schwingle! Something horrible has happened,” said one of the students.

	“What might that be, son?”

	“Another student has caught the horrible, disfiguring virus!”

	A second student piped up. “It’s Orla Mertz! She’s in the nurse’s office now, crying and howling for all to hear.”

	Sebastian popped his head out the door and addressed the students. “Is Orla Mertz in the Honeybee Moon pageant?”

	“She was,” gasped a voice. “But I don’t see how she can possibly participate now!”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Jakob Schwingle excused us from his room and said he was going to make his way to the nurse’s office to see if he could be of assistance in the crisis. We walked down the hall to the first of our classrooms, which was to be Sebastian’s room. It was a small auditorium-style arrangement. We took seats in the front rows.

	“This is escalating. You know what I’ve been thinking,” said Glo. “Everyone keeps calling it a virus. But we wouldn’t be here if it was simply a naturally occurring incident, like poison ivy.”

	“You’re right,” I said. “If it is something contagious, it may be that someone triggered the infection intentionally, perhaps with poison.”

	“Or …” Forrest paused. “Maybe it’s not a virus or infection at all. Maybe it’s something worse, like a magic spell or something. You know, the title said something about a hex. The gnomes seem to be pretty naïve.”

	“Do they have magic spells here?” I asked. “We’d never suspect a spell back in Colorado.”

	“We don’t know that yet, do we?” said Atticus. “But clearly, whatever is happening is hitting the competitors from the pageant. This is the fourth girl.”

	“That makes the disqualified honeybee queen with a grudge against the pageant our first suspect, don’t you think?” said Glo.

	“Agreed,” I nodded. “Nixie Kipper, professor of World Appreciation, suspect number one.”
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	“It’s obvious that our next move is to interview the woman who took over from Nixie Kipper as Honeybee Queen,” said Zell seriously.

	“That is outstanding insight,” said Atticus.

	Frank made a noise that sounded like he was hacking up a hairball. “Insight? Or a desire to visit Queen Irmina’s restaurant and have some lunch?”

	“Oh, what a good idea, Frank!” gushed Zell, flapping her hand at him. “I never thought of that.”

	“Never as in, it was the first thing I thought of.”

	“No matter the motivation,” said Atticus. “I believe it’s the correct plan.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	 We stood on the cobblestone road looking up at Queen Irmina’s restaurant. Our mouths hung open and someone let out a whistle. The building sat up on a knoll and overlooked the downtown area.

	“Is this a miniature replica of It’s a Small World at Disneyland?” asked Moonbeam.

	“Yeah, it sure is. They have one at Disney World, too,” said Glo. “I’ve been there and love it.”

	“Additionally, at Tokyo Disneyland and Disneyland Paris,” said Atticus. “And I believe Hong Kong Disneyland, as well.”

	“The spires and flags, the multi-colored surfaces, the whimsical design … wow … it’s all there.”

	“What’s Disneyland?” asked Mollie.

	“Oh, you poor dear,” said Sebastian. “We are going to have to find a book that’s set there. There’s nothing else like it. You’ll adore it!”

	“It’s my favorite vacation spot,” said Zell. “Sebby’s right. You’d love it.”

	“Zelda, I’ve asked you not to call me Sebby.”

	“But you called me Zelda.”

	“It’s your name. And you started it!”

	Dong, dong! A chime rang out twice, and panels in front of the large clock face opened. A small parade of puppet gnomes playing musical instruments circled out one side of the door and back in the other.

	“It’s two o’clock!” said Zell. “No wonder my tummy is rumbling.”

	 

	 

	We were stopped in our tracks in the lobby, standing in front of the hostess station gaping at what spread before us. The inside of the restaurant wowed us just as much as the Small World exterior. This was no small-time diner. The flooring throughout the interior was made of irregular pieces of slate, which made it appear to be an old stone castle floor. The walls were wood paneled and thick red drapes scalloped across the tops of the windows. Chandeliers flickered as if they were actually candles, not electric bulbs. The tables were covered with burgundy tablecloths, and the chairs were upholstered in luxuriously patterned jacquard fabric that made them look like Edwardian antiques.

	“This place is outrageous!” said Sebastian. “And I absolutely love it!”

	“No wonder it’s the most popular restaurant in town.” I continued to see new features as my eyes traveled the room. It was like being transported back in time to an elaborate medieval castle.

	“I bet they have pheasant on the menu,” said Frank happily from his position in Sebastian’s arms.

	A woman’s merry laughter rang out behind us. “I’ve been told a witty talking feline was in town!”

	The woman came around to the front of our group. She was dressed up like a medieval queen. A gold corset hugged her thick waist and burgundy fabric flowed to the floor. The trim was a gold braid around the neckline and sleeves. It fit the atmosphere perfectly. Her freckled complexion, dimpled cheeks, and bright red hair in Pippi Longstocking braids poking out the sides of her head, however, didn’t fit any image I had of a medieval queen.

	“Welcome to Queen Irmina’s! If you haven’t already guessed, I’m Irmina Luthwiggingham.” She twirled in a circle and her dress flowed around her. “You are clearly the honored guests of the college. Allow me to show you to our best table, professors.” She waved off the hostess. “I’ve got this one, Fabie.”

	The hostess handed Irmina a handful of menus, and we followed her to a large table in front of a picture window. It overlooked the gardens behind the building which, of course, contained bushes trimmed into the shapes of animals, just like those at the Disneyland exhibit. It was charming.

	“Love, love, loving your place!” gushed Sebastian.

	“It is fantastic,” added Valeria.

	“Thank you, dears,” said Irmina. She looked at Mollie. “Do you require a chair, miss, or will you be hovering?”

	Mollie giggled. “A chair to hover over would be nice.”

	Irmina waved at a server and asked for another chair to be brought to our table.

	We took our seats and good old filterless Zell hit our host with a direct question. “Is all this in honor of your win as Honeybee Queen?”

	Irmina threw back her head and laughed. “And I take it you are Zell. Everyone said you were hilarious.”

	“Thanks, but yeah? It’s because you were the queen?”

	Irmina laughed again. “I was never a real queen, honey. It was just a young person’s pageant. That was forever ago when I was a happy-go-lucky college student. Now I’m a carefree adult and can do as I wish – so I built a restaurant that makes me happy every day. Don’t you wish all adults would follow their hearts that way?”

	“What an amazing way to live!” I said, impressed by her idea. “Adults do get bogged down in what society dictates, don’t they?”

	“Well, I say it’s time to un-bog!” Irmina smiled. “Starting with lunch! Your server will be right over.”

	 

	 

	“She was delightful,” said Moonbeam.

	“Super delightful,” said Frank, trying to look over Sebastian’s arm to read the menu.

	“For someone who brushes off the pageant as long-ago history, she still seems to be embracing the role of queen, don’t you think?” whispered Glo.

	“Umm hmm,” I acknowledged the thought.

	“Hey! No pheasant to be found on this menu,” said Frank, wilting in disappointment.

	“It’s all standard diner food!” laughed Forrest. “That’s great. I’m having a burger, fries, and a milkshake.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“This is the best Reuben I’ve ever had,” said Zell. “And believe me, I know Reubens.”

	“What makes it so good?” asked Mollie.

	“Do you know what rye bread is?” asked Zell.      

	“Yes, of course. I think it’s been around since castles looked like this one.”

	Atticus chuckled. “She’s right.”

	“This sandwich is on perfectly toasted rye bread,” said Zell. “It’s loaded with corned beef, Swiss cheese, and tangy sauerkraut. Made to perfection.” Zell kissed her fingertips.

	“I adore fermented cabbage!” said Mollie. “And corn, beef, and cheese, too. I think I’ll conjure up that sandwich.” She closed her eyes and concentrated.

	“Is anyone going to tell her there’s no corn on it?” whispered Frank.

	“Nah,” said Zell. “Close enough.”

	A moment later Mollie had her own Wild West version of a ”corn and beef sandwich,“ which she thoroughly enjoyed.

	“What was that?” said Moonbeam. She turned to face the window and scanned the gardens.

	Moonbeam stretched in her seat and looked out. “I thought I saw someone peering in at us. It looked like Nixie Kipper.”

	“The disqualified queen? What’s she doing looking in here?” I wondered aloud.

	“Is she stalking Irmina? Is she that obsessed and angry about something that happened ten years ago?” asked Glo.

	“Or maybe … she’s stalking us,” said Valeria.

	Mollie swooped through the window and looked both ways. She came back in and shook her head. “She’s gone.”

	 

	 

	We finished lunch and didn’t see any more signs of Nixie outside. As we exited the building, three young women disguised in scarves, billowy dresses, and oversized hats came running up to us. Luziann, Elbertina, and Fritzie looked frenzied. They all started to talk to us at once.

	“Calm down, girls. One at a time. Elbertina, what’s wrong?” asked Moonbeam.

	“Two boys from our school have gotten the virus!”

	“Boys?” said Glo. “So it’s not just affecting girls!”

	“Are they in your friend circle, too?” asked Atticus.

	“No, they aren’t! They’re in some of our classes but we don’t really know them,” said Luziann.

	“Are they both in the pageant?” asked Valeria.

	“One of them is. Dolf Torkel. He is a dreamy stud—” Fritzie sucked in a breath. “I mean… he was a dreamy stud! Now I hear he’s … tall! And covered with hard muscles and has a chiseled jaw. And he had such a nice beard coming in … now he’s all smooth-faced!”

	“Sounds awful.” Valeria tried to hold back a chuckle.

	“What about the other boy?” asked Atticus.

	“Volker Underhauss,” said Luziann. “He’s a senior, graduating this year. He already has a job as a disc jockey at the club. He looks …. looked like the finest man in hip hop … now they say he’s tall and thin and – no offense here, Forrest – has braided hair and an earring!”

	“Is he the first one to be affected who’s not in the pageant?” asked Atticus.

	“Uh huh,” nodded the girls.

	“Hmm. I thought this was all connected to the pageant,” said Glo.

	“Well, Volker is not in the pageant, but his parents are on the board that runs the event,” said Elbertina.

	“So there is still a tie there,” I said.

	There was s symphony of chimes as all our phones pinged a message at the same time. Forrest had his phone in hand and opened the message.

	“This is from the school. They request that all teachers and staff go immediately to the auditorium building for an announcement by the campus inspector’s office. Apparently, the inspector is going to update everyone on the situation. And get this!” Forrest snorted. “The inspector’s name is Sharlock Knomes.”
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	We returned to the college campus to see many teachers and administrative people going into the auditorium building. We were gathered out front discussing this newest twist. Not just female students were being affected. And not just pageant contestants. There appeared to be much more to this story than we knew.

	A gnome we’d not met before approached our group. She was as short and stout as any of the others we’d met, but while they looked doughy and soft, she looked tough and strong, like a wrestler. It was somewhat in contrast to her round face and plump lips, but her oversized ears and broad nose fit her look perfectly. She wasn’t in a dress, as many of the other gnome women had been. This gnome was wearing brown chino pants, a white shirt with a forest green houndstooth vest, and a matching cap that lacked the usual point on the top.

	“Good afternoon, folks. I was hoping you’d show up early so we could have a chat before the announcements. A bit of an introduction. I’m Inspector Sharlock Knomes, official campus inspector, and security manager for the college. You’re welcome to call me Sharlock..”

	Moonbeam was the first to find her voice. “It’s wonderful to meet you, Sharlock. I’m impressed and delighted that they have a woman in charge of this case.” Moonbeam put her hand out and Sharlock gave it a brief, firm shake.

	Atticus stepped forward and shook her hand. “Dr. Atticus Papadopoulos. Professor of the Historic Significance of Gnomes.”

	“Good to meet you.”

	“I’m Paige Erickson, professor of the Art and Science of Celebration.” I reached forward for my turn at a no-nonsense shake.

	“Hello, I’m Sebastian, profess—"

	“Let me stop you folks right there.” Sharlock put up her hand. She glanced around, as if to be sure she wouldn’t be overheard. Everyone else was either in the building or headed that way. “I’ve been told that you’re undercover here as professors, and that your actual purpose is to help me solve this case. We can dispense with your cover information.”

	She greeted the rest of the group, treating Frank and Mollie in the same fashion as any other member. She’d obviously been exposed to other types of supernaturals, and it didn’t faze her to meet a talking cat or a ghost

	“As visitors, we’ve been at a disadvantage thus far,” said Atticus. “However, we suspect that this ‘virus’ isn’t a naturally occurring infection. We also feel this is related to the pageant. What are your thoughts?”

	I was concerned that he’d jumped too quick into business talk, but Sharlock was all over it.

	“At this point it may appear that way, but what I’ve learned over my years in the department is that nothing is certain until the case is solved. I suggest you keep an open mind. However, you are on track in your suspicion that this isn’t a virus.” She glanced around again. “I’ll be announcing this momentarily in the meeting, but we have determined that the cause of the transformation is due to a hex that—”

	“A hex!” repeated Zell, rather loudly.

	We all turned to her. “Shhh.”

	“Sorry.” She rolled her eyes at us then whispered, “A hex? Since when do gnomes do hexing?”

	“Gnomes don’t do hexing.”

	I couldn’t hold back my chuckle since Sharlock had used finger quotes.

	“The hex would likely be the work of illegal dark troll magic.”

	“You have trolls here?” Glo asked quietly.

	“No, we do not. Not in Wundertrundle. Someone had to have purchased this from outside the community. Or perhaps a troll has infiltrated our town.”

	“That’s frightening,” said Moonbeam. “I believe trolls are dangerous, is that right?”

	“Correct. They can be hostile and malicious. We are putting out an APB – that’s All-Points Bulletin – anyone who sees a troll is to report it immediately.”

	“Would they have a traditional troll appearance or are they more human-ized?” I asked.

	“Huh.” She let out a grunt that I thought might be a laugh. “Human-ized. Interesting choice of word, but I would say from your viewpoint, that is correct.”

	“Can we get your contact information?”

	Sharlock provided us with her number, as well as the number of the local police station.

	“I need to go inside and address the administration and the teachers. I’ll be providing them the same information that I just shared with you, so there’s no need for you to stay. I recommend that you return to the Snapdragon Inn and hold a book club meeting. Fill out your murder board and discuss the facts as you know them. I’ll be in touch.”

	Sharlock saluted us, then walked briskly toward the building.

	“Little bit creepy how much she knows about us,” said Zell.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We decided to pick up dinner on the way back to the inn so that we’d not have to waste time making it. We passed a pizza place and stopped to load up on several pizzas, chopped salad, and even cinnamon sugar bread sticks for dessert. Later we had everything spread out on the coffee table in the library.

	I rolled the murder board to the meeting circle and uncapped a marker. I stared at the blank white space, then wrote at the top: Wundertrundle College – Student transformations – Troll hex.

	“We should start with our list of victims,” said Glo.

	“Right. The first three were Elbertina, Luziann, and Fritzie.” I wrote their names down the middle of the board.

	“Then it was Orla Mertz,” said Moonbeam. “The one we heard about when we were with Jakob Schwingle.”

	“We should probably add their last names, in case their families have something to do with this. Who remembers?” I tapped the board near the first three names.

	Forrest pulled out his phone. “I made note of it. Luziann Torkell, Elbertina Grobby, and Fritzie Luthbagel.”

	Frank snorted. “Torkell, Grobby, Mertz, and Luthbagel.”

	We ignored him.

	“Nobody else thinks the names are funny?” His whiskers twitched and he snorted again.

	“All the names are appropriate for a gnome community,” said Atticus. “They seem to all have German origins, which make sense, since German folklore is rich in stories about gnomes. Incidentally, the German term for them is zwergen, or der Gnom. Fun fact, the familiar red pointed hat had a practical purpose. Gnomes in the mountains of Germany were often portrayed as miners. The hat is thought to be colored red so it could be seen in the dim lights of the caves, though red would not have actually been the best color for this, it did pop against their gray overalls. It became the traditional color of the gnome’s hat. Its high pointed shape was created so that it could be filled with padding to give the gnomes’ heads protection from the low ceilings in the caves and falling rocks. You could say it was the forerunner of the modern construction safety helmet.”

	“That’s fascinating!” said Moonbeam.

	“The second theory is that the red color originates from ancient Mediterranean fishing boat tradition. The fishermen would wear white hats at night if they wished to be seen in the dark, and red hats if they did not. Since folklore tells us that gnomes prefer to stay hidden, they lean toward wearing a red hat. That would align with the purpose of the color.”

	“I can see why you were assigned to be the professor of the Historic Significance of Gnomes. What else do you know about them?” asked Moonbeam.

	“Perhaps we can hear more later,” I interrupted the storytelling session. “Let’s finish up our list. What students were hit after Orla. The boys, right?”

	“Volker Underhauss and Dorf Torkel,” said Forrest, reading from his phone.

	“Why don’t you put a star by those in the pageant,” Valeria suggested.

	“Good idea.”

	“They’re all contestants in the pageant, except for Volker,” said Sebastian. “He’s the student whose parents are involved in the event. So, maybe put an arrow to indicate a connection.”

	“I’ll do that.” I added all the last names and indicators.

	“We usually list the suspects,” said Zell.

	“There’s really only one so far. Nixie Kipper, disqualified pageant queen, and professor of World Appreciation, of all things.”

	“Maybe she appreciates far different things than we do,” said Moonbeam. “Sinister things.”

	“We could make note of possible suspect categories,” said Atticus. “Teachers, administration staff, people involved in the pageant and festival.”

	“Other students?” asked Valeria.

	“Very good point,” said Atticus.

	“And pretty much everyone who lives in the community,” said Glo with a frown.

	“Or trolls that don’t live here,” said Frank. “Or elves or fairies or witches or vampires…”

	Atticus smirked and nodded. “We don’t know enough at this point to identify more accurate possibilities. We’ll need to update our list as we learn more.”

	“What about motives?” I drew a line and created another column. Everyone called out their ideas.

	“Jealousy from someone not in the pageant?”

	“Anger over a past year’s outcome?”

	“Vengeance against a perceived cheater?”

	“Power? Someone who wants to be the queen or king and is eliminating the competition?”

	“Hey!” said Forrest. “Could this be about the college, instead of the pageant? Perhaps someone who didn’t get into the school? They said it was prestigious, right?”

	“Or maybe … it’s about the festival itself, not the pageant?” said Moonbeam.

	 “Why would a troll attack gnome students, though?” I wondered aloud. “We need more information about the relationship between gnomes and trolls here.”

	“We should find out more about all the victims,” said Atticus. “Perhaps there is a thread that will lead us to where this originates. A reason that a troll would attack these specific students.”

	“Unless it’s random,” said Glo.

	“Right – a random drive-by hexing,” chuckled Frank.

	“Our classes begin tomorrow,” I said. “Let’s talk to the students in our classes and find out what we can about the victims.”

	“It’s getting late,” said Moonbeam. “I think we should head to bed.”

	Frank jumped up onto the coffee table. He stood at attention, his ears and tail lifted. He tapped his nails on the wood to get our attention, then in a deep voice, he announced, “Evil does not sleep. Why should we?”

	We couldn’t stop our giggles over the spectacle he’d made of himself.

	“Because tomorrow is the first day of classes, Frank. And we need everyone to be sharp so they can gather information about the hexed students. Meeting adjourned.” I thumped my gavel once.
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	Even though we knew our roles as professors at the college was a cover, everyone was buzzing with excitement, as much as any first day of school. The kitchen was bustling with activity and chatter as we created breakfast. Moonbeam, Valeria, and Glo had decided to kick the day off with something special and were surrounded by supplies as they made blueberry pancakes and yogurt parfaits.

	“The parfaits are a work of art!” said Sebastian. “How can I help?”

	“Thanks, sweetie,” said Moonbeam. “Could you set the table?”

	“Got it.”

	“I can help,” I said, reaching into the cabinet for a stack of plates.

	“You’re a dear, Paige,” said Moonbeam.

	There was a drumroll from the hallway, then Zell and Forrest made a grand entry into the kitchen. They were both wearing top hats and black capes lined with red silk. They swished their capes, tipped their hats, and took a bow. Zell’s actions were melodramatic, Forrest’s not so much.

	Forrest rolled his eyes. “Okay, I did what you asked, Zell. Can I get some coffee now?”

	“Have at it, partner,” she said. “Can you make me a cup, too?”

	Frank was rolling on the floor laughing. “Oh, Forrest! You are so in for it.”

	“I was going to offer to make your bowl of coffee,” grumbled Forrest.

	Frank sat up and pulled himself together. “What I meant was, bravo on the entry, boy. Coffee, now?”

	“Yeah, I guess.”

	Moonbeam patted her son on the back. “You two certainly look capable of teaching Understanding Human Magic,” Moonbeam said. “I bet the students will love you.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The paths and hallways were empty when we arrived on campus, but we knew that in an hour they’d be filled with students. Once in our building, we parted ways to our classrooms. I had butterflies in my stomach, caused by a mixture of excitement and nerves. I’d never taught a class before, though I’d taken a good many.

	“This is so exciting!” said Valeria. “I think we got the best class. How to celebrate – what a fun topic!”

	“Sounds like gnomes take it seriously.” I was pulling out the syllabus that Valeria and I had created for our class.

	“Good morning!” A cheerful voice called from the door. We looked up to see Marigold, the name tag hostess from the Meet and Greet.

	“Marigold! Are you in our class?” Valeria asked.

	“Yeah, I am! This should be the best class ever.”

	“I just said that same thing.”

	 “Are you going to talk about the Honeybee Moon Festival and how we can make the most of it?”

	I caught Valeria’s eye and winked. Marigold had just given us a great idea, and opened the door to the conversation, as well.

	“That’s the plan! We want to talk about the pageant, too. It seems to be an integral part of the festival.”

	“Oh, yeah, it definitely is,” Marigold nodded enthusiastically.

	“Are you a pageant contestant?”

	She giggled. “We don’t call them contestants, but yep, I sure am!”

	“You must be excited,” said Valeria. “What do you have to do to get ready?”

	“Just get my hair cut and pick an outfit for the parade. My mom’s a seamstress, so she’s helping me design something great.”

	“I can’t wait to see what you come up with.” I paused a minute and shuffled the copies on the desk while I collected my thoughts. I decided to launch into a more serious topic.

	“It must be a little nerve-wracking to see other students from the pageant affected by the virus.”

	“Oh, you mean the hex.”

	My eye’s widened.

	“We got an announcement this morning. It’s awful, but there’ve only been a few, it’s not like everybody’s getting it.” Marigold shrugged. “My mom always says life’s too short to dwell on the possibility of problems, but to take things as they come.”

	“Good advice,” I said. “Do you know the students who’ve been affected?”

	“Everybody knows Luziann, Fritzie, and Elbertina.” She grimaced.

	“You don’t like them?”

	“They’re like campus celebrities. But celebrities who are self-centered, controlling, and mean.”

	“Wow, really?” gasped Valeria. “They sound awful.”

	“They think they own the place, and they aren’t afraid to push other students around.”

	“They seemed nice when we met them,” said Valeria.

	“Sure they did. That’s how they suck you in. Learn your habits. Study your weaknesses. Once they have you in their web, you’re toast. They’ll use everything they know about you to their advantage. They’re even demanding and insolent to the teachers. So good luck if they end up in your class.”

	A group of other students came funneling into our classroom, which ended our conversation with Marigold. But we’d learned more than we expected about the first three victims.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	As planned, we met the group in the quad outside the main cafeteria for lunch. Rather than going into the staff lounge, we felt we’d mingle with the students as a way to learn more about the victims. We had a long break, so we found a picnic table and chatted about our classes while we waited for everyone to show up. Once everyone arrived, we chose to do a quick update before we got our meals.

	“You remember that sweet girl, Marigold from the Meet and Greet?” I asked. Everyone did. “She’s in our class, and she told us some shocking things about Luziann, Elbertina, and Fritzie.”

	“No kidding!” said Sebastian. “Way to hit the ground running. What did she tell you?”

	“They’re mean girls!” said Valeria.

	“You mean bullies?” asked Moonbeam.

	“Exactly. And not just toward the students, but the teachers, too,” I said.

	“That seems a level above a typical school bully,” said Atticus.

	“That’s so odd. They were fine when we met them,” said Glo. “They seemed nice.”

	“Apparently that’s how they operate,” I explained. “They start off pleasant, but once they know your weaknesses, they pounce.”

	“That’s a load of information,” said Frank. “Nicely done.”

	“Thanks. Anyone else get any intel?”

	“We did,” said Glo. “We overheard a few students talking before class started. They were whispering about Orla Mertz, a victim and pageant girl. The scuttlebutt is that she’s not real smart, and how she got into the college is a puzzle, but she’s cunning. She blackmails other students into giving her answers or doing her work! She pretends to be a friend and finds out secrets they have, and then says she’ll tell others the secret if they don’t do as she asks. Mollie wanted to take a peek in her backpack, but all the gnomes can see our ghost, so she can’t do her usual sneaking around.”

	“It’s disappointing,” said Mollie. “I’ve just gotten used to being a ghost, and now I can’t use any of the best parts.”

	“You miss the ghosty things?” asked Zell.

	“Surprising, right? It is nice being seen by everyone, though. Like a real person, almost.”

	“You’re in my boat now, partner,” said Frank. “Anyhow … that Orla sounds like a real piece of work, doncha think?”

	 

	 

	“I actually had one of the victims in my class,” said Moonbeam. “Volker Underhauss.”

	“He’s the one not in the pageant, right?” asked Glo.

	“Correct. But his parents are on the board that runs the event. I heard him talking to a girl before class. He had covered his affected face with a mask, but he lowered it to talk to her. It was startling to see his face! He looked like a chiseled twenty-year-old Regé-Jean Page, the actor from that Bridgerton series. Volker is a very handsome young man; it’s so strange that the other gnomes judge him as deformed now.”

	“Beauty is in the Eye of the Hexer,” said Frank, quoting the book title.

	“Right. I realize that. Anyhow, he was telling this girl that he could improve her chance of winning the pageant. He said he could tell her more if she met him at the mall tonight after school. Then he said he wore a size thirteen and loved Nike high-tops!”

	“Sounds like he was fishing for a bribe!” gasped Sebastian.

	“It sure did,” said Moonbeam.

	“What did the girl say to that?”

	“She set a time and told him she’d meet him outside the Foot Locker store.”

	“Sounds like the girl planned to buy those Nikes.”

	“How sad,” said Moonbeam, shaking her head.

	No one else had information to report, so we headed into the cafeteria to get our lunch.
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	“Hot diggity dog! What a cafeteria!” said Zell, spinning in a circle. “It looks like a cruise buffet exploded in here!”

	We laughed at her enthusiasm but had to admit she was right. The food choices were vast and spectacular. Glass islands bursting with choices filled the room. Everything looked delicious, and gnome students were filling their trays to overflowing.

	“No wonder they’re all so rotund,” laughed Moonbeam.

	“Gnomes do love to eat,” said Atticus. “They take their meals seriously. You will note that they are vegetarians. It’s because they respect the earth and all it produces for them.”

	“The earth produces bacon,” grumbled Zell.

	Atticus chuckled. “They enjoy what animals produce for them, like milk and eggs, but they don’t believe in killing them for food.”

	Zell harrumphed.

	“You will be happy to know that they cherish sweets. They believe in a bit of something sweet after every meal. Folklore has it that honey and cake are two of their favorites.”

	“Now we’re talkin’,” said Zell, walking over to peer into a case filled with cakes, cupcakes, and cookies.

	 “Would you look at that! Have you ever seen anything so beautiful? Brings tears to my eyes,” said Zell with a sigh.

	A gnome wearing a white apron and chef’s hat stood behind the case. She heard Zell and her hands fluttered to her chest.

	“Oh, my! What a kind thing to say!”

	“Meant every word,” said Zell. “Are you the baker?”

	“Baker, cook, and bottle-washer,” she laughed. “Okay, I don’t really wash the dishes, but I do supervise. Ellameena Babbler. My husband and I run this cafeteria. You have to be the visiting professors.”

	“Yes siree Bob. I’m Zell, the professor of Understanding Human Magic. So nice to meet the magician behind this glorious display of sweets.”

	Ellameena chuckled. She looked over her shoulder. “Oskar! Come here!” She beckoned another cook, apparently her husband.

	“This here’s my husband and partner in all things kitchen, Oskar.”

	“How do, m’lady.” He tipped his head as he wiped his hands on a towel.

	The rest of us clustered around and quick introductions were made.

	“You’ll be here for the festival, then. Plan to attend?” asked Oskar.

	“Absolutely!” said Valeria. “We’re especially excited about the pageant.”

	“Gah! The pageant,” spat Ellameena.

	“Not a fan?” asked Sebastian.

	“They call it a pageant, but it ain’t one. It’s a ridiculous farce!”

	“A farce?” I couldn’t imagine what she was talking about, as all the students seemed to be looking forward to it.

	“Yes, Paige. A farce! There are no requirements, no beauty contest, and no talent contest!” Ellameena started to shake with anger. “Any young adult can throw their name in the hat – then they all parade through the festival grounds for the entire day like they’re royalty, until they pick the winners. They just draw the winner’s name from a hat! Totally random! It fills all their youthful heads with an unattainable desire for stardom achieved with no hard work or effort.”

	We all stared at the woman, who was turning beet red as she sputtered her hatred for the contest. No one spoke, as we were startled by her vehemence. I was glad nobody stopped her, I wanted to hear everything she had to say.

	“And then they flaunt the winners on the royal float! What on earth is the purpose of all that hoopla? There’s no criteria for a winner! It’s blasphemy against all pageants everywhere. You just need to be a wholesome young gnome to enter! Gah!”

	Oskar put his hand on his wife’s shoulder. “Calm down, Ellie.”

	“I can’t be calm when I’m thinking about the travesty of it all. If they had fewer entrants, perhaps they’d end this tomfoolery! Then our niece would actually have a real chance at winning – with her lovely appearance and her many fine talents.”

	 

	“And there it is…” whispered Frank.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We carried our trays of food to an empty table set off in a corner.

	“Oh my heavens!” said Glo. “Any young adult in the community can throw their name in the hat?”

	“And here we thought they were targeting the competitors,” said Forrest.

	“Maybe they are! But the pot of competitors just got a whole lot bigger.”

	“How many entrants are in the event, do you think?” asked Forrest.

	“Based on the looks of this college town, it could easily be hundreds,” said Atticus.

	“I would label Ellameena Babbler as a suspect,” said Valeria.

	We all agreed with that.

	“I bet they’re trying to reduce the competition one by one,” said Zell.

	“But how?”

	“Delivering the hex in the food? Are all the victims students here at the college?”

	We thought back.

	“I think they are,” said Glo. “but I can’t be sure.”

	“We can’t just accuse her without more proof,” said Atticus. “One ranting speech does not a villain make.”

	“I’ll do a bit of spy work in the kitchen,” said Frank.

	“Make sure you stay hidden,” said Moonbeam. “I’m certain even gnomes won’t allow a cat in the kitchen.”

	“Ten-four. Sorry, Mollie, since they can all see you, I’ll have to go it alone this time.”

	Mollie looked disappointed but resigned.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Frank rushed back to the table and jumped up onto a chair. “Whoa, baby! The cooks are up to something.” He was breathing like he’d just run a marathon.

	“What did you see?” asked Glo.

	Frank sucked in a few deep breaths. “Something suspicious.”

	“What specifically?” asked Atticus, gently prodding the cat.

	 “Ellameena and Oskar had a big, black pot – like a cauldron! They shooed a kitchen worker away from it. I peeked inside. It looked like the cooks were boiling a pot of little brains!”

	“Brains!” gasped Moonbeam. “Are you serious?”

	“Yeah, and it smelled horrible. Like rotten fish.”

	“I bet it’s full of ingredients for the hex!” gasped Sebastian.

	“What ingredients would that be?” asked Valeria.

	 “You know – eye of newt, toe of frog, and … brain of gnomes!”

	Frank wrinkled up his nose and winced.

	“Ewww, no! That’s horrible!” gasped Valeria.

	“We need to get Sharlock Knomes over here immediately,” I said, pulling out my phone to call her.
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	We waited outside the building as Sharlock Knomes had instructed us to do. Barely twenty minutes later we spotted her walking purposefully toward us.

	Sharlock stood in front of our table and got right down to business. “Thank you for reaching out immediately. What has led you to believe that Ellameena Babbler is up to no good?”

	“She is adamantly against the pageant,” said Sebastian. “She ranted and raved and accused it of being unfair and—”

	Valeria interrupted him. “She said she had a niece who should win—”

	Zell jumped in. “It looks like she’s trying to get rid of the competition one by one.”

	“By serving up the hex potion in cafeteria food,” Valeria gasped. “I think we’ve found your villain!”

	“And what makes you think this?” asked Sharlock.

	“Frank saw her and her husband making the potion!” said Valeria.

	Sharlock immediately approached Frank. She was polite, but direct.  “What exactly did you see?”

	“There was a big black caldron. There was steam rising from it. It had a horrible stench. It was filled with gnome brains! The cooks were both peering into the pot and chanting a spell!”

	“They were chanting a spell?” Atticus questioned our cat. “You didn’t tell us that.”

	“Yeah, they were mixing and chanting and poking at the brains in the potion.” Frank turned to Sharlock. “What are you waiting for! Go get ‘em!”

	She nodded. “This deserves to be scrutinized, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” She turned and hustled toward the building, and we all followed. She waved us off as she moved, but of course, we pretended not to understand what her abrupt hand actions meant.

	Sharlock Knomes flung open the door and burst into the cafeteria kitchen. Just as Frank had said, the cooks were leaning over a cauldron. Their faces were nearly obscured by the steam rising from it. They were indeed chanting. The odor from the pot was rancid and overpowering.

	The cooks were startled and threw their ladles in the air. They clanged to the floor.

	“What are you doing?” Sharlock demanded.

	“Nothing!” called Oskar. “Why are you in my kitchen?”

	“I have been informed that you are preparing a magic potion.”

	The man laughed. “A magic potion?”

	“You have a cauldron.” She pointed.

	“Cauldron? It’s my great-grandmother’s old pot. Been in the family for eons.”

	“What is in your … old pot?” Sharlock put her hands on her hips as she growled out the words. She looked imposing under normal circumstances, but now she looked downright menacing.

	“It’s soup,” said Ellameena.

	“Soup?” Sharlock looked skeptical. “Why would you be making a soup that emits such an unpleasant odor?”

	“The odor will dissipate with the cooking. That is why it must simmer,” said Oskar.

	“Is that so?” Sharlock did not sound convinced.

	 “Yes! We are making an ancient recipe of mushroom potato soup.”

	“What are the brains doing in your pot, then?” called out Frank.

	“Brains?” Ellameena looked baffled. “Do you mean these things?”

	She dipped a scoopful of the soup and brought up a pile of the brains.

	Moonbeam sighed loudly. “I recognize those. They are morel mushrooms. A type of wild mushroom with a smoky fragrance and a pungent, earthy flavor. They are known as the mushrooms of kings, and are believed to have medicinal properties, particularly in relation to the mind.”

	“I remember we used to forage for those, Mom,” said Forrest. “I’ve seen some of them growing on the campus grounds.”

	“Ah, yes morels,” said Atticus. “Their most identifiable characteristic is the irregular honeycomb-like appearance. You must never eat them raw as they contain hydrazine, a compound that is highly poisonous—”

	“Aha! Poison!” hollered Zell, pointing a finger in the air.

	Atticus cleared his throat. “Cooking these mushrooms removes the toxin. As you can see, they could be said to have the appearance of small, tapered brains.”

	“Yes, that’s exactly right!” said Ellameena. “We collected the mushrooms from behind the campus. Morel mushrooms carry powerful magic. They can trigger memories. My grandmother was from Germany where they believe that food and memories are intricately tied together and often inseparable. We asked her and her cronies about it. The old ones believed that if the hexed students ate the soup while thinking hard on their original forms, that they could be cured.”

	“But you were chanting – like witches!” Frank pointed an accusing claw at them.

	Oskar shook his head. “Are you folks going to listen to this dim-witted noodlehead?”

	Frank looked aghast at him. “Dim-witted noo—”

	“Oh, for Pete’s sake. We were saying, bitte segne diese suppe mit die macht und potenz, that means please bless this soup with power and potency in German.”

	Frank repeated the words under his breath. “Hmmm, what do you know. Sounds about right.”

	“Frank! You speak German?” asked Valeria.

	“That is not the important point here,” said Atticus.

	“Why would you do all of this?” asked Glo. “Collecting the mushrooms, and making the soup?”

	“We are searching for a cure. You see, our niece has been affected by the hex,” explained Oskar.

	“Our sweet Elbertina!” cried Ellameena. “She could win, you know! If she got back to normal. And if the pageant would take my request seriously and hold a beauty contest and a display of talents.”

	Our eyes popped and several people gasped.

	“Elbertina is your niece?” I asked.

	“Yes! I know that she could win! She’s a beautiful girl!”

	“You mean she … was a beautiful girl,” said Oskar, putting his hand on his wife’s shoulder.

	Ellameena pulled her apron up over her face and began to cry.

	“Oh, fiddlesticks,” grumbled Frank. “They’re innocent, aren’t they?”

	“You better believe we are innocent.” Oskar crossed his arms. His face was a tight mask of anger. “You have hurt and offended me and my wife. You are herewith banned from our cafeteria.”

	“Frank, you poor dear,” said Zell, making a tsking sound and patting the cat on the head.

	“Not just the cat, woman! All of you!” yelled Oskar. “Leave my kitchen and exit this building. You are no longer welcome here.”

	Zell’s shoulders drooped. “But where will we eat?” She glanced longingly over her shoulder at the food tables.

	“Make your own food or eat at the other cafeterias! I do not care!” cried Ellameena.

	“There are other cafeterias?” Zell’s eyebrows rose. “You wouldn’t be willing to give us directions to—”

	“Get out!” yelled both Ellameena and Oskar together.
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	We found ourselves returning to the auditorium before classes on the second morning. We’d been summoned for an all-school assembly. The large building was bustling with activity. Students, teachers, and staff roamed the halls and were funneling into the main room and finding seats. Voices were hushed but anxious. Sharlock was nowhere to be seen, likely ignoring us to the best of her ability.

	We found seats in the back where we could split into two rows, one behind the other. We could talk and inspect the crowd, as well. Once we’d all been seated, the front group turned around in their seats.

	“Yesterday was such a disaster,” said Glo. “Those poor cooks were horrified. All they were doing was trying to help their niece.”

	“Let’s be sure we aren’t accusing more innocent people today.” I glanced over at our cat. “No offense, Frank.”

	“I take full offence to that!” His ears popped up to sharp peaks, and his whiskers twitched.

	“Even though the caldron was full of soup, I still think they should be suspects,” said Sebastian. “You heard Ellameena’s rant about the pageant.”

	“Brilliant point, Sebby!” said Frank. “And did ya think maybe it’s a potion that happened to contain mushrooms?” He was fully in defensive mode. “Did ya think of that? Did ya?”

	“Shh,” Moonbeam shushed him. “Langley Beckenridge, the college president, is about to speak.”

	The president approached the podium. He took the ever-present pipe out of his mouth and laid it down. “Good morning, everyone. Thank you for being here. We at Wundertrundle College are adamant about keeping our campus a safe place for all of you. It’s our number one goal, even above academics.” He paused. Even from our seats in back we could see that his face was strained. He puffed out a breath.

	“I won’t mince words. Another student was hexed early this morning.”

	The gasps, whispers, and cries from the audience were so intense I barely heard our own voices.

	“Quiet, please,” said the president. “Your attention up here.” He tapped the podium.

	The room quieted down.

	“I know that you will all be talking about this situation. I wish to provide you with the accurate facts upfront, so rumors are not spread. I’ve invited our security manager for the college. Inspector Knomes, if you please.”

	The president picked up his pipe and sat in the chair at the back of the stage. Sharlock came up the side steps to the stage. She didn’t stand behind the podium. Instead, she paced the front of the stage, her hands in her pockets.

	“As President Beckenridge said, another student has awoken this morning affected by the hex. He is a senior by the name of Manfrado Graff.”

	There were more gasps and cries from quite a number of gnomes in the audience. The student seated next to me was one of them. I turned to her and whispered, “Do you know him?”

	“Yeah,” she said. “He’s an arrogant jerk who thinks he knows everything. He’s a player.”

	Although it sounded like she didn’t like him, she looked surprised and upset over his condition.

	Frank turned around in his seat, his small head appearing over the back. “I take it he played you?” he asked.

	“Oh, yeah. Me and three of my friends! All at the same time.”

	Frank gasped. “So, nobody likes him?”

	She laughed. “Are you kidding? We all looove him! He’s the best-looking guy in school. It’s horrible this happened to him.”

	“Is he in the pageant, then?” I asked.

	“Shhh!” Moonbeam put her finger to her lips and made her angry mother face. We stopped talking to listen to Sharlock’s speech.

	“By now I am sure you all know that the impetus of this condition is a hex. It’s been determined to be the work of dark troll magic. Mr. Graff is the seventh student to be attacked. Boys and girls alike have been infected. Some are pageant participants, but this young man is the second non-pageant student to be struck. This means all students are at risk.”

	There was an uproar of voices from the audience. Sharlock put her hands up and made a motion for everyone to be quiet.

	“We have put a number of safety procedures in place, including the placement of more security guards around campus. I’d like you to listen closely to the following instructions. No student is to be alone at any time. Groups of three or more would be preferred. Eat only at home or in the school cafeterias, where the food has been deemed safe.”

	Sebastian, who was sitting beside Frank, elbowed the cat, who fell over sideways. He yowled and glared at Sebastian who chuckled.

	Moonbeam once again gave them “the look.”

	“If you see a troll anywhere on campus or in town, you are to immediately report it to my office, the president’s office, or the police. Report it without delay and with specific details to what exactly you saw and where. For those who have only ever seen trolls in photographs, let me tell you what to look for. They are large. Larger than the biggest gnome. Their skin has a green tint, and their complexions are typically marred by bumps. Their hair is also green and sticks up in scruffy disarray. It will be obvious what you are seeing, so do not delay in reporting it.”

	Sharlock looked over at President Beckenridge and gave him a sharp nod. He returned to the podium.

	“Thank you, Inspector Knomes.” He again removed his pipe. “We have made the decision to dismiss students, teachers, and staff early today. Classes and activities will cease at 2:00 pm, so that all students have ample time to return to their dorms or their homes well before dark. Afternoon classes will be taught online, so check your student portals for more information. As a reminder, there is safety in numbers; please stick together. You are dismissed.”

	Everyone around us was standing up to leave, but we held back to talk to the girl who was telling us about the newly hexed student, Manfrado Graff. She and her two friends stood up, but I asked if they’d stay a minute to talk to us.

	The group clustered around me and the three students. We made a quick round of introductions. The girls seemed quite willing to talk to us about Manfrado.

	“You were saying that Manfrado Graff is a popular guy who all the girls like,” I said to clarify.

	“Oh, man!” gushed one of the other girls. “You should see him. He’s a hunk!”

	“I bet he’s not a hunk today,” grumbled the third girl. “I don’t even want to see what he looks like. I’ll just look at his yearbook picture instead.” She held up her notebook and we looked at the photos that had been glued to the cover. She pointed at one.

	“Wow.” My eyebrows shot up.

	Mollie gave a whistle. “That’s one fine specimen of manhood.”

	The girls all giggled at that.

	The boy in the photo was a gnome, with the same usual rounded nose and puffy cheeks, but he wasn’t rotund. He was more … husky. He looked like a gnome who lifted weights and ate egg whites and protein shakes. He had a white beard, but his was short and trimmed in a neat style. Even his shirt was sharp and modern.

	“Oh, my!” said Zell, fanning herself. “He’s a hottie of a gnome.”

	“Zell!” I gasped.

	She giggled. “What your problem, Paige? I’m old, but I’m not dead. And he is a hottie, that’s a fact. Even the ghost girl says so.”

	Mollie nodded. “Stick a cowboy hat on him and he’s Wild Bill Hickok’s gnome cousin. They even have the same nose!”

	“For real?” said Forrest, pulling out his phone to Google a photo of the famous cowboy. He showed us the picture.

	“They do look alike!” laughed Valeria. She turned to the girls. “Is Manfrado really nice?”

	“Nice?” The girls snorted and chortled with laughter.

	“Not only is he the cutest guy on campus - he’s also the biggest jerk,” said one.

	“By a mile,” said another.

	“Is he a jerk toward all the girls?” I asked.

	“Yeah. And the guys, too,” said the first girl.

	“Oh, really? What do you mean?”

	“Umm, you know.”

	“Can you give us an example?”

	“Yeah sure. There’s a quiet guy, who’s super smart and nice, Erland Trinkenshrug. Manfrado bullied him into letting him copy his essay in Earkuchen’s Woodland Sustenance class. They got caught and were sent to Beckenridge’s office. Manfrado convinced Professor Earkuchen that Erland copied his work!”

	“Why would the teacher believe him?” Forrest asked. “Seems like they’d know who’s a good student and who isn’t.”

	“Because Erland is shy and timid, while Manfrado is so charming and sweet when he wants to be. Even the teachers aren’t immune to him.”

	“When did this happen?” asked Atticus.

	“Last week. Poor Erland got a zero on his paper and a warning was sent home to his parents.”

	The third girl jumped in. “They took away his car! Now he has to walk or bike everywhere. I feel so bad for the guy.”

	“Was he upset at Manfrado or angry at the school or his parents?” asked Atticus.

	“All of that!” said the first girl. “He’s still furious about it. Can you blame him?”

	“Hmm. Is he the kind of student that gets bullied by others?” asked Atticus.

	The girl looked thoughtful. “I wouldn’t say bullied, exactly. But he gets taken advantage of cuz he’s so kindhearted and gullible.”

	“I see,” said Atticus.

	One of the girls pulled a phone from her pocket and glanced at the screen. I was surprised to see a relatively new iPhone. “It’s late! We need to get to class. See ya around.”

	The three girls took off out of the auditorium.

	 

	 

	“There’s no doubt that Erland Trinkenshrug was furious about what happened. Who wouldn’t be?” said Moonbeam.

	“No kidding. Manfrado Graff sounds like a horrible person,” said Valeria.

	“Gnome,” said Zell.

	“What?”

	“A horrible gnome, not a horrible person.”

	“You are suggesting a rather narrow definition of ‘people,’” said Moonbeam.

	Atticus nodded. “The gnomes are clearly sapient beings, even if they are a separate species that we are not accustomed to.”

	“Excellent point,” Glo said. “Hey, do you guys think that Erland was so angry that he hexed Manfrado?”

	“He’s a suspect!” hollered Zell.

	“Hold up,” I said. “What would he have to do with the other victims?” Sebastian asked.

	“Maybe they were his other bullies?” said Valeria. “The girls did say that Erland gets taken advantage of.”

	“That’s it!” said Frank, jumping up to the back of a seat. “He finally cracked! He’s the villain in this story! Call Sharlock! We cracked the case!”

	“Slow down there,” said Atticus. “We’ve already blundered once accusing the cooks. Let’s keep our eyes and ears open and see what else we can learn before we involve the inspector.”
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	After the shocking announcement from the president, it had been nearly impossible to keep the students’ attention on classwork. Obviously, the hex was on the top of everyone’s mind. I had to close the blinds in my classroom windows to bring their eyes to the front, since everyone kept scanning the grounds. I assumed they were looking for the bad guy. Or maybe for transformed students running by, covered in scarves and hats.

	I finally had their full attention. Not that I had any clue what I was doing up there. Luckily, the topic of celebration basically had a life of its own. Gnomes loved to celebrate, and they did a lot of it. When Valeria and I asked the right questions there would be so much class participation we barely had to teach at all. When we dismissed the last class early, they all but ran out of the room.

	Valeria and I closed up the room and left to meet the gang at a table outside the smaller cafeteria, which Zell had deemed “acceptable, but no prize-winner.”

	“What should we do with the rest of the day?” asked Valeria.

	“I think it would be wise to take another trip into town,” said Atticus. “See what we can learn.”

	“And have dinner,” said Zell.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The downtown area was more active than when we’d come here previously for lunch at Queen Irmina’s restaurant. The sidewalks were filled with shoppers, where tables had been set up end to end outside the row of shops. Posters and banners announced that it was the annual Garden Gnome Art Festival. We thought that meant it would feature art created by the gnomes – but it turned out to be garden gnomes as the focal point of the art – garden ornaments, t-shirts, keychains, paintings, and more.

	“Look at these lawn ornaments,” said Glo. “They’re adorable! They all look like clown gnomes!”

	“Those are great!” I said, laughing. “But, oh my gosh! Look at these!”

	Zell was hooting with laughter. “They all look drunk!”

	“This one has a red nose, squinty eyes, and drool running down his chin!” Valeria held up a gnome statue that looked like he was sprawled out on his stomach. “You could put him on your lawn, and he’d look like he’d passed out drunk.”

	We wandered down the sidewalk laughing at gnome statues, paintings, dolls, tree ornaments, keychains, magnets, and more. Each one was sillier than the last.

	People around us were scooping up the merchandise and having a grand time poking fun at the selections.

	“Folks who can laugh at themselves generally have a healthy sense of self confidence and richer lives,” said Moonbeam. “It looks like these people have a solid sense of humor. They’ve combined their gnome features plus traditional garden gnome qualities and are having a great time with it.”

	“Hey! Can we go into this shop?” asked Valeria, drawn to the next store.

	The set of tables in front had gnome ornaments and trinkets that featured shiny, sparkly, and fancy gnomes. The shop itself justified the theme. It was the Glitz and Sparkle Confetti Shop.

	“Are they serious?” asked Forrest. “A whole shop for confetti?”

	“Let’s check it out,” said Zell, opening the door.

	The minute Zell set one foot inside the building there was a loud POP and confetti sprinkled down on top of her head.

	Zell squeaked in surprise, then began to chortle as she shook her head and bits of color flew out of her curls.

	The shop was colorful and fun. The goods they sold, plus the décor made us feel like we’d fallen into a jar of birthday sparkles. They had a wall of confetti that rivaled any candy shop for color and selection. There were pre-packaged bags plus loose confetti sold by the pound. There were displays of streamers, blowers, poppers, and banners. There were sections of specialty items organized by event: birthday, wedding, graduation, baby shower, and every possible holiday. Signs urged shoppers to sign up for the Confetti Club to get discounts, or to attend Confetti Classes for ideas on how to use the products. It had to be the happiest store I’d ever seen.

	“Chief Princess Confetti headed our way,” mumbled Frank from his position in Sebastian’s arms, as he tried to shake some sparkles off his paw.

	Sure enough, the woman who walked our way was dressed in clothing that blended perfectly into the surroundings. Her dress was a flowing shimmer that reminded me of a mermaid’s tail, her shoes were pink glitter, and even her hair was dyed in rainbow hues. She wore a gorgeous, sparkling tiara. She approached us with a wide smile.

	“Did she just give us a royal wave?” laughed Sebastian, waving back in a similar gesture.

	“Hello and welcome one and all! I am Leyla May Jannik, Glitz and Sparkle Confetti Shop proprietor, at your service.” She gave us another queen-like wave and ran her hand gracefully down the gold-edged sash she wore across her chest, proclaiming her to be last year’s Honeybee Queen.

	“Your shop is simply glorious!” sighed Sebastian.

	“It’s so beautiful!” said Valeria. “Like a rainbow come to life!”

	Leyla May tittered behind her hand. “Thank you both. Thank you so much. It’s my dream come true. To bring happiness and joy to the people.” She gestured to the two other shoppers with a graceful sweep of her arm. “May I help you find anything in particular?”

	“We’re just browsing,” I said.

	“Let me know if you need anything.” She turned away and noticed a shopper a few aisles away and began her royal wave. “Oh, Nixie, dear friend! Hello!”

	 

	 

	“I’d recognize that bright green hair anywhere,” said Glo peering over the aisle. “That’s Nixie Kipper. The professor who was the disqualified queen from ten years ago.”

	We watched as the two women hugged and chatted.

	“They appear to be good friends,” said Moonbeam.

	“I can imagine if both are into pageants and bright colors they would be,” said Glo.

	The women parted and Nixie headed toward the wall of crepe paper streamers at the back of the room where a shop girl was restocking the shelves.

	“Let’s wander over there and eavesdrop,” said Zell. She strolled in that direction trying to look nonchalant but appearing to be anything but.

	 

	 

	As we approached, we could hear Nixie berating the young woman, who frowned at the professor. Nixie’s voice was raised in anger, so we could hear every word.

	“When a mediocre student such as yourself turns in a perfect test paper, I have no choice but to assume that cheating has occurred.”

	“I studied hard!” said the clerk.

	“Do not lie to me, Jozette. Cheating is bad enough.” Nixie’s face was a hard mask of anger.

	“I’m not lying! I really did study!” The girl’s cheeks were bright red, and she looked humiliated.

	Moonbeam turned her back to them and whispered to us, “She’s either guilty or embarrassed.”

	“No kidding,” said Frank.

	“Probably both!” whispered Sebastian.

	“Shh!” Moonbeam gave them “the look.”

	 

	 

	“Well, young lady. I have a meeting tonight with the pageant organizers. I may have to let them know that one of their little entrants is a lying, cheating gnome!”

	Jozette gasped. “Please don’t, Professor Kipper. I swear! I didn’t cheat!”

	“We’ll see about that.” The professor turned around and spotted us, and she looked startled to see other people in the store. We pretended not to notice her and hastily turned to examine the wall of sparkly magnets that were on the display behind us. We kept our attention on the magnets until we heard the door of the shop bang closed.

	“Nixie Kipper! Her again!” gasped Frank. “Looks like the anger over losing the pageant extends beyond that woman – Irma? – the one who took over as queen.”

	“Irmina Luthwiggingham, the restaurant owner,” said Sebastian.

	“Luthwiggingham,” snickered Frank.

	“Nixie seems to be friends with Layla May, the reigning queen that owns this shop,” said Atticus. “I wonder if there is a connection of some sort?”

	“Y’all keep Layla May busy; Frank and I are gonna check out the back room,” said Mollie.

	“We are?” asked Frank with a look of pure glee. He trotted along behind Mollie as we made our way over to Leyla May.

	Zell perked right up. “Hey, Queen Layla May!” she shouted, waving her hand in the air.

	The woman turned with a pageant-ready smile on her face.

	“Can I get some suggestions for decorating my place for a party?” asked Zell in an oddly high-pitched voice. “Something wild and shiny and … colorful!”

	The shop owner carried on for the next half hour giving Zell idea after idea for her imaginary party.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Mollie and Frank had a successful mission. They’d found Leyla May’s office. Apparently, she’d kept every possible memento from her win last year. But even more, she had flyers and notes about this year’s pageant plans all over her desk.

	“And what is with her wearing her crown and sash to work?” asked Glo.

	“Cuz she’s this year’s queen,” said Forrest. “So why wouldn’t she?”

	Glo, Valeria, Sebastian, Moonbeam, and I burst out in laughter.

	“What?” sputtered Forrest, clearly embarrassed.

	“Oh, sweetie!” said Moonbeam. “The pageant queen would wear her finery when she has an event, like a ribbon cutting, a parade, or a fundraiser dinner. She wouldn’t wear them to work or treat her customers like royal subjects.”

	“Oh,” said Forrest. “That’s pretty weird, then, huh?”

	“I got it!” said Sebastian excitedly. “I bet Layla May can’t let go of her win! She still wears her sash and crown every day. She loves being the queen. Maybe she’s trying to get them to cancel this year’s pageant so she can continue to be the reigning champion!”

	“Bingo!” cried Zell. “I say we move her up as top suspect.”

	“I believe we have two solid suspects,” said Atticus. “Layla May Jannik and Nixie Kipper.”

	“Three,” said Frank. “I still vote Erland Trinkenshrug.”

	“I’m with Frankie,” said Zell. “Getting bullied by Manfrado probably pushed him right over the edge.”

	“Paige, can you ring Sharlock?” asked Atticus.

	I called Inspector Sharlock Knomes and told her we had three possible suspects to discuss with her. She invited us to come to her office on campus.

	We wound our way through the displays of silly gnomes and the crowds of happy gnome shoppers and headed back to campus to discuss some gnomes who weren’t so merry.
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	Sharlock’s campus office was quite a shock. It wasn’t at all what we expected. We were seated in plaid armchairs which surrounded the perimeter of a nicely appointed lobby that would have been quite at home in a bank. The woman at the front desk was a gnome-ized version of a stereotypical human administrative assistant. She greeted us, then sat back at her desk. She began typing away on her keyboard. She wore a white button-down blouse with a gray sweater. She had half glasses perched on her big round nose, a colorful chain dangling from them. Her brown hair was in an updo with a slightly pointed top. The bouquet of flowers on her desk created a floral fragrance throughout the small space.

	“It’s a bit disappointing,” said Sebastian, wrinkling his nose. “I personally envisioned a sparse room with a metal desk and filing cabinet.”

	“With a map on the wall,” said Forrest. “And one of those desk lamps – like in the beginning of a Pixar movie.”

	“Yeah, exactly,” said Sebastian, giving Forrest a pointy finger two-gun salute.

	“Agreed,” said Atticus with a rare chuckle. “I expected a white board with scribbled notes about suspects and police wanted posters on the wall.”

	“We aren’t in the Wild West, honeypie,” giggled Mollie, waving her cowboy hat in the air with a yee-haw for good measure.

	“This is nice,” said Moonbeam.

	“But nice is boring,” said Valeria. She picked up a TIME magazine and leafed through it, then held it up. “Look at this! All the photos have gnome people in them! How cool is that!”

	Several of us picked up magazines and we began showing each other the photos and commenting on how much they looked like short, chunky humans with rounded ears and big noses, until we heard a cough. The gal from the front stood watching us, her arms crossed, a half grin on her face.

	“This is the administrative building for the college,” she said, indicating that she’d heard our entire conversation. “Inspector Knomes’ office is right this way.”

	She turned and headed out the reception area door. Red-faced with embarrassment, we followed her down a long hallway to a room with Sharlock’s name on the door.

	 

	 

	Inspector Sharlock Knomes’ office was more in keeping with our expectation. It was a modern version of a traditional detective’s space. There was the metal desk, filing cabinet, and desk lamp, though this one didn’t resemble the Pixar character. The expected map was on the wall, but it was an electronic version with lit points of interest in the case, mainly surrounding the campus and downtown area. Instead of white boards or posters, there were three large computer screens. A stack of folding chairs leaned against the wall.

	Sharlock gestured to the chairs. “Grab a seat, if you’d like.”

	We unfolded chairs and Sharlock sat behind her desk. “I’d like to say, it’s impressive that a group of amateurs like you are always so dedicated to solving the mystery at hand.”

	“What?”

	“I’m sorry?”

	“Huh?”

	We all answered at once, not sounding impressive at all.

	“How do you know so much about us?” asked Atticus.

	Sharlock stopped talking and looked up. Her face was creased with thought. “I … I don’t know. That’s odd, isn’t it?”

	“Must be the author’s error …” said Zell.

	“The author?” asked Sharlock, her head tilting in confusion.

	“Pay no attention to Zell,” said Atticus, wisely interrupting the peculiar conversation and redirecting toward something guaranteed to interest her. “We have information on three possible suspects for you.”

	Sharlock snapped to attention. She grabbed a note pad and pen off her desk. “Shoot.”

	 

	 

	“We were just downtown in a shop called Glitz and Sparkle Confetti. Are you familiar with it?” asked Atticus.

	“Sure. Leyla May Jannik’s place.”

	“Right. And you are aware she’s last year’s Honeybee Queen?”

	“Of course.” Sharlock began to tap the toe of her boot. She appeared calm, but her tapping gave away her impatience.

	“While we were there, we happened to see her back office.”

	Her brows lifted, but Atticus charged forward.

	“Her office contained a vast amount of paperwork and notes connected to the Honeybee pageant.”

	“Umm, hmm.”

	“And … she was wearing her sash and crown and waving at people real queen-like!” Forrest interjected.

	“Sooo?” Sharlock looked bored.

	“You don’t think that’s odd?” asked Moonbeam.

	“She is reigning champion,” said Sharlock.

	“Did all of your previous champions wear their tiaras and sashes every day?” asked Atticus.

	Sharlock shook her head. “Hmm. None that I know of. Perhaps that is a bit odd. But she does enjoy her role as Honeybee Queen.”

	“Maybe a little too much?” asked Atticus. “We suspect that she may be sabotaging the event so that she maintains her treasured position as reigning queen.”

	“Uh, huh,” said Sherlock, clearly unconvinced. She tapped her pen to her pad but didn’t write anything down. “Continue, please.”

	Atticus looked at me, so I took over.

	“Professor Nixie Kipper was in the confetti shop. You may be aware that she is still angry about being disqualified and losing her role as queen ten years ago?”

	“I am,” said Sherlock.

	“The two of them – Nixie and Leyla May – were having a discussion, we suspect about the pageant. Sharlock, we believe that your villain may be one of them.”

	“Or both of them!” cried Zell. “Accomplices! Partners in crime!”

	Sharlock put her pen down and shook her head. “Impressive sleuthing, team, however, it is entirely wrong.”

	“Wrong?” gasped Zell.

	Sharlock nodded. “Nixie is the chairperson for this year’s pageant, so of course she’d be working with Leyla May. Both would have an office full of details regarding the event – it’s the biggest community event of the year. Also, it makes sense they’d work together regarding decorations, gift bags, and such. And merely continuing to wear a pageant sash merely makes a woman odd, not guilty.”

	“Oh.” Zell slumped back in her seat. “Darn.”

	“You said you had a third potential suspect,” said Sharlock.

	Sebastian sat forward, eager to share his thoughts. “We learned that the most recent victim, Manfrado Graff had been terrorizing a bright, quiet student named Erland Trinkenshrug. Manfrado had been caught cheating. He’d bullied Erland into letting him copy his work, you see.  Manfrado turned the story around, saying that Erland had copied his work! Word on the street is, he charmed the teacher into believing him, and Erland was furious about the treatment. Apparently, he’d been picked on by other students, as well. We’re thinking that Erland Trinkenshrug has turned his anger into revenge against the other students!”

	Frank stood up on his chair, his ears perked up. “He’s your suspect!” he called out, tapping his claw on the wooden arm of the chair.

	Sharlock looked over at Frank, then back at the rest of us. “Once again, a remarkable guess, given your limited knowledge of our community.”

	Sebastian leaned over and gave Frank a hand-to-paw high five.

	“However …” said Sharlock, pausing to take a sip of water from a bottle on her desk. “We’re one step ahead of you there. We’ve already investigated this possibility.

	“We believe that Erland Trinkenshrub is innocent of any involvement in the hex. Manfrado is the only one of our victims that Erland is acquainted with. In addition, he’d been out of the country participating in a semester abroad program—”

	Forrest interrupted her. “Maybe he was there working on the hex! Making himself look innocent from afar.”

	 “Good supposition, Forrest. And, of course, we considered that angle. We have fully confirmed with his professors that he’d attended every class and event. We have his photos which were taken during the timeframe that the students were hexed that confirmed his complete involvement in the study program while away. We even went so far as to obtain a search warrant and had local officials search his dorm room. It was clean as a whistle.”

	We all drooped with the reality that all three of our suspects were innocent.

	Sharlock picked up her pen and began tapping again. “We are seeing a pattern among victims. All but two of the victims are planning to be contestants in the Honeybee Moon Festival pageant.”

	“Right! We know that,” I said, glad to have our observation confirmed. “All are involved in the pageant, except for Volker Underhauss, whose parents are involved in the event. And Manfrado, who may have some connection we’re unaware of.”

	“Precisely,” said Sharlock. “We’ve also found a second commonality. All the students who have been hexed are known to be aggressive toward their peers.”

	“You mean to say … they’re bullies?” asked Moonbeam.

	“That would be correct.”

	“Are you certain that Erland Trinkenshrug isn’t your perpetrator?” asked Atticus.

	“We are.” Sharlock nodded.

	Moonbeam gasped. “But what does this mean?”
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	We’d gotten to bed late last night, since we’d stayed up talking about the case. We tossed around all the gnomes we’d thought made possible suspects: Professor Nixie Kipper, Leyla May Janik of the confetti store, bullied student Erland Trinkenshrug, and the cooks, Ellameena and Oskar Babbler. Someone suggested it could even be Irmina Luthwiggham of Queen Irmina’s restaurant.

	Frank guessed that by the way Sharlock Knomes kept shooting us down every time we suggested a suspect that she might even be one herself. We all got a good laugh over that.

	Now we were at the school early, each of us with a to-go cup of coffee in hand. Zell and Forrest had asked us to go to their classroom before the day started. They were going to do a demonstration of human magic for their students today, and they wanted to do a “dress rehearsal,” as Zell had referred to it.

	Zell and Forrest were wearing their capes and top hats. Zell looked excited. Forrest looked resigned to his fate.

	I examined the supplies that were laid out on the front desk that Zell had cleared off to make room for their magic show. Baking soda, vinegar, red food coloring, a glass beaker, and an eye dropper. A large, awkwardly constructed, upside down cone of brown sat on a baking sheet in the middle of the desk. I realized that it was supposed to be a mountain.

	“Are you doing the elementary school erupting volcano experiment?” I leaned closer to look at the brown lump, which did indeed have a hole in the top which emptied into a small bucket hidden beneath the brown “mountain.”

	“Yeah,” said Forrest. “I found out the gnomes have never heard of it before, so we’re gonna use it as a magic trick.”

	We gathered around the desk and waited for the demonstration to begin.

	Zell picked up the box of baking soda and dumped a half box into the cavity of the mountain.

	“Isn’t that too much baking soda?” asked Forrest.

	“Nope!” said Zell. “The more the merrier!”

	“I want to help!” Frank picked up the bottle of red food coloring with his teeth and tilted it over the bottle of vinegar. He poured half the bottle of coloring into the vinegar. The liquid turned a deep, dark red.

	“Uhh. We’re supposed to use the eye dropper,” said Forrest.

	“No need, my man,” answered Frank. “The deed is done.”

	Zell picked up the vinegar and gave it a swoosh, mixing the color into the liquid. She couldn’t find the measuring cup on the desk, since it had fallen to the floor during their shenanigans, but that didn’t seem to slow her down. Zell simply poured half the bottle of vinegar into the cavity of the mountain.

	“Hey Zell, not telling you how to do your own magic show, but I used to do this experiment when I was an art teacher,” said Moonbeam. “Shouldn’t that only be a half cup of vinegar?”

	“Nah, this is good.”

	“I think my Mom’s right. It’s too much,” said Forrest.

	When nothing happened, Zell grunted. She upended the bottle and poured in more of the liquid, and she kept right on pouring until the vinegar bottle was empty.

	There was a gurgling sound from within the brown lumpy mountain, then blood red sludge began to percolate out of the top.

	“Taa daa!” called Zell, swooping her cape in a dramatic fashion.

	“Oh, shoot!” Forrest poked Zell in the arm. “Look! I told you it was too much!”

	The sludge began to bubble and churn. Then it puffed and expanded until a great fountain of red burst out of the top.

	Zell and Frank both screamed. They jumped a foot into the air, then ran away from the disaster toward the back of the room, continuing to scream the whole way. They dove under a table.

	Valeria, Sebastian, and Glo added their voices to the shrieking coming from under the table. We all jumped back from the desk and watched the disaster occur, unable to stop it in any way.

	A spewing mass of red continued to spurt out of the brown mountain. It quickly covered the entire top of the desk.

	The mountain itself was made of some sort of homemade papier-mâché and didn’t look capable of retaining the fake lava. It began to crack and split, letting out even more sludge. It began to drip down the sides to make a growing pond of red goo all over the floor.

	“Uh, oh,” said Zell from beneath the table.

	 

	 

	The classroom door burst open, and a teacher we’d not met before stormed into the room. “What is going on in here?” he yelled.

	“An experiment gone very, very wrong,” said Sebastian.

	The teacher looked at the mess. “Oh, for Pete’s sake!” He picked up the intercom phone off the wall and hit a couple of numbers. “Squeegee, there’s been an accident in room 24. Bring a cleaning cart, and a couple of mops. It’s a complete disaster.”

	We could hear the tinny complaining of the man on the other end of the phone.

	 

	 

	After making the call, the teacher threw up his hands and shook his head. “Good luck!” he called as he quickly exited the war zone.

	A few minutes later, the janitor we’d seen before rolled in his familiar cleaning cart. He took one look at the mess and let out a string of curses that would make a sailor blush.

	“Can we do anything to help?” asked Moonbeam timidly.

	The janitor’s eyes traveled the room, scanning all of us. “Yeah. Get outta my … gosh darn way!”

	It seemed like he suddenly realized he’d had an audience watching him, so he’d cleaned up his language, but his anger was still vibrating off him in waves.

	“What the heck is the matter with you people? You don’t think I have enough to do around here? You think this is funny! Let’s prank old Squeegee and give him a real mess to clean up!”

	“It wasn’t a prank!” said Sebastian. “It was supposed to be a magic show.”

	“Well, you can magic show yourselves right out that door,” he gestured with a mop handle.

	We looked to where he’d pointed and realized a group of teachers and students had clustered to the door to find out what ruckus had caused all the screaming and yelling.

	We began to slowly make our way around the janitor and toward the door, when the loudspeaker over the teacher’s desk crackled to life.

	 

	“May I have your attention, please! This is President Beckenridge. Your attention please!”

	 

	We all froze and stared at the speaker on the wall.

	 

	“I regret to inform you that another student has been affected by the ghastly hex—“

	 

	The students and teachers at the door erupted into a loud chaos of noise, so we couldn’t hear the president’s next words. Mollie let out an ear-splitting whistle and everyone immediately quieted down.

	 

	“—and as an extra precaution, for the safety of all our students, we are dismissing school immediately.”

	 

	The students in the hallways shouted and cried out. Some in joy for the day off, others in horror over what was happening. Mollie repeated her whistle so we could hear the rest of the announcement.

	 

	“—make your way quietly and calmly out of your classrooms. Stay together in groups of three or more. Please go directly to your dorm room or home. If you cannot get home in groups, wait in the main cafeteria, and have your parents or someone you trust pick you up. Once all students have left the classrooms, teachers and administrators may leave as well. Watch the school website for a notice regarding further instructions and notifications on the school re-opening.”

	 

	“Who was it? Who got hexed?” a student called out to the group.

	A chorus of I don’t know and who could it be? filled the space, until a new student came racing up the hall, gasping for air as if he’d been running. He rushed up to a girl and wrapped her in a hug.

	“I’m so glad you’re okay, sis!” he cried. Then he turned to the group. He was still working to catch his breath. “It was Jozette Ufferman!” He sucked in a deep breath. “Jozette’s been hexed!”

	The mass of students and teachers gasped and began to whisper and talk to one another. Then, they turned and hustled away from our room, scattering in all directions.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Our group gaped at each other as we stood there in shock.

	“Jozette Ufferman is the girl who works in the Confetti store!” cried Sebastian. “The one that Nixie Kipper was yelling at!”

	“I wonder if she’s another pageant participant,” said Glo.

	“She was being bullied by a teacher,” I said with concern. “But … could she be a bully, too?”

	“She sure didn’t seem like it,” said Forrest.

	“I agree,” said Glo. “She was very timid with the professor.”

	“But was that an act?” said Zell. “Is she really a cheater and a liar?”

	“And a bully?” murmured Frank.

	“I think Nixie Kipper remains a suspect,” said Atticus. “She was chastising Jozette in public, and she’s still harboring ill will toward the pageant.”

	 “I agree,” said Moonbeam. “She has motive and opportunity. And she seems very guilty.”

	“I know that Sharlock didn’t think we had a viable suspect in Leyla May Jannik, either, but maybe she is involved. She is Jozette’s boss and she’s friends with Nixie.”

	“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again,” said Frank. “I think they are in this together.”

	“We need to take a closer look at both of them,” said Atticus. “I’m unconvinced they’re innocent. Is there a connection between them that Sharlock has missed?”

	The janitor pushed his mop right through the middle of us. “How am I gonna clean this mess up if you all keep standing there?” He let out a growl and angrily swished his mop around the floor grumbling, “I get no respect around here.”

	“Let’s go.” I led the group out of the classroom and down the hall.
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	As we made our way down the hall, we watched the last of the students rush out the doors. The building quickly became eerily quiet, but it allowed us to speak freely.

	“We should track down the hexed students,” said Atticus. “Ask some questions. I keep wondering where each student was when they got hexed. What were they doing? Eating? Touching something? Breathing in a toxic substance? Who do they hang out with?”

	“We should also find out if they have any enemies,” I said. “Maybe there is one that’s common to all of them. Or perhaps there’s another commonality among them. Something that Sharlock missed in her first round of interviews.”

	“Good thought, Paige. That could be key,” said Atticus. “I suspect the students will be back to their dorms or their family homes soon. Maybe Sharlock can help us set up interviews for later today.”

	“What’s that sound?” asked Forrest.

	We stopped walking and listened.

	“It sounds like someone is singing,” said Valeria.

	“If it’s a student, we should make sure they leave the building,” I said, walking toward the voice.

	We slowly went down the hall. The singing had stopped. All the classroom doors were closed. We looked through the side windows that were positioned beside each door, seeing only empty rooms.

	“Maybe it was a ghost?” said Mollie. She was bouncing with excitement since she loved discovering a fellow ghost on our adventures.

	The tune started up again.

	We passed a door that didn’t have a window beside it. Mollie took advantage of her ghostly form and thrust her head through the door. She popped it right back out.

	“No one’s in that room, either.”

	“Hey!” whispered Sebastian. He was standing beside the next room. “Someone’s in there!”

	The singing got louder. Sebastian motioned us forward, putting his finger to his lips to keep us quiet. We crowded around the small window and could see a woman standing at a counter, her back to us. She was engrossed in her activity. The desk in front of her was covered with items. A quick look didn’t suffice to determine what they were.

	Moonbeam gestured for us to move away from the window. “That’s not singing,” she whispered. “That’s chanting.”

	“What’s the difference?” asked Valeria.

	“Chanting is used for meditation … and for spells.”

	“Spells?” squeaked Frank. “Like witchcraft spells?”

	“Exactly.”

	“Let’s see if we can figure out who she is,” suggested Glo.

	“And what’s on that desk,” I said.

	“Can we send Mollie in?” asked Moonbeam.

	“No!” Glo gasped. “The gnomes can see her!”

	“Oh, right.”

	Mollie looked disappointed that her usual spying skill wasn’t useful here.

	We took turns by twos, peeking into the window. We stayed alert with one eye on the woman so that we could duck if she turned around.

	I took my turn and was examining the woman’s slightly familiar form. Then I gasped. I motioned for everyone to move away from the window and slightly down the hall so we wouldn’t be overheard.

	“The woman turned sideways, and I recognized her! It’s Ludmilla Earkunchen. We met her at the Meet and Greet.”

	“Professor of Woodland Sustenance,” said Moonbeam, nodding.

	“What is she doing in there? Why hasn’t she left the building as the president instructed?” said Valeria.

	Sebastian tiptoed over to the window and took another peek inside. He hustled back to us. “Those items on the desk look real witchy to me.”

	“Let me look,” said Moonbeam. She made her way back to the window, then returned to us. “Oh, my heavens, you’re right, Sebastian! She’s chanting over a metal cauldron while tossing herbs and other things into it. It looks like spellcasting to me.”

	“It could be the potion for the hex!” gasped Frank. He jumped up into Sebastian’s arms. “I wanna see. Take me to the window!”

	“I’m calling Sharlock.” I walked a bit further down the hall and made the call.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We paced and worried while waiting for Sharlock to show up. Luckily, she arrived quickly. She looked in through the window and confirmed that things were exactly as we described. She grabbed the door handle, and we all clustered behind her. She whispered, “Back up, people.” We scooted back mere inches, too curious to take our eyes off the action.

	Sharlock pushed open the door and it banged hard against the wall.

	Ludmilla Earkunchen, professor of Woodland Sustenance, and apparently, Witch, dropped a glass jar of something gray and slimy. When it hit the floor it began to fizz. Spirals of smoke rose from the gray puddle.

	Ludmilla looked up with an expression of horror and guilt.

	“Look what you’ve done!” she shouted. “I’ve been working on that for hours!”

	We took a closer look at her workspace. It was littered with herbs, powders, candles, and vials of liquid. And sitting open on the counter was an old, weathered book with browned pages.

	“That’s a grimoire!” gasped Moonbeam. “A book of spells!”

	The smoke at Ludmilla’s feet dissipated, and an ugly black smudge appeared all over the floor.

	“Uh oh,” said Frank. “That janitor guy is gonna be so mad.”

	“Don’t worry about him,” said Sebastian. “I think we’ve caught our villain.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	For once, our group stayed back and quiet. We watched as Sharlock pulled a pair of handcuffs out of her jacket pocket. She recited a standard recitation of legal rights as she snapped the cuffs on Ludmilla.

	“Will you gather up these supplies and bring them to my office?” asked Sharlock.

	“Ten-four,” said Sebastian.

	We began to collect the materials as Sharlock led Ludmilla out of the room.

	The teacher began shrieking, “Unhand me! Spellcasting is not illegal! You cannot arrest me for this!”

	We turned and watched until the two of them exited the building.

	“Looks like we did it again, gang!” said Valeria.

	“The Snapdragon Inn Book club to the rescue!” sang Sebastian.

	There was a round of back-patting, hugs, and high-fives.

	“Let’s go out to lunch and celebrate,” suggested Zell.

	For once, we all agreed with her idea.
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	Leave it to Zell to find a great Mexican restaurant for lunch. We were in a celebratory mood and had a fantastic time reviewing the adventure that we’d experienced in this land of gnomes. We had our fill of chips and salsa, then followed it up with way too much food and a pitcher of margaritas.

	By the time we returned to the Snapdragon Inn, everyone was exhausted from the day and ready to leave Wundertrundle College. We made our way down to the library to close up the book and head back to Colorado.

	 

	 

	I rolled the murder board to the front of the meeting circle. I wrote Ludmilla Earkuchen, Witch in the center of the board, then I used a green marker and curly script writing to write the words, The End and added a goofy drawing of a gnome.

	I turned my back to the board and was shocked to see some very confused faces looking back at me.

	“It’s script writing,” I said with a shrug. “I wanted to be fancy! I’m not a great artist, but can’t you tell it’s a gnome?”

	I turned back to the board, but everything I had written was gone.

	“What happened?” I gasped.

	“The words. They vanished,” said Glo.

	This time, I used a black marker and simple block letters to rewrite my message. I stared at the board as the words faded away to nothing. I looked around the room. There was no globe spinning. No fog.

	“Why is nothing happening?” asked Valeria.

	Frank shrugged his furry shoulders. “It’s not the end.”

	“What do you mean?” Moonbeam turned in her chair to look him in the eye.

	“We haven’t solved the case.”

	Zell nodded. “Righto. The book won’t let us leave. You can’t get out until the bad guy is caught.”

	Valeria still looked confused.

	“Ludmilla Earkuchen isn’t the bad guy,” said Frank. “The real villain is still out there.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We slogged back up the stairs. We were numb, all of us in a state of shock. This had never happened before. We sat quietly around the dining room table, no one willing to open the conversation, or perhaps no one knew what to say.

	The doorbell gong startled us.

	I went to the door and opened it. I was stunned to see Sharlock Knomes standing on our porch.

	“How did you know where we live?” asked Valeria, coming up behind me.

	Sharlock shrugged. “I’m an investigator. I know things.

	“May I come in?”

	“Oh, I’m sorry. Certainly.”

	I pulled Valeria aside. “This happens sometimes,” I whispered. “The author of the book we’re in makes a mistake that isn’t caught by the editor. Say, like in chapter three the house is by a lake, but then in chapter ten it’s referred to as a pond. So, it seems like Sharlock knows things she really shouldn’t.”

	Valeria giggled. “That’s really crazy!”

	 

	 

	The group greeted the inspector with less than hearty hellos. We were all feeling quite dejected.

	Atticus went to the kitchen and brought an extra chair to the table. Sharlock Knomes sat down with us.

	“Can I get you something to drink?” asked Glo.

	“No, thank you.” She leaned forward, placing her elbows on the table and clasped her hands together. “I’m afraid I have some bad news. The gnome students that were hexed are still in their hideous form.”

	“Oh, no!” cried Sebastian. “Did Ludmilla refuse to reverse the hex?”

	Sharlock shook her head. “We could not get Professor Earkuchen to admit guilt or to undo the hex. She kept claiming innocence. She said that she dabbles in spellcasting as a hobby and swore that she knew nothing about the hex.”

	“Did you believe her?” asked Sebastian.

	“Not at first. We thought if we kept her in the holding tank long enough we could get her to talk. However, there was no confession made.”

	“Maybe if you lock her in a jail cell she’ll crack,” said Frank, his eyebrows raised, his whiskers twitching.

	Sharlock shook her head. “We contacted the school administration and discovered that Ludmilla has indeed been practicing spellcasting for many years. She even teaches a class on the weekends in the community center.”

	“Is that a thing?” asked Frank. “Spellcasting classes?”

	“Apparently it is,” said Sharlock. “We spoke to each of the hexed students, and at most they had her for an uneventful class or two over the past couple of years. There was no animosity at all between her and any of the students. As a matter of fact, other than classes, no connection at all.”

	“Are you sure?” asked Atticus. “Sometimes facts can be hidden.”

	“I am well aware of that, Atticus.” She looked a bit miffed over his doubt of her abilities. “We did a thorough investigation today and came up empty.  I’m afraid that we couldn’t hold her based only on what we witnessed in the classroom. It appears that the woman is innocent.”

	“Innocent!” exclaimed Zell. “Well, what do you know?”

	“The professor is quite upset over what happened,” said Sharlock.

	“But she acted so guilty!” said Moonbeam.

	“She said that she was shaken due to the embarrassment of the situation. She was rattled at having been caught doing spells in her classroom. The school had requested she not practice on campus. However, since the students had been released for the day, she felt it had been safe to run one of her … experiments.”

	There was silence around the table. I thought about how her name and The End had disappeared from our board. Sharlock was right. Just because Ludmilla Earkuchen dabbled in spellcasting didn’t make her guilty of this ghastly crime.

	We were wrong again.
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	We woke up with a renewed sense of purpose. Although we’d hit another dead end, we’d brushed ourselves off and reset our mission. We were determined to solve this mystery.

	Ludmilla Earkuchen was innocent. The cooks, Ellameena and Oskar Babbler were innocent. Erland Trinkenshrug, the bullied student who was abroad was innocent.

	That meant a monster was still loose and terrorizing students at Wundertrundle College. It was our job to find out who this was.

	“It has to be someone we’ve met,” said Glo.

	“Unless the author is pulling one of those tricks where the villain isn’t introduced until the very end of the book.”

	“I hate when they do that,” said Zell. She grimaced like she smelled something rotten. “Seems like cheating the reader out of a good whodunnit.”

	“Who have we considered that hasn’t been cleared?” I asked.

	“I still have suspicions about Nixie Kipper,” I said. “Even though Sharlock insists she is not involved, my gut says otherwise.” I pointed a finger in the air as I recalled what we knew. “Remember when the student services manager told us that Nixie carries a lot of resentment over being disqualified as queen ten years ago? Why would she take on the position of chairperson of this year’s event? If she’s so angry, that doesn’t make sense. And furthermore, the fact that she’s friends with last year’s winner, Layla May, is concerning.”

	“What about one of the hexed students?” asked Glo.

	We all looked at her in confusion.

	“The hexed students?” asked Valeria.

	“You now how sometimes the baddies will do something to themselves so that they appear innocent? Maybe one of the victims is responsible for the hex. And maybe their own hex wears off or something.”

	“That would be ridiculous – but it’s possible,” said Moonbeam.

	“What about that weird janitor?” asked Sebastian. He shivered. “He gives me the willies.”

	“Oooh! Yeah. He’s one angry guy,” said Frank.

	“He claims to be unappreciated,” said Valeria. “And did you see the awful graffiti on the side of his cart? Someone painted a picture of a garbage can with his face on it. Right on his own cart!”

	“They call him Squeegee,” said Frank.

	“Is that mean?” asked Mollie. “What’s a squeegee?”

	“It’s a cleaning tool people use when they wash windows or floors,” said Moonbeam.

	“Oh, yeah. Like a mop. Mean.” She made a tsking sound.

	Frank let out a low growl. I wasn’t sure if it was on Squeegee’s behalf or against Squeegee, or against mops in general.

	“We should see if we can learn anything about him from the staff or teachers.”

	“There’s something I’ve been wondering about,” said Atticus. “Sharlock said that the hex has been identified as dark troll magic, but none of us have seen even one troll anywhere in town or on campus.”

	“I guess we better keep an eye out for a large, green, bumpy guy with scruffy hair,” said Zell.

	“We should visit the campus today,” said Atticus. “The students have been released, but I suspect that some of the teachers and staff will be there. It should be quiet. Let’s take a drive over there and see if we can uncover anything new. Sebastian, let’s put your gossip talents to work with our fellow professors.”

	Sebastian perked right up. Gossip was his favorite pastime.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We arrived on campus, and as we suspected, there were very few people around. We were following the path around the school grounds when two professors walked toward us on the path. We recognized them from the Meet and Greet, though no one could remember their names.

	“Good morning!” called Sebastian as we neared them. “Pretty quiet here today. It’s kind of nice, right?”

	“That’s so right!” said one of them. “But don’t repeat that! We don’t want the students to think we don’t love them.”

	“Of course! Hey, question for you,” said Sebastian. “Where would I find the janitor’s office? My classroom has a mess that needs tending to.”

	“His storeroom is in building K. But I don’t think he’s here this afternoon.”

	“He’s quite the grumpy goose, isn’t he?” laughed Sebastian.

	They looked at him and nodded, but didn’t elaborate, so I jumped in. “We had a mess to clean up and he actually yelled at us. For someone whose job it is to clean, he sure seemed upset about having to do it.”

	“It has nothing to do with his job. It’s his attitude about life. Squeegee used to be a student here.”

	“Is that his real name?” asked Forrest.

	“No, of course not! His name is Abelard Zimmerfield. Lots of gnomes picked on him back when we were students here, and sadly, they still do. He doesn’t make friends easily and has a bit of a victim personality, if you know what I mean.”

	“Why do they call him Squeegee?” asked Mollie. “I bet it’s because he’s a janitor.”

	“Surprisingly, no! He was the skinny kid in school. No fat rolls at all, the poor thing. They teased him and said he looked like a mop, and then the name Squeegee caught on. He still gets called that.”

	“Has he ever entered the Honeybee Moon pageant?” asked Moonbeam.

	The two teachers laugh uproariously. “Heck, no. I can’t even imagine!”

	They walked off, saying goodbye and chortling loudly.

	 

	 

	“Geeze, talk about other students picking on him. Even the teachers are rude,” I said. “Could that push him to the limit? Do you think he’s the one responsible for the hex?”

	“Oh, oh, oh!” Sebastian obviously had an idea. “I bet he never did anything about bullies when he was a kid, so he got a job here and he’s doing something about it now! That’s why all the victims are bullies!”

	“Sebastian! That is spot on,” said Valeria. “It makes so much sense.”

	“Let’s go pay a visit to Sharlock Knomes,” said Atticus.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We followed the path toward Sharlock’s office. Our pace was quick, as we were anxious to share what we’d learned with the inspector.

	As we passed the main cafeteria, we saw a large, green man duck around the corner of the building. His wild hair stuck out in all directions, and his size made the average rotund gnome look downright tiny.

	“A troll!” whispered Frank.

	 

	 

	A couple minutes later, someone passed us on the path, walking swiftly. We couldn’t tell if it was someone we knew or not, because the person was wearing an oversized cape with a hood. The mysterious person picked up speed and turned around the same corner as the troll. A piece of the cape snagged on a bush pulling the hood partially off their head.

	A head that was full of rainbow-colored hair and topped with a crown.

	Glo gasped. “Isn’t that the confetti queen, Leyla May Janik?”

	“What is she doing on campus? She’s not a teacher.”

	“She’s certainly focused. And she took the same route as that troll. What do you say we follow her?”

	We walked to the edge of the building and hid behind the bush that had snagged her cape. Sure enough. She was talking to the troll. She seemed to be angry with him, or maybe they were arguing. He shook his head. She kept talking, but we were too far away to hear what she said.

	Finally, the troll nodded and held out his hand. Leyla May put her hand into the pocket of the cape and pulled out what appeared to be a stack of currency. A very large stack.

	The troll lit up like a Christmas tree and grabbed the stack of bills from her. Then he took off a very large backpack. He put it on the ground and sat down next to it. Leyla May was tapping her foot in impatience. He slowly unzipped the pack and made a big production of finding what he was looking for. The troll pulled out two paper bags and handed them over to Leyla May. Her face glowed with a devious grin.

	Atticus leaned over and whispered to me, “Text Sharlock. Get her here fast.”
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	We continued to spy on the troll and Leyla May Janik. We were well hidden behind the bushes. The troll had struggled to get up from the grass, but was now standing up. The two of them were still talking. Their backs were to us, allowing us a good view without being seen.

	I sent a text to Inspector Knomes. We found the culprit. Leyla May Jannik! She’s behind the main cafeteria building. Come quick.

	Barely a moment later I read her response: Let me remind you of the boy who cried wolf.

	I groaned, and Moonbeam shushed me. Sharlock was referring to the other suspects we’d accused who all turned out to be innocent. I shot off another text.

	We saw her give a troll money – and then he gave her two paper bags! The two of them are still here!

	I was vastly relieved when she replied: Be there in 5. Don’t let them leave.

	I held up my phone and showed everyone the text, since I didn’t want to risk being overheard.

	 

	 

	While we were waiting, Leyla May came out of the wooded area clutching the brown paper bags. She began to rush past us.

	Sebastian stopped her. I suspected he was armed with gossipy talk. “Leyla May! So good to see you, dear!”

	“Sebastian. You, too. In a hurry. Must dash!” She started to move away, but Sebastian moved right along with her.

	“Before you go, tell us, what’s the scoop on that weird janitor, Squeegee. We think he may be the one doing the hexing!”

	Leyla May’s eyes lit up. “What a genius speculation! You may be on to something.”

	“You really think so?” He looked like he was soaking up her advice.

	“I do. You should tell the inspector.” She started walking away again, and Sebastian tapped her on the arm.

	“What do you know about him? Is it true that the janitor takes spellcasting classes?”

	We looked at each other and grinned. That was so not true, but it stopped Leyla May in her tracks, her lips turned up in a creepy grin.

	“You don’t say? That sure makes him sound guilty, doesn’t it?”

	“It does!” said Sebastian. “Add that to the other thing, and wow, they should arrest him now.”

	Layla May’s brows lifted. “What other thing?”

	It seemed that Sebastian had caught her attention and had distracted her from running away from the scene of her crime.

	“I’m not sure I should be gossiping,” said Sebastian, and we all stifled a laugh.

	“Oh, yes. Yes, you should!” gushed Leyla May. “If it will help the students, you definitely should share all your ideas.”

	“Hmm. I don’t know,” Sebastian crossed his arms and put his finger to his lips, a picture of deliberation. “I could be wrong.”

	“But you could be right!” Her eyes glittered with excitement. “Tell me! What did you hear?”

	I almost laughed at Sebastian’s expression. His eyes wildly bounced from side to side. He was thinking very hard. “Well … I heard that … that …”

	Frank waltzed up beside Sebastian. “We heard that he’s been having clandestine meetings with a gang of witches!”

	“A gang of witches?” She looked perplexed.

	“He means a coven of witches,” said Moonbeam.

	“Really?” She tilted her head. “A coven?”

	Sebastian, Moonbeam, and Frank all nodded and made noises of agreement.

	“Then I think it’s best you turn her in to—Inspector Knomes!” She jerked backwards.

	We looked behind us to see Sharlock approaching up the path.

	“Hello, Ms. Jannik.”

	“Nice to see you, inspector. I’m just off. Enjoy your day.” Leyla May turned to leave.

	“Before you go, may I see what’s in your bags?” asked Sharlock.

	Leyla May laughed. “Oh, it’s just confetti.”

	Sharlock smiled. “Then you won’t be opposed to my taking a peek?”

	“Do you have a warrant?” said Leyla May, her eyes narrowed at the inspector.

	“A warrant?” Sharlock scoffed. “To look at confetti?”

	“Well, sorry, but I’m late. I’m late to deliver these packages … of confetti.” She lifted the bags as she turned to leave.

	As Leyla May passed our group, Frank ran in front of her and plopped himself down inches in front of her. As she moved, he scooted his backside so that his furry body remained exactly in front of her feet.

	“I love me some confetti!” he jabbered excitedly. “Can I see?”

	Mollie swooped down in front of Leyla May’s face and squealed, “Confetti! I want to see, too!”

	Leyla May began batting her away as if she were a large insect. She lost her balance and staggered sideways, keeping one eye on the cat and one on the ghost. She took a step to get around Frank, but at that moment Zell casually reached her foot out and Leyla May tripped over it.

	Leyla May reached out and grasped at air to stop from falling and the brown paper bags fell to the ground.

	Frank swiped a claw against the top of one of the bags and the items inside began to spill out.

	“What is all that stuff?” asked Forrest.

	“Those are supplies for spellcasting!” cried Moonbeam, pointing at the bags.

	“To be specific,” said Sharlock. “Those are supplies for dark troll hexing. I can only assume that they have been used to transform our students.”

	 

	 

	At that moment, the troll came out from behind the building. He was whistling as he ambled around the corner, unaware of what had happened – or pretending to be. His greenish, bumpy complexion was highlighted by two red circles on his cheeks.

	“Is he … blushing?” asked Frank.

	“I think he knows full well what is going on,” said Glo.

	“Good day, folks,” the troll mumbled as he proceeded to pass us.

	Sharlock called out, “Hold up there, mister troll. I’d like to speak with you.”

	“Yesss?” He wasn’t the best actor. His eyes kept traveling to Leyla May and the paper bags. It was clear he knew exactly what was up.

	“We are aware that you just sold the contents of those bags to Ms. Leyla May Jannik,” said Sharlock.

	“So what?” he grumbled. “A troll’s got a right to sell his goods.”

	“I didn’t buy anything from him!” yelled Leyla May.

	“We saw you,” said Sebastian. “We just watched the whole transaction! All of us did.” He swooped his hands to indicate our large group.

	“But you don’t know what they are for!” Leyla May pointed to the bags. “They are … supplies for my party store!”

	“Hex ingredients are hardly supplies for a party store,” said Sharlock. “Our office can easily trace these contents to the hex that has transformed the students.”

	The troll turned and began to run away, but with his lumbering gait he moved quite slowly. Sharlock yelled for him to stop, but he moved faster. She pulled a tazer-like object out of her pocket, pointed it at the troll’s enormous leg, and pulled the trigger.

	It was not a taser-like object. It was a taser.

	The troll hit the ground moaning. “I didn’t do anything wrong!” He tried to get up, but Sharlock hit him again.

	He moaned as he rolled around on the grass, whimpering like a baby. “I just sold her the goods! It’s my business!”

	“Stop talking, you fool!” shouted Leyla May.

	He didn’t listen to her. He kept babbling. “Just cuz the lady used them to hex those students shouldn’t implicate me!” groaned the troll. “She didn’t tell me what it was for!”

	Leyla May turned from him to face the inspector. “He’s lying!”

	Sharlock pointed the taser at Leyla May. “It doesn’t matter. You gave him money. He gave you the bag of supplies to make the potion for the hex. The court can easily interpret your intentions. And I’m willing to bet we’ll find more evidence in your home or business.”

	Leyla May let out a shriek of anger. “Those students deserved it! They are all hooligans! Bullies! I cannot have any of them winning the pageant! They are not worthy of representing Honeybee royalty! They will muddy the image of our pageant.”

	It didn’t seem like she was done, so we remained quiet, allowing her to process her emotions and express her thoughts.

	“I’m a very successful shop owner, you know. Well respected in town. I’ve been called a well-loved Honeybee Queen, and my shop has been named the town’s best party store. I made enough money in my shop to purchase the hex. It was expensive, you know, but worth it! Those horrible, mean students need to be stopped from entering the pageant.”

	“Volker Underhauss isn’t in the competition,” said Forrest.

	“I know that! But his parents run the event every year, and they do nothing to stop these sorts of students from participating. I figured if their own son was disqualified due to his horrible appearance then they’d wise up!”

	“But what about Manfrado?” I asked. “He’s not in the pageant, either.”

	“No, but it’s only a matter of time.” She sniffed and curled her lip. “An arrogant, nasty, good-looking young gnome like him. He’ll be riding that royal Honeybee float before you know it. And tainting the image of our entire festival.

	“I was justified, you understand!” Leyla May was standing with her arms crossed. I noticed that she was wrinkling her sash. “Students like that don’t reflect the high standards we should expect of our royal court. They aren’t kind or gracious. They are all cruel students who use their looks and influence to bully their way through life.”

	“But, Leyla May … did you ever consider the impact of what you’re doing?” I asked her. “You are not treating these students kindly or with respect. You aren’t teaching them how to improve. And you are using your funds and influence to control them in the most awful way. It seems to me that you are being the ultimate bully.”

	Her jaw dropped in shock, then she sucked in a gasping breath, but said nothing.

	I continued my observation. “You not only hurt those students, but you also created fear among the entire community.”

	Layla May’s eyes began to fill with tears. Her head drooped down, and she crumpled down onto the grass.

	Moonbeam walked over to the woman and sat cross-legged on the grass in front of her. She spoke in a gentle voice. “Leyla May, look at me.”

	Leyla May looked up, tears flowing down her cheeks. She pulled a tissue from her bag and blew her big, round nose loudly.

	Moonbeam gave her a kind smile. “I believe that you know in your heart what is right. I think you understand that you should do what’s best for the pageant, not what’s comfortable for you.”

	Leyla May stared at Moonbeam in dismay, and then her hands flew up to cover her face. She began to cry with deep, heartfelt sobs.

	We all remained quiet and waited. After a few minutes, Leyla May looked up. She took a deep breath and wiped away the tears.  Her face hardened into a fierce look of resolve and regret.

	“What you say is true. I am a fraud.” Her face suddenly looked years older. Her normally rosy complexion turned pale. It appeared that her heart was breaking. “I am not worthy of the crown.” She removed her sparkling crown and wrinkled sash. She laid them reverently on the grass beside her.

	 

	 

	“Troll, you can stand up now, you know,” said Sharlock, looking down at the still squirming mass of pasty green.

	He stood up and shook himself like a wet dog. He made a grumbly noise and sniffed loudly.

	“I’m giving you a choice here and now,” said Sharlock. “You fix this, or I will call for guards to have you taken to the troll sheriff right here and now.” She lifted her phone and put her finger on the screen.

	“Hold up, there! I don’t give a money-back guarantee, and I don’t take returns. This ain’t Amazon, you know.”

	“Troll, I am well aware of the powers of troll magic. I know that you can provide the antidote that returns the students to their normal appearance.”

	“Tell ya what I’ll do. I’ll throw in the antidote for a hundred shillings more.”

	Sharlock scowled at him. “How about you give it to me for free, so I don’t have to haul your big green backside off to jail for selling on campus?” Sharlock flashed a badge I didn’t know she carried.

	“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” He grunted. “Okay, fine.”

	He removed his large backpack and dug around inside it. He pulled out six different bags of herbs and powders. He handed them over to Sharlock.

	“Put all this stuff in a kettle, add eight cups of honey. Give each student a dropperful. Take it with food; carbs and sweets are best. Tell ‘em not to operate any heavy machinery. They’ll wake up tomorrow, all precious, ‘beautiful’, and gloriously gnomish again. That oughta make everybody happy.”

	I bit my lip to stop from laughing, as he had used his big green fingers to make air quotes around the word ‘beautiful.’ I could see that it was true; every individual held their own version of beauty.

	Sharlock took the packages from him. “You better be right. I’ll turn you in to the sheriff if you’re not.” Sharlock held up her phone. “I’ve videotaped our conversation.”

	She asked to see the troll’s identification. He dug in his pack and pulled out a large green wallet, then he poked around in it and pulled out a laminated card with his photo on it. Sharlock snapped several photos of him and his ID. “You’re free to go.”

	The troll hobbled off. I noticed he was limping.
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	We had asked Sharlock why she let the troll go, since he was dealing in illegal trade. She explained that the gnome-troll relationship was tenuous, and their views of what illegal meant were vastly different. The trolls would see his activity as simply doing business. She said he’d likely cooperated with her just to avoid the hassle.

	We were also curious about what would happen to Leyla May. Sharlock said that was up to the court, but that she was going to recommend that her punishment include community service. She suspected that Leyla May would be good at working with students who were deemed bullies, even though she’d proven to be one herself. Her experience and passion for the pageant and all it stood for likely gave her the knowledge and ability to guide the students. Under supervision, of course.

	 

	 

	“Looks like we really have reached The End,” said Valeria. “Now we can go home, right?”

	“We can … but … tomorrow is the Honeybee Moon Festival,” said Sebastian. “Good food, music, and fun. I vote we stay for that. I want to see the crowning of the king and queen!”

	“And the parade!” said Zell. “Don’t forget the parade.”

	“I’m all for holding off closing up the book for one more day,” I said. “Let’s take a vote.”

	It was unanimous. We would stay in the book an extra day so that we could attend the festival.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The Honeybee Moon Festival was set up in a large park not far from downtown. The setting was familiar: food tents, rides for the kiddies, a platform with a live band in the center of a grassy field. The field was filled with folks on blankets enjoying the music, dancing, or noshing on their picnics.

	We spotted Sharlock heading to the grassy area with a picnic blanket and basket of food. She was dressed in casual clothes; unlike anything we’d seen her wear before – and she was smiling.

	Sebastian waved and called out. “Hey! Shar!”

	She grimaced at the nickname, but stepped over to us. “Glad to see you made it to the festival.”

	“Want to walk around with us?” asked Valeria. “We’re going to check out the grounds.”

	“Sorry!” Sharlock smiled. “Meeting a guy out by the music for our first date. Abe’s waiting for me. Have a good time!” She sauntered off.

	“Wow,” said Forrest. “She has a date?”

	“She’s a single woman,” said Glo. “Why wouldn’t she?”

	“I don’t know. Figured she was an inspector.”

	“Forrest, her profession doesn’t prohibit her from dating,” said Moonbeam.

	“Cool,” he said.

	 

	 

	There was a chain of gnomes dressed in fancy clothes winding their way through the park. They were smiling and waving at everyone they passed. People were shouting out compliments and good wishes.

	“Those have to be the pageant participants,” said Sebastian. “They’re doing their procession through the festival grounds. Let’s watch!”

	We found a couple of empty benches and watched the line of young gnomes pass us. They were having the time of their lives. They were chattering among themselves and calling out to people they knew. They each had a bag of candy and were throwing pieces out to the spectators as they walked. They were dressed in their most elaborate finery. There were sparkles, ruffles, and colors galore. It was like a chorus line of garden gnomes mixed with a high school prom gone wild.

	Three of the participants stepped out of line and approached us.

	“Hi!” They greeted us with happy smiles.

	“You probably don’t recognize me,” said a rotund gnome with wild curly blond hair, rosy apple cheeks, and poofy red lips. She was wearing a fluffy, lacy floral gown and a traditional red pointed hat that had ribbons fluttering from the point.

	“No, I’m sorry, I don’t.” I shook my head, but then I looked closely at her face, and something about her twinkling green eyes seemed familiar.

	Mollie swooped closer to the gnome. “I know who you are!” she squealed. “You’re one of the hexed students. Right?”

	“I’m Luziann Torkell!”

	“Wow.” I really couldn’t think of a polite thing to say; my mind went completely blank. She looked nothing like the graceful green-eyed girl with the perfect features, dancer’s figure, and lush wavy hair. “You look … so different.”

	She began to laugh, and her round belly shook with mirth. “Of course I look different, silly! The hex is gone and I’m back to myself.”

	“Thank heavens for that!” chuckled the gnome next to her. She was a tubby one, with a toothy smile, massive nose, dimples in her puffy cheeks, and thick red hair plaited in braids that were woven with colored ribbon. The hair was the only thing familiar.

	“Is that you, Elbertina?” asked Moonbeam, leaning in for a closer look.

	“Yes! It is me! The real me, of course. I finally escaped that tight little space.” She shuddered in memory of it. “I was suffocating in there. I need me some space.” She threw her arms in the air and did a twirl, the layers and layers and layers of poofy dress lifted around her in a hypnotizing swirl.

	“Then you must be Fritzie Luthbagel.” I smiled at the third girl. I recognized her beautiful doe eyes. Last time I’d seen her they had been filled with tears, but she wasn’t crying now. Her face was lit up with joy instead. I recalled how she hated her long swan-like neck that she’d compared to a giraffe’s. Now she barely had a neck at all, just some rolls that blended in to her round body.

	“We wanted to thank you for helping us get back to normal,” said Fritzie.

	“We have something for you,” said Elbertina. “Luzi?”

	I noticed that Luziann carried a bag of candy and a second bag, as well. She dug into it and then passed out a small pink zip baggie to each of us. When we opened them, confetti fell out and littered the ground. Hidden within the confetti was a small lapel pin. Each one was different, but they were all clever and comical garden gnomes.

	We thanked the girls and put the pins on our shirts, laughing at each unique design. Drunk gnomes, clown gnomes, and even a ghost gnome for Mollie. Since she couldn’t wear hers, Zell put in on and proudly displayed her two pins.

	“Where’s Frank?” asked Luziann, holding up the last bag.

	At that moment he came prancing up to the group. He’d been off trying to find a food vendor who sold fish, he said.

	The three girls spotted him and squealed in delight. They sat right down on the grass and surrounded him with compliments. They gave him a darling cat-gnome pin, but he had nowhere to put it, since our library cat never wore a collar. Zell scooped it up and added it to her collection.

	The girls remained on the ground with Frank. He purred with delight while they caressed his fur and told him how handsome he was. They cooed and petted him until he was drooling.

	Fritzie looked up at us. “We’re so glad you all came to the festival. I hope you have fun.”

	“Oops! Look! The end of the lineup is coming. We better get back to it!” said Elbertina.

	The girls all jumped up from the grass.

	“See you at the crowning event!” said Fritzie.

	“I hope you win!” said Sebastian.

	The three of them giggled.

	“It’s not about winning, silly!” said Fritzie.

	“Well, winning would be cool,” said Luziann. “And you do get a beehive. But it’s not the point. It’s all about being part of the pageant. We do it every year for the fun of it!”

	“Thank you for the wonderful pins,” said Moonbeam. We all chimed in with our thanks.

	“You’re welcome! It was nice to visit with you,” said Elbertina.

	The girls scampered off, waving goodbye, blowing kisses, and throwing more candy.

	“See you around town!” called Luziann.

	Her cheerful comment put a dark cloud over the happy moment. We knew that we would not be seeing them around town.
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	We visited the food tents and enjoyed sampling interesting new foods from the vendors. Then we joined the growing crowd in front of the band and danced to the music. At the end of each song, we clapped and cheered with all the gnomes around us. They were an uninhibited and happy community and clearly loved their celebrations.

	We were dancing to a particularly lively song. Mollie was having such a good time she was floating higher and higher as the music filled her with glee. Suddenly, she came swooping down to us.

	“Look behind you. Near a big bush with purple flowers. It’s Sharlock and her date.”

	“We don’t need to spy on her when she’s having some time off,” said Moonbeam.

	“Oh, yes. You have to look. You really, truly, honestly have to look.”

	We started to turn around.

	“Not everybody at once,” she laughed.

	Sebastian, Valeria, and Glo were the first to turn around. Glo’s jaw dropped, and Valeria and Sebastian let out little squeals of surprise. That made the rest of us turn around all at once. Luckily, Sharlock and her date were deep in conversation, sitting on either side of the picnic basket.

	“Her date is Abe!” giggled Sebastian.

	“As in Abelard Zimmerfield,” chuckled Atticus. “The janitor formerly known as Squeegee!”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The band left the platform, and six official looking gnomes took their place. They introduced themselves as the festival committee. Two of them had the last name Underhauss – Volker’s parents, obviously. They were each holding a small velvet pillow which held a crown. The four other officials were carrying sashes that said King, Queen, Prince, and Princess.

	The long line of pageant participants circled the platform in several rows, giddy with excitement.

	After a few words of welcome, another gnome rolled out a wagon with what looked like two large aquariums on it. They were filled with small pieces of paper. The drummer from the band came back on stage and played a drumroll. Mrs. Underhauss reached into the first tank and pulled out a piece of paper.

	“The runner up winner, this year’s Honeybee Prince is …” She unfolded the paper. “Knute Applehaus!”

	A great cheer erupted from all the participants. They were slapping a gnome on the back and pushing him up on the stage. He was endearingly shy, but his glittery orange tuxedo was eye-poppingly outrageous. One of the officials placed a sash over him and the crowd cheered and applauded.

	Mrs. Underhauss reached in the tank again. “The runner up winner, this year’s Honeybee Princess is …” She unfolded the paper. “Kikka Horchkupper!”

	A charming gnome in a pink ballet style dress with pink tights on her chubby legs danced her way to the stage to giggle and bounce as she received her sash. The other participants cheered and clapped for her without a speck of jealousy.

	Mr. Underhauss came forward next, and he reached into the tank for another entry. “This year’s Honeybee King is …” He slowly and dramatically unfolded the paper. “Erland Trinkenshrug!”

	We shouted and cheered with the crowd, so happy to see that the bullied student that we’d erroneously accused was getting his moment in the spotlight. He obviously had lots of friends based on the way a group of about twenty participants escorted him to the stage in a joyful cluster. He blushed and stammered as a crown was placed atop his head.

	Mr. Underhauss raised and lowered his hands to quiet the crowd. He pulled a piece of paper from the tank and waved it above his head before opening it. “This year’s Honeybee Queen is …” He paused for effect. “Marigold Wiggins!”

	The charmingly plump gnome we’d met at the Meet and Greet bounded up to the stage. Her normally rosy apple cheeks were so red they looked like actual apples on her face. Even her oversized ears that poked out from beneath a pointed cap looked red. The happy little garden gnome glowed with excitement as she received her crown and sash, while the crowd applauded and cheered.

	The band returned to play a rousing, happy tune. The new royal court stayed on stage to dance to the music. All the remaining pageant participants clustered in front on the grass and danced with wild abandon and happiness.

	The crowd got to their feet, and every gnome in attendance – plus a very happy visiting book club – danced and sang along with the music.

	After we’d about tired ourselves out, the high school marching band appeared on the road in front of the festival, tuning up their instruments.

	 

	 

	The crowd left the grass and lined up along the road. A large, colorfully decorated float was behind the marching band. The new royal court climbed up on the float.

	The band, the royal float, and the entire procession of pageant participants began a parade that moved on down the street.

	We watched the parade, clapping and cheering loudly when we saw Luziann, Elbertina, and Fritzie. They pelted us with candy which made us roar with laughter.

	The pageant participants were followed by children on bicycles that were covered with crepe paper and ribbon, and parents pushing decorated strollers or pulling wagons spouting balloons and streamers.

	Vendors walked by selling balloons and cotton candy, which Valeria insisted on buying. We enjoyed our treat while we watched an elementary school chorus of tiny gnomes who all seemed to be singing a different song, but who were adorable, nonetheless. Next came baton twirlers, followed by cheerleaders and then a football team in full uniform. The two players in front, apparently the quarterback and team captain, were none other than Manfrado Graff and Dorf Torkel. While they lacked the suave muscular appearance that we were used to, they were oddly masculine and gnomishly handsome. The two of them turned around and made their way around the team as they marched along, giving all the other players back pats and kudos. It was nice to see them share the spotlight and give the other players their due. Hopefully the two of them, and all the other bully gnomes, had learned their lesson after suffering through the disfiguring hex.

	After the parade ended, we walked back through the festival grounds. Urged on by an enthusiastic Zell, we made one more trip to the food tents to fill up from the cornucopia of options.

	
 

	 

	 

	27

	 

	 

	We were back at the inn, filled with joy, cotton candy, curly fries, and a variety of unique, indefinable, but very tasty foods. We’d solved the mystery, identified the culprit, and helped the transformed gnome students get back to themselves. Plus, we had a heck of a good time in Wundertrundle, the land of the celebratory gnomes.

	Now it was time to finalize the journey and head back to Colorado. We’d gathered in the library and sat in our circle. I’d rolled the board to the front but had yet to begin the process of departing the story.

	“It’s always so hard to leave a book,” I said.

	“I know what you mean, Paige.” Glo put her arm around me and gave me a squeeze. “I get unreasonably attached to the characters.”

	“Makes sense, though,” said Moonbeam. “I get attached to characters in many of the books I read. When they are real live beings, it intensifies those emotions by a hundredfold.”

	“Bunch of silly, sentimental, fragile babies,” scoffed Frank.

	“Frank! That’s rude,” said Zell. She grinned kindly at us. “They aren’t babies.”

	We all groaned and then laughed. After all, we were silly and sentimental sometimes.

	Frank lost interest and began to groom his tail.

	Atticus looked uncomfortable with the direction the conversation had taken. He interrupted without adding a comment on the topic. “This has been a successful undertaking. Everyone upheld their part. We’ve become an effective investigative team, dealing with some unique situations. I’d like to compliment you all on a job well done.”

	“It’s been a blast,” said Forrest. “I never would’ve guessed a book club could be fun. The first time Mom dragged me here I thought I’d die of boredom.”

	“Not every book club is like this,” chuckled Sebastian. “You would likely die of boredom in any of the others. The highlight for them is usually the mojitos, wine, or margaritas – and you’re not old enough for any of that yet.”

	“Is everybody ready to go?” I asked. When they answered in the affirmative, I banged my gavel twice, gaining the ever-delightful response of Who’s there?

	In the middle of the board I drew a box and labeled it villain. Inside the box I wrote Leyla May Janik.

	“Is that the right description?” asked Zell. “I think of her as the baddie.”

	“The lawbreaker,” said Mollie.

	“Maybe we can call her the wrongdoer?” said Moonbeam.

	Atticus spoke up. “In essence, she’s all of those. How about antagonist? A solid all-encompassing word defining the character needed to create the conflict at the heart of the mystery.”

	Everyone seemed good with that term, so I erased villain and wrote antagonist.

	I capped my marker and turned away from the board. I scanned the group. “Ready?”

	“We already said we’re ready, cupcake,” said Frank. He was twisted into a pretzel and was busy grooming his back paw, but he was obviously still paying attention.

	I took a deep breath and wrote The End.

	“Sit down, honey,” said Moonbeam. She tapped the empty seat beside her.

	 

	 

	The only one not seated in our circle was Mollie. She was excitedly zooming around the room. “I love this part!” she called out. “Oh, look! The globe is moving!”

	Sure enough, the antique globe began to turn slowly. It glowed from within as if it were a fancy light fixture, until it became brighter than any fixture I’d ever seen. It was more like the sun was housed inside its sphere.

	The speed of the spinning increased until all we could see was a blurry ball of light and sparks. Some of the flashes of glittery sparks flew off the globe and sprayed the floor around it. The floor that was becoming engulfed in a layer of pure white fog. The fog expanded until the entire room was filled with it. It became so dense we could no longer see each other. The room was silent.

	“Everybody okay?” asked Glo.

	A chorus of yeses answered, but then it was quiet again until Valeria spoke up.

	“How do we know if we’ll go back to Colorado?” she asked, a voice in the mist. “What if we end up in another book?”

	“Would never happen,” said Zell confidently.

	“How do you know?”

	“I don’t.” She chuckled. “Just guessing.”

	“Never happened before,” said Frank.

	“Well, that’s reassur—”

	“Far as I know,” he added with a snicker.

	“Not funny, Frank,” said Forrest.

	“But entirely true, my boy.”

	The room became silent again, but my heart started to beat faster. I’d never really thought we’d end up anywhere but back home. Now I realized how naïve I’d been. Valeria’s question, and Frank’s nebulous answer, made me nervous.

	Luckily, I didn’t have long to stew in my worries, as the fog began to clear. We were still seated in our exact same spots in the Snapdragon Inn library. I anxiously waited for the fog to clear out over the coffee table. Once it did, I let out a relieved breath. There on the table sat a stack of cozy mystery books. Eight tangible copies plus one transparent copy of “Beauty is in the Eye of the Hexer.” The cover showed a familiar picture of a charming small-town scene, and a building which we now knew was Wundertrundle College.

	“Looks like we’re home,” said Glo.

	“I’ll check!” said Forrest. He popped up and scooted up the stairs, skipping every other one in his rush.

	“Be careful!” yelled Moonbeam.

	A moment later he stuck his head back in the room. “Colorado!” he shouted.

	We bounded out of our chairs amid a round of applause and shouts of joy.

	We had another successful book journey under our belts. As crazy as it seemed, I couldn’t wait to find out where we’d go next.

	 

	 

	 

	The End … for now.

	
 

	What happens next?

	 

	 

	The Magical Mystery Book Club gathers in the enchanted library for many book journeys. Paige, Glo, Frank, Zell, and the gang hope you’ll join them on all their trips. They’d love to share their joys and escapades with you as they travel into many new and different cozy mystery books.

	 

	 

	Follow me and stay informed about new releases, contests, and special offers.

	Sign up for my mailing list here: https://www.nocrysolution.com/mailing-list

	Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/series/345907-magical-mystery-book-club

	Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/DestinyFallsMysteryandMagic

	Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/destinyfallsmystery

	BookBub:  https://www.bookbub.com/authors/elizabeth-pantley

	 

	 

	Thank you for hanging out with the Magical Mystery Book Club!

	 

	I hope you enjoyed this book and spending time with the wonderful cast of the book club. If you have as much fun reading about their adventures as I do writing them, then I suspect you’ve had yourself a really great time. If you have any ideas for future stories our group can visit, please email me your thoughts! The possibilities are endless!

	 

	Just a warning before I go.

	Be careful about reading the first page of your next book out loud.

	Only kidding. You’re safe. I think.

	 

	See you next time!

	~ Elizabeth

	
 

	Want to read more fun magical mystery books?

	Check these out!

	 

	The Magical Mystery Book Club

	Shifting and Shenanigans

	Vampires and Villains

	Cowboys and Chaos

	Bakeries and Buffoonery

	Novella: Genies and Gibberish

	Secrets and Scallywags

	Novella: Hexes and Hooligans

	Coming soon: Sprites and Scuttlebutt

	 

	Destiny Falls Mystery and Magic

	Falling into Magic

	The Disappearance of Emily

	The Ghost Camper’s Tall Tales

	Witches, Spiders, and Schemes

	Jousting and Justice

	Old Bones and Ice Cream Cones

	 

	 

	Visit my page at Amazon to read about all my other books.

	https://www.amazon.com/Elizabeth-Pantley/e/B000APFU6Y
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