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      “I can’t wait to see Brick’s face when he opens this gift,” my stepdaughter, Zoie Stone, said as we walked down the snowy sidewalk. “It’s enchanted, so the pieces move around on their own, making it even harder.”

      I laughed. “That sounds fun, but frustrating. Brick will love it.”

      Tomorrow was Yule—the celebration of the winter solstice—and the excitement in the air was infectious. This year, the Enchanted Island decorating committee had gone overboard. Instead of the twinkling lights they normally strung above the storefronts, these lights were given an enchantment spell that made them not only twinkle but spontaneously break out into festive songs as well. The wreaths on every business door had also been enchanted, giving them the ability to talk to customers as they entered a shop.

      “I can’t wait for your party tomorrow night, Zoie,” my talking and flying porcupine partner, Needles, said as he hovered near my shoulder, his wings glowing green and purple. “Please tell me there will be caramel-dipped pretzels at your Yule party.”

      Zoie laughed. “You know there will be, Needles.”

      Usually, I had the Yule party out at my castle on the northeast side of the island, but this year, Zoie had asked if she and her roommate, Harlow Grimmson, could throw the celebration. The two girls had moved into Mom’s old house in the middle of town just last week.

      “I still can’t believe you have to spend New Year’s Eve at PADA’s headquarters,” I said, then laughed. “What am I saying? Of course I can believe it. I worked for PADA for over a dozen years.”

      Zoie would leave three days after Yule to enter the Paranormal Apprehension and Detention Agency’s detectives’ training program. She was one of the youngest recruits the agency had ever trained outside of Harlow. I’d been almost twenty-five before I left the Paranormal Police Department and joined PADA as a detective.

      Zoie nodded. “Yeah, kinda bites. But Brick will be with me, and so will Harlow. She’s gonna stay overnight in her lab and pretend to work. She has a couch in there she can crash on.”

      “That’s nice of her. This way, you three can celebrate the new year together.”

      “I’m excited but nervous,” Zoie said.

      “You’ll do great,” Needles said. “Especially with me as your handler.”

      I laughed. “Now you’re calling yourself her handler?”

      “Technically, I’ll be everyone’s handler.”

      My dad, Black Forest King, had made a deal with PADA to allow Needles to work alongside Zoie, Brick, and Harlow. Mainly because PADA’s head witch, Tipper Curseton, had witnessed for herself on a previous case how well the young team interacted with each other. We were still unsure which division Zoie and the gang would be assigned, but whatever division, I was sure Needles would make an outstanding leader.

      But if I were being honest…I would miss Needles when he was away. And Zoie, of course. But Needles and I had a special bond.

      As the three of us crossed the street, I spotted two figures arguing in the alley next to Iris Woods’ flower shop. I immediately recognized them.

      Needles must have sensed my apprehension because he settled on my shoulder, his wings glowing orange. “I see it as well, Princess. Do you want me to do some spying?”

      “No. I’m sure they can work it out for themselves,” I said.

      Liam Luckmore, a hardnosed leprechaun, was a councilman for Enchanted Island. The angry fairy standing before him had once been his wife. Their divorce had been a public and bitter one that had taken six months to settle, and had been one of the most talked-about events on the island.

      “I guess next time you won’t leave them behind,” Liam Luckmore said, his red face matching the fiery hue of his hair. “It’s not my fault they all died!”

      “I had to find a new place to live, you jerk!” Rosie said. “You knew that!”

      “You’re the one who chose to leave, Rosie. Not me. If you wanted them, you should have taken them.”

      “You were having an affair! Plus, the judge told you they were mine, and you had to give them to me!”

      Liam shrugged. “Yeah. So? He didn’t say I had to make sure they lived. I just had to make sure you had access to them.” He smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile. “You let me know when you want the dead things, and they’re yours.”

      “I’ll kill you, Liam Luckmore!” Rosie Luckmore shouted, her eyes wide, and her face nearly as red as Liam’s. “I promise, I will make you pay!”

      Liam’s lip curled upwards, and he sneered at Rosie. “You aren’t the first person to threaten me, Rosie.”

      Rosie Luckmore leaned in close, her curly black hair momentarily obscuring her face. Thrusting a finger into Liam’s chest, she gave him a jolt of magic that caused him to stumble backward. “I may not be the first, you lousy leprechaun, but I will be the last.”

      Rosie whirled and nearly smacked into us. Coming up short, she smoothed back her hair and swiped at a tear.

      “You okay, Rosie?” I asked.

      “No, I’m not okay! That horrible beast went and killed all my new seedlings, Shayla. A year’s worth of work…gone! Gone because he couldn’t stand the fact the judge said they were mine!”

      She pushed past Zoie and me and hurried down the busy, snowy sidewalk. A few Enchanted Island citizens glanced questioningly at her, but no one dared stop her to ask if she was okay. I figured it was because most knew about her recent divorce and didn’t want to pry.

      I turned back to Liam. “Is it true? Are her seedlings all dead?”

      “Why do you care?” Liam snapped. “They weren’t yours.”

      I heard Zoie gasp, and I knew she was offended at Liam’s callousness.

      “I care about all the flora and fauna on this island,” I said.

      And it was true. One of the magical gifts I’d received from my dad, Black Forest King, was the ability to communicate verbally and emotionally with plants and animals.

      “Yeah, you miserable plant killer.” Needles whipped out two quills from his back and zipped over to Liam. “Give me one good reason why I don’t cut out your black heart and feed it to you!”

      “Call off your hedgehog,” Liam said.

      Needles gasped, his wings glowing black and red. “Hedgehog? Do I look like a hedgehog to you, Leprechaun?” He whipped his quills quickly through the air, and the noise they made caused Liam to pale and take a step backward. “I ought to carve out your tongue for such insolence.”

      “You’re all crazy,” Liam said. “Let me by.”

      He pushed past us, but instead of running down the street…he collided with a tall, thin man I didn’t recognize.

      “Watch where you’re—” Liam broke off and stared up at the man.

      “You were saying, Leprechaun?” the man all but growled.

      The two men continued to glare at each other…neither one saying anything.

      “This is awkward,” Zoie whispered.

      “This is fun,” Needles said, dropping his quills and landing on my shoulder.

      Finally, Liam gave the man a wide berth and hurried down the sidewalk. The stranger didn’t even glance our way as he pulled his scarf closer around his neck and continued on, a takeout bag in his hand.

      “Wanna bet Liam is on Santa’s naughty list?” Zoie mused.

      I laughed. “You’re probably right. C’mon, let’s go get Brick’s present.”

      As we crossed in front of Iris’ flower shop, the door opened and Mayor Stone walked out carrying a poinsettia in each arm.

      “Well, hello Shayla and Zoie,” Mayor Stone said. “Are you out shopping today? Oh, and Needles. Hello, to you as well.”

      Needles did a somersault and settled down on my shoulder.

      “Hello, Uncle,” Zoie said. “Are those for Aunt Tisha?”

      “They are,” Mayor Stone said. “And where are you ladies headed?”

      “Paranormal Puzzle Piece,” Zoie said. “I need to pick up something for Brick.”

      Mayor Stone smiled. “That sounds like fun.”

      I glanced down the street and saw the tall stranger who had just stared down Liam Luckmore peering inside a storefront window. “Mayor? Do you know that gentleman in the black and gray scarf?”

      Mayor Stone looked to where I pointed and frowned. “I believe so. I think his name is Clark Cabbot. He’s not lived on Enchanted Island long. Maybe three months. Why?”

      I shook my head. “No reason.”

      “Well, don’t let me stop you guys from shopping,” Mayor Stone said. “It’s ten o’clock, and I’m supposed to be at City Hall by now. Take care. And Happy Yule.”

      “Happy Yule,” Zoie and I said.

      I peeked through the window of Iris’ shop and waved. She was behind the counter, gesturing, talking, and trying to help the dozen or so Enchanted Island citizens inside. She didn’t see me, which wasn’t a surprise. I closed my eyes and pushed a calming spell her way. She must have felt it because her head snapped up…and then she smiled and waved.

      We crossed two more shops before stopping in front of Paranormal Puzzle Piece. I was about to push the door open when the wreath hanging on the door suddenly became animated, and a face appeared in the center of the wreath.

      “Happy Yule,” the enchanted wreath said. “All who enter must first solve a riddle.”

      Zoie laughed. “This year’s decorations are amazing.”

      “Let’s hear it,” Needles said. “I’m a pro at solving riddles.”

      “We’re ready,” I said.

      The face inside the wreath pursed its lips in concentration. “I have one. Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” Zoie and I said simultaneously.

      “I can be cracked, made, told, and played. What am I?”

      “Cracked, made, told, and played,” Zoie repeated as she turned to me. “What do you think?”

      I frowned and narrowed my eyes at the wreath. “What happens if we don’t answer correctly?”

      The face inside the wreath grinned. “You get coal in your stocking this year.”

      “I don’t want that,” Zoie said.

      “Neither do I,” Needles said. “I expect lots and lots of pretzel rods.”

      “Cracked, made, told, and played,” Zoie muttered again.

      I was about to suggest we just take the threat of coal in our stockings when Zoie’s face lit up and her eyes went wide.

      “I know!” she said.

      “I’m waiting,” the wreath said.

      “The answer is…a joke!” Zoie exclaimed.

      “That’s correct!” the wreath cried. “Excellent work. You have proven yourself worthy to enter Paranormal Puzzle Piece. Enjoy your shopping.”

      Before I could push open the door…it opened on its own.
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      “That’s not creepy at all,” I muttered.

      Stepping inside the puzzle store, I was immediately engulfed in the intoxicating scent of pine, cinnamon, and magic.

      “Welcome back, Zoie Stone,” Humphrey Howler, the store owner, called out.

      There were six other customers inside the shop—two adults and four children. Three of the kids were staring wide-eyed at all the magical games on the shelves, while the other one was trying to play a game of enchanted hopscotch on the floor. Every time he went to jump in one of the squares…the square would move. And every time, the kid would dissolve into laughter.

      “Hi, Mr. Howler,” Zoie said as she sidled up to the counter. “Happy Yule.”

      “Same to you, Miss Zoie.” He reached under the counter and withdrew a box. “I have your gift ready for you.”

      “What is it again?” Needles asked as he flew from my shoulder to hover near Zoie.

      “It’s an enchanted chess board,” Zoie said. “Brick’s had his eye on it for a couple months now.”

      “Wonderful,” Humphrey Howler said. “Is there anything else I can get for you?”

      “I think that’ll do it.” Zoie took out her wallet and paid the store owner.

      As she finished her transaction, I watched in amusement as two of the kids moved away from the shelves and put a scarf and top hat on a snowman. The minute they put the enchanted clothing on the snowman…he blinked open his coal eyes and started to speak. The kids squealed in excitement.

      I turned and smiled at Needles. “I remember the first time GiGi made a snowman come to life. I was probably four or five.”

      “Do you remember the time the lightning bugs spelled out Happy Yule when you came running through Black Forest one year, Princess?”

      I laughed. “I remember that.”

      “Mr. Howler has a table of questionable quenchers and guess-the-goodies,” Zoie said as she sidled over to us.

      I laughed. “What’s that?”

      Zoie shrugged and pointed to a table across the room. “I guess it’s a magical table that has all the same cups and treats. Only when you partake, it’s different for every person.”

      “Sounds intriguing,” I said.

      Zoie, Needles, and I strolled over to the decorative table and examined the refreshments. After a few seconds, Zoie grabbed a clear cup and an opaque gelatin square.

      “This is so weird,” she whispered.

      I reached out and selected a clear cup and an opaque gelatin square as well. “I agree.”

      We stared at each other, clinked classes, then took a sip.

      “Yum!” Zoie said. “I have something that tastes like a hazelnut white chocolate mocha.”

      “And I have something that tastes like coconut almond mocha.”

      We switched cups…then gaped at each other in shock. Even though we’d traded cups, they still tasted like our original drinks!

      “The cups know what you want,” Mr. Howler said. “You will only taste what you desire.”

      “That’s so amazing!” Zoie gushed. “And the treats?”

      “Try it for yourself,” Mr. Howler said.

      We each took a small nibble of our clear gelatin.

      Zoie laughed. “Mine tastes like a cross between Oreo cookies and birthday cake.”

      “Mine tastes like chocolate-covered orange slices,” I said.

      “Let me try, Princess.”

      I handed Needles the rest of my clear gelatin treat, and the little imp gobbled it up. Then flipped somersaults in the air, his wings glowing red and green and purple.

      “It’s a caramel-dipped pretzel rod!”

      I laughed. “That is…I don’t even have the words to describe how amazing that is, Mr. Howler.”

      The werewolf shifter bowed. “Thank you. My wife is a kitchen witch. This is her favorite Yule spell to perform. This way, she says, everyone gets what they want for Yule.”

      “They sure do,” I said. “Absolutely perfect.”

      Mr. Howler patted my shoulder. “I’ll let you guys get back to shopping.”

      We continued to browse as we sipped our perfect-for-us drinks. As I strolled near the counter, I picked up a package of Pop Rocks. “I bought the fireflies cotton candy this year, but maybe I’ll get these as well.” I shook the packet. “Imagine their reaction when they bite into these puppies.”

      Zoie bounced on her feet. “Oh, do! They will love it.”

      I grabbed a couple more packets and had Mr. Howler ring them up for me. With one last wave goodbye, the three of us stepped back outside into the cold, blustery morning.

      I glanced at my watch. “It’s ten-thirty. We were in there for almost half an hour.”

      “But what a fun half an hour,” Zoie said.

      I nodded. “Sure was. Do we want to stop at the Enchanted Island Café for brunch?”

      “I vote yes,” Zoie said.

      “Ditto,” Needles said.

      I pulled out my keys and smiled. “Enchanted Island Café it is.”

      We were almost to my Bronco when Zoie put her hand on my arm. “Can we walk to Enchanted Island Café? I’d like to see the Yule tree if we could.”

      The same noble fir had been decorated year-after-year for Yule since I was a young girl. It had been planted in the park nearly fifty years ago, and now stood over one-hundred-fifty feet.

      “I think that’s a great idea,” I said. “I’ll unlock the Bronco so you can put your bag inside.”

      “Do I get a vote?” Needles whined as Zoie set her bag and my Pop Rocks in the back. “Because my wings are about to freeze and fall off.”

      “Hide under my hair until we get to the café,” I said, lifting my long auburn hair.

      Since Needles was barely five inches tall, he could burrow down deep once he wrapped his wings around himself. In truth, he was wider than he was tall…but we didn’t mention that to his face.

      We crossed Charm Street and headed for the park. This month, the park was being used for a Winter Wonderland escape. An ice skating rink had been erected, as well as booths selling hot cocoa, caramel popcorn, roasted chestnuts, and other wintertime treats. The Yule tree was on the other side of the park, away from the hustle and bustle of foot traffic. We had one more turn before we came to the clearing where the tall fir stood…when a sudden pull in my stomach caused me to stop.

      “What’s wrong?” Zoie asked.

      I closed my eyes and opened myself up to the emotions of the plants and trees around me. In the distance, I could hear a faint cry.

      “Something isn’t right, Princess.” Needles peeked out from underneath my hair. “Do you want me to go see?”

      I shook my head and sprinted forward. “We’ll do it together.”

      “I’m right with you, Shayla,” Zoie said.

      We jogged around the corner…then came to an abrupt stop.

      “Oh, no!” Zoie cried. “What happened?”

      I now understood the painful pull I’d felt moments before. The town’s massive Yule tree was lying on the snowy ground—bulbs and lights broken and scattered. I could hear the massive noble fir weeping in pain, and I sprinted over to him.

      “Shayla, look!” Zoie cried out.

      I glanced to where she pointed, and once again stopped. Lying face up under the noble fir was the crushed and broken body of Liam Luckmore.
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      “Call your father,” I said to Zoie. “Needles, can we save the tree?”

      “I honestly don’t know, Princess. If he were younger and not as large, I would say yes.”

      “We gotta try,” I said. “I know we’ll be disturbing the crime scene, but I can’t let the tree suffer.”

      “Thank you,” a faint echo whispered in my head. “I couldn’t stop. I tried.”

      “Shhh,” I soothed, running my hand along the base of the trunk where the roots were exposed. “I am going to—”

      “Goddess above!” a voice I recognized said from behind me. “Let me help you.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw my grandmother scurrying over to me, her selkie shifter boyfriend, Byron Sealy, trotting beside her, loaded down with bags.

      “What happened?” GiGi demanded.

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “We were on our way to visit the noble fir, when I felt something was wrong. He was like this when we got here.”

      “Is that Liam Luckmore under the tree?” Byron asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “GiGi, what do we do?”

      “You have the power of healing magic when it comes to plants and animals, Shayla,” GiGi said. “I want you to do every soothing and healing spell you know. I will concentrate on levitation and replanting.”

      Nodding, I whipped off my gloves and tossed them onto the ground. I knelt down next to the tree’s exposed roots, closed my eyes and centered myself, then placed one hand on the roots and another on the snowy ground. The cold sent a jolt through my body, but I pushed the discomfort aside. I had to save the noble fir…no matter what.

      “Draw from your power and the earth, Princess,” Needles whispered as he settled on my shoulder. “Feel Black Forest King’s energy and power flow through you.”

      Opening my eyes, I did as he directed. I breathed the frigid cold into my lungs, picturing my father and all the magic he held as a Genius Loci, and whispered the strongest healing spell I knew. At the same time, GiGi levitated the massive tree into the air.

      “I have a clear quartz bracelet,” Zoie said, unclasping the bracelet from her wrist. “Do you want me to put it in the ground?”

      “Great idea,” I said. “The clear quartz will help heal and harmonize his energy. Make sure you place it next to his roots.” I quickly unlatched the moss agate anklet I wore to help solidify my connection to the earth as I walked. “Here. The strength and power I have should help transfer to him.”

      “I’m wearing a moonstone amulet today,” GiGi said, her arms still raised and her gaze steady on the noble fir as she slowly lowered it into the ground. “Unclasp it, Zoie, and use it. The moonstone should help regenerate growth.”

      Zoie unhooked the moonstone from around GiGi’s neck, then knelt next to the large overturned mound of earth. Carefully placing the stones on the exposed roots, she whispered her own soothing spell, then used her magic to move the dirt and fill in the hole.

      “Thank you,” the faint voice whispered. “There is still much pain, but I feel better already.”

      Carefully stepping over the broken bulbs and lights, I placed both hands on the noble fir’s trunk. “Blessed be, noble fir. Grow strong and tall.”

      “Here comes your gargoyle,” Needles said.

      With a final pat to the tree, I turned and smiled at my husband. “I don’t know a lot, except that the victim’s name is Liam Luckmore.”

      Alex nodded. “I know Liam. He’s on the island’s council. Being employed by the island puts us in direct communication with each other.”

      “Oh, of course. I didn’t think of that.” I placed my hand on his arm. “I’m sorry you lost someone you knew.”

      “I said I knew him,” Alex said. “Not that I liked him.”

      Needles zipped from my shoulder, his wings glowing green and purple, and did a somersault in the air. “Good one, Gargoyle.”

      “I’ve called Doc and Finn. They are right behind me,” Alex said as he and I walked over to where the body of Liam Luckmore lay. “You know, Grant is going to think we do this on purpose. It seems the last couple times we’ve had a serious case, he’s either working on another case or gone from the island.”

      “He’s due back later this afternoon, right?” I asked.

      Alex nodded. “Yes. He and Gordon should return around two.”

      A while back, our IT forensics expert, Gordon Hoots, had designed an app that allowed the Enchanted Island Sheriff’s Department to access a map of the island showing where each citizen lived, and it also allowed Alex to scan in a person’s fingerprints if they were a John Doe to possibly get an immediate identification. Now Gordon and Grant were pushing for other paranormal law enforcement agencies to use the technology.

      Finn Faeton, forensic scientist and eclectic fairy, popped into the clearing, and I couldn’t help but smile. Today she was dressed in green and red coveralls, candy-cane striped booties and gloves, and green earmuffs. Her spikey hair was a shimmering gold, and her makeup and face piercings were also typical Yule colors.

      “Hey,” Finn said as she sidled over to us. “I can’t get over how much colder it’s gotten in just two days.”

      “You’re looking festive today,” I said. “And you’re right about the weather.”

      Finn pointed to the broken body on the ground. “I know Liam. My mom isn’t a fan. I guess the last few months he’s really been trying to get the island to make a lot of cutbacks, and the parks and recreations division is one such area. My mom and a bunch of other fairies and green witches will be out of work if the cutbacks go through.”

      “I didn’t know that,” I said, turning to Alex. “Why didn’t I know that? I’m employed by the island, technically.”

      Alex chuckled. “You never attend council meetings.”

      I nodded. “True. I don’t do island politics. That was my one and only stipulation when I moved here to take the job. I did too much politicking when I worked for PADA as an investigator. I didn’t want to do that anymore.”

      “Trust me, Princess. If they fired you,” Needles said, “Black Forest King would have something to say.”

      Doc Drago, dragon shifter and island medical examiner, clucked his tongue as he stopped next to us. “Can’t say I’m totally surprised. Liam here has been making a lot of waves this last year. Between his very public divorce  and affair, plus his position on island spending, he’s not made many friends.” Doc knelt and examined the body. “He was obviously crushed to death. Magic?”

      “Yes and no,” I said. “Someone used magic and compelled the town’s Yule tree to uproot and crush him.”

      Finn gasped and turned to face the noble fir. “Firby? Is he okay?”

      “He’ll be fine,” I said. “I worked a few healing spells on him, and then Zoie, GiGi, and I replanted him with healing stones we had on us. I’m sorry I had to disturb the crime scene and body, Doc. But I really had no choice.”

      “Completely understandable, Shayla,” Doc said. “Alex, I’m afraid I won’t be able to start on the autopsy right away. I’m handing out gifts to the children in the hospital later this afternoon.”

      “Liam’s not going anywhere, Doc,” Alex said. “Don’t fret.” He yanked out his phone and pulled up the app Gordon had designed. “Let’s see who his next-of-kin is.”

      “That would be his son, Cullen,” Finn said. “He’s my age. But seeing as how Cullen sided with his mom in the divorce, and Cullen and his dad had a very public fight months back and haven’t spoken since, I’m not sure of the response you’ll get.”

      “Liam Luckmore didn’t have living parents?” Alex asked.

      Doc shook his head. “No. His parents died in an avalanche accident about ten years ago.”

      “That’s horrible,” Zoie said.

      “It was,” Doc said. “I knew the Luckmores personally. Both were extremely pleasant leprechauns.”

      “I know Liam was seeing Simone Grassland,” Finn said. “I went to dinner at my parent’s house the other night, and Mom was talking about it. I guess Rosie Luckmore found out about the affair between Simone and Liam, and that’s why Rosie divorced him.”

      “Finn,” Alex said, “can you process the scene on your own while I talk to Shayla? Or do you—”

      “I’ll help,” Zoie said. “Shayla and Needles can tell you everything we saw today, Dad. I’d just be a third wheel. Let me help process, please?”

      “Finn?” Alex mused. “It’s your call.”

      Finn grinned as she tossed Zoie a pair of Yule-inspired gloves and booties. “C’mon, Zoie. Let’s see what the evidence can tell us.”

      Just then, a ringing from Liam’s coat pocket brought us all up short. Before any of us could think to get out the cell phone, the ringing stop.

      “Do me a favor, you two?” Alex said. “After you finish processing the scene, can you go by Liam’s house and ward it? I don’t want anyone traipsing around inside until we’ve had a chance to check it out.”

      “Do the ward I taught you, Zoie,” I said, tossing her my keys. “This way I can break it. And you can take my Bronco since I’ll be riding with your dad today.”

      “You bet.” Zoie slipped the keys into her coat pocket and then donned her accessories. Once on, she and Finn hurried over to the crime scene.

      “I’ll stay with Miss Zoie, if that’s okay?” Needles asked. “With us working together shortly, I want to make sure she is as adapt as you, Princess, at discovering clues.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “Alex and I can take it from here.”
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      “That was nice of you to let Zoie help,” I said as we moved away from the crime scene.

      “I’ve learned it’s easier to let her help than to tell her no.” He chuckled. “I learned my lesson on the last stakeout we did.”

      “Incoming!” Needles cried as he zipped over to us from the crime scene area—a quill in each paw. “Want me to keep them back?”

      “No need for that,” I said, taking in the small crowd that had started to gather.

      GiGi and Byron were doing their best to hold back the onlookers, but a few were pushing through. If I didn’t stop it now, GiGi might lose her cool and start zapping people with magic.

      “I’ll erect a glamour,” I said to Needles and Alex.

      Needles nodded, threw down his quills, and zipped back over to where Finn, Doc, and Zoie were working.

      “I’ll wait here,” Alex said.

      I hurried over to GiGi and Byron and filled GiGi in on my plan while simultaneously trying to ignore the shouts from concerned citizens demanding to know what was going on.

      “Here comes the mayor,” Byron said.

      I finished erecting a glamour to shield the area behind me. To onlookers with magical abilities, the area would appear wavy and shimmery. To normals—those supernaturals born without magical abilities—it would appear as though nothing was amiss.

      “Shayla,” Mayor Stone said as he hurried over to us. “What’s going on?”

      I pulled him away from listening ears and quickly told him what had happened.

      “Oh, my!” he gasped. “And Liam is dead? You’re sure?”

      I nodded. “Yes, but we haven’t informed next-of-kin yet, so please don’t let it get out.”

      “You have my word,” Mayor Stone said. “And our Yule tree?” He glanced over to where the noble fir stood proud and tall…his discomfort known only to me. “Will he be okay?”

      I nodded. “He should be fine. GiGi, Zoie, and I worked some quick magic on him.”

      “Well,” Mayor Stone said. “I don’t want to keep you.” He bit his lip. “I’ll only say with Yule tomorrow, we may want to wrap this up as quickly as we can.”

      I nodded and smiled. “I understand, Mayor. Listen, we’ll probably have questions for you regarding Liam. I’m still catching Alex up on everything. Will you be around later today or tomorrow?”

      “I will. You can come to the city hall, and I’ll have Daisy put you through immediately.”

      “One last thing,” I said. “It’s probably a long shot, but do you know where Cullen Luckmore is right now? Maybe where he works? As next-of-kin, we need to inform him of his father’s death and do an interview.”

      Mayor Stone glanced at his watch. “He’s probably at the ice skating rink. He’s an elementary teacher, but he’s also the head coach for the high school hockey team.”

      I groaned. “Wonderful.”

      Just last week, Alex and I closed a case involving the deaths of two high school teachers. The town was still trying to heal from that misfortune. The last thing Enchanted Island needed was another scandal regarding the school district.

      “Thanks, Mayor. Alex and I will check the ice skating rink first.”

      I said goodbye, then turned and waved to GiGi and Byron before hurrying back to Alex.

      “Just start from the beginning and fill me in,” Alex said.

      So I did. I told him about the argument I witnessed between Liam and his ex-wife, Rosie. I also told him about the witch, Clark Cabbot, who seemed to have some sort of beef with Liam if their body language was to be believed.

      “Sounds like we have two possible suspects,” Alex said.

      I nodded. “A good place to start, at least. Zoie, Needles, and I went inside the store after all this fighting happened. We were inside shopping for about thirty minutes. I have no idea where Liam, Rosie, or Clark went. But we can definitely ask Rosie and Clark some questions.”

      “Magic had to be involved, right?” Alex mused. “I mean, it takes a lot of power to compel a tree to do your bidding, correct?”

      I nodded. “A lot of power. Localized power. Meaning proximity is key. The killer had to be in the park to push the spell, and it had to be a supernatural with magical abilities. Some kind of witch or fairy, I would say.”

      “Leprechaun?” Alex mused. “I mean, I hate to say it, especially around this time of the year, but could Liam’s son Cullen have enough magic as a leprechaun to compel a tree?”

      I shook my head. “Not if he was full leprechaun. But he’s not. Rosie Luckmore, his mom, is a fairy. So if he has both their abilities, then yes.” I sighed. “But that’s not the worst part.”

      “There’s more?” Alex mused.

      I laughed. “Yeah. Cullen Luckmore is a teacher.”

      “Wonderful,” Alex growled.

      “Elementary,” I said. “So we didn’t have contact with him last week. However, he is the head hockey coach for the high school team.”

      “Of course he is,” Alex said. “Isn’t that how our luck has been lately?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, it sort of is. But the good news is that he should be at the ice skating rink on the other side of the park. So we won’t have far to go.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s a good or bad thing.”

      “True. The close proximity of the crime scene makes me a little apprehensive. But maybe it’s just coincidence?”

      Alex snorted. “You and I don’t believe in coincidences.”

      “True.”

      “Okay, then. Let’s go see if Liam’s son had a reason to murder his father a day before Yule, or if he might know anyone who did have a reason to.”
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      With kids on break for the holiday, the Enchanted Island Park would be packed by the afternoon. But for now, the ice skating rink was closed for private use by the high school hockey team. Vendors were already setting up their booths in anticipation for the swarming crowd.

      No one stopped us as we made our way to the rink and onto the ice. At least, not until we stepped foot onto the ice. The minute we made contact, twelve high-school kids pointed our way, causing a short, winter-clad man to turn around and glare. The minute he saw us, his face went from angry to confused. Motioning for the kids to continue, he skated over to us.

      “Sheriff Stone,” he said. “Is something wrong? Is it one of my students?”

      Alex shook his head. “No, it’s not one of your students. This is my colleague, Agent Loci-Stone. We need a moment of your time.”

      “Of course.” His eyes widened. “It’s not my mom, is it?”

      Alex laid a hand on Cullen’s shoulder. “No, it’s not your mother. You’re Cullen Luckmore?”

      “I am.”

      “I’m afraid I have some bad news,” Alex said. “It’s about your father.”

      Cullen scowled and took a step backward on his skates. “Save it. Whatever he said to you to make you come over here and ask me to give him another chance…well, you can save your breath. I have nothing to say to that man.”

      “Agent Loci-Stone and I are here to inform you that your father, Liam Luckmore, was killed in an accident less than an hour ago.”

      For about five seconds, Cullen didn’t react. When the news finally hit, he shook his head emphatically. “No. That can’t be. He just came by here about an hour ago. He was perfectly fine. In fact, I had to demand he leave.”

      “Your father came by the ice skating rink?” Alex asked. “Earlier today?”

      Cullen nodded. “Right after practice started. So, you see, you’ve made a mistake. My dad is fine.”

      “That could account for why Liam was in the park,” I murmured.

      Cullen furrowed his brow. “This makes no sense. I’m telling you—”

      “Cullen,” Alex soothed. “Agent Loci-Stone and I just came from the scene of the accident. It is your father.”

      Cullen cradled his head in his hands and slid backward again on his skates.

      “Everything okay, Coach?” a boy yelled out.

      “Everything is fine,” Alex called back when Cullen made no move to answer the young man’s question.

      “How?” Cullen asked, dropping his hands. “A heart attack? What?”

      Alex shook his head. “It doesn’t look like natural causes. An autopsy is being conducted, so until the official cause of death comes back, it’s only speculation. But right now, I am ruling it a suspicious death.”

      “Not natural causes?” Cullen mused. “Suspicious death? What are you saying? That someone murdered my dad?”

      “When I came upon your father’s body,” I said, “he’d been crushed by a tree.”

      Cullen’s mouth dropped. “A tree fell on my dad and killed him? Are you serious?”

      I nodded. “I’m afraid so. As you may or may not know, I can communicate with plants and animals. The noble fir told me someone compelled him to uproot himself and fall on your father.”

      Cullen shook his head repeatedly. “I just can’t seem to process this. Why would someone kill my father?”

      “That’s what we’re hoping you could tell us,” Alex said. “Do you know of anyone who had a grudge against your father?”

      Cullen let out a bark of laughter. “Are you kidding? Pretty much everyone he came into contact with he alienated.”

      “You included?” I asked.

      Cullen scowled, then sighed. “Yes, even me. I admit, I’ve been angry at my father because of his treatment of my mother and his affair he had, and outside of a fight or two, I haven’t spoken to him in close to six months.” He groaned. “Have you told my mother yet?”

      Alex shook his head. “No. Technically, since they are now divorced, you are the next of kin we needed to contact.”

      Cullen nodded. “Good. This should come from me.”

      “And why is that?” I asked.

      Cullen rolled his eyes. “Because if you tell my mom, you might interpret her reaction wrong.”

      “Meaning?” I mused.

      “Meaning, she might be happy. And you might interpret that as her wanting to kill my father.” He held his hands up. “She didn’t. But you might take it that way. They haven’t been divorced long, and it was a very bitter divorce.”

      “Have you seen your mother this morning?” I asked.

      “Mom? No. Why?”

      I shrugged. “I was just curious. I thought I saw her earlier in town.”

      Cullen shook his head. “She’s not been to town that I know of. At least, she didn’t stop by practice.”

      I could see he was getting worked up again. “I like your name. Cullen. That means holly tree in Gaelic, right?”

      “Yes. Irish and Gaelic. Why?”

      “No reason,” I said. “I just think it a beautiful name.”

      Cullen smiled. “Thank you. My birthday is later this week—two days after winter solstice and Yule. Mom chose it. I hated it growing up, but now I appreciate it.”

      “We have to ask, Cullen,” Alex said. “What time did you arrive at the skating rink? And have you been here the entire time?”

      Cullen glanced over his shoulder where his students were now huddled together, gawking at us. “I got here a half an hour before any of my students. I probably arrived at nine-thirty, and practice started at ten. Dad stopped by—oh, I don’t know. We hadn’t been practicing long. Maybe fifteen minutes or so? Maybe? But I made him leave. Like I said, I have nothing to say to him. I’ve been here the entire time. You can ask any of my students.”

      “One last question,” I said. “Your father was a leprechaun, your mother is a fairy. Can you wield magic?”

      Cullen sighed. “I can. I didn’t use it to kill my father, if that’s what you’re asking. But, yes. I can wield magic.”

      “Thank you for answering our questions,” Alex said. “Again, Doc Drago knows you are the next of kin, and he will contact you when the body is ready to be released.”

      “Are you going to see my mother now?” he asked.

      Alex and I exchanged a look.

      “We are,” Alex said.

      “Can I at least call her and let her know what has happened?” he asked.

      Alex nodded. “Of course. And let her know we are on our way to speak with her.”

      As we walked through the park, back to our vehicles, my stomach growled.

      “It’s eleven-thirty,” Alex said. “I say we grab a quick takeout lunch, then go question Rosie. The Supernatural Sandwich Shoppe is across from the park. Let’s grab two meatball sandwiches.”

      “Sounds good. Something tells me it’s going to be a long day.”
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      Rosie Luckmore’s house was a sight to behold. I’d heard rumors of the house being built near the northern border, but I’d never stopped by to see the progress. Now I wish I had taken the time. Rosie lived in a functional greenhouse. Perfect for a fairy botanist.

      The sprawling glass greenhouse was only one story, but the glass panels were at least three stories high. A welcome mat greeted Alex and me as I knocked on the clear door. Since we could see inside the house, there was no hiding from us. Or anyone else who came to the door, for that matter.

      Rosie Luckmore opened the door and motioned us inside. “Cullen called me. Come in.”

      She’d changed since I last saw her in town. Now she was dressed in sage green work pants and an oversized white button-up shirt. Her long black hair was piled into a knot atop her head, and dangled earrings hung from her lobes. Out of habit, I glanced down and noticed a matching necklace and bracelet.

      “Thank you,” Alex said as we crossed over the threshold. “We won’t take up much of your time. Agent Loci-Stone and I are sorry for your loss.”

      Rosie sighed. “Part of me wants to say I’m not sorry, but another part of me is sad that the father of my child is dead.”

      “This is an amazing house,” I said, taking in everything I could in one glance. “Absolutely breathtaking.”

      Rosie smiled and waved her hand in the air. “I can give you a quick tour, if you’d like?”

      “I’d love it,” I said before Alex could answer.

      The interior of the greenhouse showcased the fact that plants and vegetation were not just for decoration, but were actually the very essence and reason for the house. Ferns unfurled from all corners of the living space, and myriad tendrils of ivy crawled up walls and over shelves.

      I took a deep breath as she ushered us into the living room. “It smells wonderful in here. And I don’t mean just because of all the greenery.”

      Rosie smiled. “The air is constantly recycled.” She pointed to the tall ceiling. “In the summer, I can open the panels on the roof, and the birds and butterflies can come in. I haven’t tried it yet since I just moved in last week, but I’m excited about the possibility.”

      “So you haven’t been here long?” Alex asked.

      “No. Even though I discovered Liam’s affair over six months ago, it took until just last week for this house to be finished.”

      “Why a greenhouse?” Alex asked. “I mean, why live in a greenhouse?”

      Rosie stopped walking and shrugged. “I’m a botanist and fairy. It broke my heart to leave the house I’d shared with Liam and raised Cullen in. I figured if I was going to make a new start, why not build something that was only for me. Something that I would love.”

      “The flooring is lovely,” I said.

      “Bamboo. It’s throughout the entire greenhouse. This is the living room and kitchen area.”

      A three-person rattan couch covered in botanical-print cushions sat in front of a small fireplace, but the coffee table made from a thick slice of tree trunk was what caught my eye. On either side of the fireplace were bookshelves made of reclaimed wood.

      The transition into the kitchen was fluid, and I was instantly drawn to the vertical herb garden. It provided fresh ingredients at arm’s reach.

      “My bedroom is on the other side of the greenhouse,” Rosie said. “Next to the main garden area. I like to smell the flowers and plants while I sleep.”

      “It’s stunning.” I closed my eyes and opened myself to the emotions of the plants…and was instantly bombarded with feelings of tranquility and love. “You have your own ecosystem right at your fingertips.”

      “I do. It’s exactly what I needed to help me mend after my marriage fell apart.”

      “Let’s talk about that,” Alex said.

      Rosie motioned for us to sit on the rattan couch while she pulled over a barstool. “Okay.”

      “I saw you fighting in town with Liam earlier this morning,” I said. “Can you tell me what that was about?”

      Rosie bared her teeth and shook her head. “I’m so angry at him. Or I was.” She took a deep breath. “I had to leave my seedlings behind when I left. I didn’t have a place for them all. So the judge said Liam was to keep them safe until I could pick them up. I called him yesterday to get them, and he tells me they’re all dead! All of them!” She balled her hands into fists. “He did it on purpose! I know he did!”

      “So you confronted him this morning?” I asked.

      “Yes. I did a locator spell to find out where he was and caught him near the flower shop.”

      “And where did you go after the altercation?” I asked.

      “I came back here.”

      “You got in your car and came straight home?” I mused.

      “Yes.”

      “Didn’t stop anywhere?”

      “No.”

      I leaned forward and rested my arms on my legs. “Do you know anyone else who might have wanted to hurt your ex-husband?”

      “Lots of people.” She glanced at Alex. “I’m sure you’ve attended council meetings, Sheriff. Liam was radical and was always proposing radical change.” She snorted. “I have no idea how he kept getting elected, to be honest.”

      “Anyone in particular come to mind?” Alex asked.

      “Eddie Tidewell,” Rosie said. “He and Liam hate each other. I mean seriously hate each other. Especially now that everyone knows Eddie’s ex-wife, Simone, was having an affair with Liam. That’s the reason I left Liam. I found out about the affair. Granted, Eddie and Simone have been divorced for a couple years now, but it had to eat Eddie up knowing his ex-wife was dating his sworn enemy.”

      I help up my hand. “Wait. So you’re telling me Eddie and Liam have had a tumultuous relationship their entire lives? And Eddie’s ex-wife was having an affair with Liam?”

      “Yes. And when you add on Liam’s budget cut proposals—in which Eddie will be directly affected—you can see why I say Eddie Tidewell should be on your radar.”

      “As a fairy, you can wield magic, correct?” Alex asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you aware of how Liam died?” Alex asked.

      “I am. And trust me, if I were going to kill Liam, I wouldn’t use my beloved plants and trees to do it. I’d just stab him.” She looked me in the eyes and shrugged. “In the heart he didn’t have.”
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      “That was oddly specific,” I said as I snapped my seatbelt closed.

      “It was weird,” Alex agreed.

      “But I sort of believe her. As far as she wouldn’t use a tree to kill Liam, I mean.”

      “I think she should remain on our suspect list,” Alex said as he backed out of the driveway. “She was the last person to really speak to Liam that we know of so far, and she’s the ex-wife with an axe to grind.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Plug in Eddie Tidewell’s address, would you?”

      “No need to,” I said. “I know Eddie. He lives in the tiny house at the base of the lighthouse on the south side of the island. I talk to him occasionally in my duties as the game warden.”

      “The lighthouse that’s over by GiGi’s houseboat?”

      “Yep.”

      “Did you know about this long-standing feud between Liam and Eddie?” Alex asked. “Or the fact Eddie’s ex-wife was having an affair with Liam?”

      “No. GiGi never said anything about this gossip, which is surprising.”

      When we were almost at the lighthouse fifteen minutes later, my cell phone dinged. I dug it out and read the text.

      “It’s from Zoie,” I said. “She said after she drops Needles off at the castle later, she’ll stay and make dinner for us.”

      “I’m gonna miss that girl when she’s gone to PADA.”

      I smiled. “Me too.”

      Alex made a right-hand turn and headed down the winding two-lane road that led to a rocky cliff overlooking the turbulent ocean, and a red and white lighthouse standing tall and majestic. He parked next to a small white house at the base of the lighthouse. I strolled to the front door and knocked.

      “Yeah?” a gray-haired man asked as he stared out at us, a coffee cup in his hand. “Oh, Sheriff. This is a surprise. What can I do for you and…” His voice trailed off, and he frowned. “Shayla? What are you doing here? Is something wrong with the water? Did you get an odd reading?”

      I shook my head. “No, Eddie. The sheriff and I are here about something else.”

      “Well, come on in out of the cold.” He grinned and stepped backward. “It’s colder than a polar bear’s toenails out there.”

      Alex and I chuckled.

      “That it is,” Alex agreed.

      “Can I get you a cup of something hot?” Eddie asked. “I got coffee on, but I can put on a kettle if you prefer tea.”

      “Coffee is great,” I said. “Black is fine.”

      “Sheriff?” Eddie asked.

      “Sure. Something hot sounds great. I take mine black as well.”

      “Let’s go to the kitchen and talk,” Eddie said.

      While Eddie poured coffee into two mugs, Alex and I sat at the table. The kitchen was small but tidy, with yellow and blue curtains above the kitchen sink.

      “So if this isn’t about the water readings,” Eddie said as he set the mugs on the table, “what’s it about?”

      “Were you in town earlier this morning?” Alex asked.

      “Yes. I actually went in and had breakfast at Enchanted Island Café with my daughter before picking up a present at The Toy Emporium for my granddaughter.” He smiled wistfully. “It’s her fifth Yule season.”

      “What time did you get to the café?” Alex asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe around nine.”

      Alex took a sip of his coffee. “Do you know what time you left?”

      Eddie frowned. “What’s this really about?”

      “Do you know Liam Luckmore?” Alex asked.

      Eddie’s face instantly hardened, and he narrowed his eyes at Alex. “I know him. Why?”

      “Because around 10:30 this morning,” Alex said, “he was killed under suspicious circumstances.”

      Eddie’s eyes widened, but he didn’t say anything…just took a sip of his coffee. “You don’t say? And I was the first person you thought of when you thought about who might have wanted him dead?”

      “Not the first,” I said. “But your name has been mentioned, Eddie.”

      Eddie snorted, and he set his coffee cup on the wooden table. “I’m not surprised. It’s no secret me and Liam didn’t like each other. Never really have. And now that he’s seeing my ex-wife, I certainly understand why you may think I killed him.” Eddie looked over my shoulder and pursed his lips. “Even as a kid, Liam Luckmore was smarmy and conniving. I couldn’t stand his tricks and his fast talking. I’m sure he used those same lies to charm my Simone, and it’s the same thing he’s doing with the island council right now.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      Eddie’s neck turned red, and a muscle jumped in his cheek. “He’s trying to make major cutbacks to the Parks and Recreation division.”

      “Cuts that would cost you your job?” Alex asked.

      “Yeah. Me and dozens of other citizens on this island. And for what? It’s not like these budget cuts have to be done. But that’s just Liam’s way—or it was, anyway. Always trying to upset the apple cart.” He leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “And he’s a smooth talker. He’d probably have talked the council into voting for the cutbacks.”

      “Why would he make these proposals?” I asked.

      “Because Liam liked to think he was a ‘forward thinker’ as he called it,” Eddie said, using air quotes. “He argued lighthouses were obsolete. An antiquated way to run things, and completely useless.” He sat back and lifted one hand. “And I’ll give him some of it. Yes, we now have GPS, nautical charts, fancy buoys and radar beacons, and lots of other electronic equipment to monitor the waters…but they aren’t always foolproof. The old ways are still the best ways.” He shrugged. “And I’m not the only lighthouse keeper who thinks this way.”

      “Should we be talking to a lighthouse keeper in particular?” Alex asked.

      Eddie laughed and shook his head. “No. I didn’t mean to imply that the other two lighthouse keepers would do anything as awful as murder. Not even close. Heck, Horace Sealman is a hundred if he’s a day. And Lynnetta Waterstein is even older than Horace, from what I understand. She doesn’t advertise it, of course.”

      Alex smiled. “Of course.”

      “So no one specific comes to mind?” Alex pushed.

      “Not really,” Eddie said.

      “Where is Simone living now?” I asked. “Is she living with Liam?”

      “No. Not that I know of, anyway. When we divorced, she went to live with her mom.” He blinked back tears. “Married almost thirty-two years, and one day she tells me she’s not happy and wants a change.” He shrugged. “Maybe we fell into a rut, but I just thought that happened when you’d been married for so long. I didn’t know it was a problem. I couldn’t get her to stay, though. I tried.”

      “Where does Simone’s mom live?” I asked gently.

      “In town. Over on 251 Haunted Lane.”

      “Where did you go after you left The Toy Emporium?” I asked.

      “I came back home. Most of my work is done at night, so my days are more open. Actually, I did stop at the grocery store on the way home to pick up some soup and cornbread for supper tonight.”

      “Do you have a receipt?” I asked. “That might tell us what time you started home.”

      “Let me see.” Eddie stood and walked over to where his billfold lay on the counter. He opened it, withdrew a receipt, and handed it to Alex.

      “Says 10:12,” Alex said.

      “Sounds about right,” Eddie said, taking the receipt back from Alex.

      That meant he was probably still in town at the time of Liam’s death.

      “You’re a witch, correct?” Alex asked.

      Eddie nodded. “A sea witch, actually.”

      Alex pushed back his empty mug. “You can wield magic?”

      “I can. Why?”

      “It’s just speculation right now,” Alex said, “but it looks like magic was used in Liam’s death.”

      “How so?” Eddie asked.

      I sighed. “We think the town’s Yule tree in the park was compelled to uproot and fall on him.”

      Eddie whistled. “That takes a lot of power, and a lot of anger.”

      “It does,” I agreed.

      Eddie downed the last of his coffee. “I wish I could be of more help.”

      “Thank you for your time,” Alex said, pushing back his chair. “We’ll be in touch if we have further questions.”

      “Of course,” Eddie said. “I’ll show you out.”
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      “Who’s next?” I asked as Alex pulled away from the lighthouse.

      “Who was the man Liam got into a staring war with again?”

      “Your uncle said his name was Clark Cabbot. He’s only been in town for like three months.”

      Alex turned left and headed back toward town. “Let’s go talk with him.”

      I pulled out my phone and put his name in the app…seconds later, an address appeared on my screen. “Looks like he’s only two blocks from where the murder happened. Over off Cherry Tree Lane. I’m curious how a guy who just moved to the island can already dislike Liam.”

      “I’m curious as well.”

      I was grateful for the warmth of Alex’s heater. I teased Alex a lot about how cushy and new his Blazer was compared to my old, beat-up Bronco, but on snowy days like today, I appreciated the heat. I had just started to thaw out when Alex turned into the apartment complex’s parking lot.

      A little girl about seven years old, dressed in a pink snowsuit, was making a snowman outside her first-floor apartment. As we passed, she used magic to levitate a medium-sized snowball into the air and placed it atop another snowball, giving the snowman a chest.

      “Apartment number is fourteen,” I said. “Looks like there are eight apartments downstairs, so probably eight upstairs.”

      “Let’s head up.”

      Alex opened a glass-panel door, and we walked inside. Immediately in front of us was a staircase leading upstairs. To our left was a laundry room with three washing machines and three dryers. We took the stairs and headed down the dimly lit hallway until we found apartment fourteen.

      Unlike the other doors on the second floor, Clark Cabbot’s door was without a wreath or lights or any type of holiday decoration. I knocked on the door and waited for someone to answer.

      “Yeah? Can I help you?”

      The tall, bearded man standing before me was definitely the same man I’d seen hours earlier glaring at Liam in the alleyway. Wrinkle lines appeared around his eyes and mouth, and his skin was drawn and weathered.

      “Clark Cabbot?” Alex asked.

      Clark looked first at Alex, then me. “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “I’m Sheriff Stone, and this is my colleague, Agent Loci-Stone. We’d like to talk to you for a moment. Ask you a couple questions.”

      “What about? I just moved here a couple months ago. I ain’t done nothing that would require the police to talk to me.”

      “May we come inside?” Alex asked. “We won’t take up much of your time.”

      For a good five seconds, Clark said nothing. He looked like he was debating whether or not he was going to invite us in. He finally sighed and stepped back.

      “Fine. But make it quick. I got things to do today.”

      I stepped inside the cramped apartment and instantly wished I had a huge vat of hand sanitizer on me. Piles of clothes and magazines sat on a worn-out brown sofa. The coffee table was more of a collection table with half-empty cups, crumpled napkins, abandoned takeout boxes, and unopened mail. I glanced down at the carpet and was thankful for the sturdy work boots I had on…both to maneuver around the debris and to avoid the questionable stains.

      I sneaked a peek inside the kitchen and almost gagged. No surprise, it was in an equally disheveled state. I was pretty sure there was a countertop underneath all the unwashed dishes, food containers, and spilled liquids and crumbs, but I couldn’t guarantee it.

      Unless Clark Cabbot was a normal, he could wield magic. Why would he choose to live like this? He could do a quick clean-up spell and be done with it.

      “Just toss that stuff aside if you want to sit,” Clark said.

      “We’ll stand,” I said.

      Clark shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He stood as well and crossed his arms over his chest. “Now, what’s this about?”

      “Were you in town earlier this morning?” I asked.

      Clark’s dark eyes turned to me. “Yes. I was picking up a takeout order.”

      I glanced again at the discarded food containers and boxes and figured that might be true. “Do you know Liam Luckmore?”

      “Can’t say that I do.”

      I frowned. “Liam Luckmore? Leprechaun? He’s a councilman for the island?”

      “Why do I care if he’s on the council for the island?” Clark demanded.

      “So you’re saying you don’t know him?” I insisted.

      Clark cut his eyes to Alex before turning back to me. “I guess I am.”

      “Then can you explain to me and the sheriff your odd encounter with Liam Luckmore earlier today?” I asked. “Liam and I were in the alleyway, and you were on the sidewalk. Is any of this ringing a bell now? You and Liam had a sort of stand-off there, glaring at each other.”

      “He was probably in my way,” Clark said.

      “How long have you lived on Enchanted Island?” Alex asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe three or four months now.”

      “Where did you move from?” Alex asked.

      “You probably never heard of it. It’s a supernatural town on the west coast.”

      “Try us,” Alex said.

      A muscle jumped in Clark’s jaw. “Mystic Cove.”

      I had to tamp down on my excitement. I most definitely knew where Mystic Cove was. When I worked for PADA, my former partner, Zane, had lived in Mystic Cove. If anyone could get us the skinny on Clark Cabbot, it was Zane.

      “Did you move here for employment or what?” I asked.

      “Or what.” Clark dropped his arms. “Let’s just say I wanted a change of pace.”

      “Where did you get takeout from this morning?” I asked.

      “I don’t remember. Some restaurant by the flower shop.”

      I nodded, remembering I’d seen him holding a carryout bag. “And then what? Where did you go after that?”

      “Home.”

      “How did you get home?” I asked. “The last time I saw you, you were walking down the street. Did you park your car nearby?”

      “I don’t have a car,” Clark said. “I walk everywhere I need to go. I continued down the street, crossed through the park, and walked the two or three blocks back to my apartment.”

      “You were in the park?” I said, trying to keep the excitement out of my voice. “Did you go by the town’s Yule tree?”

      “No. I was down by the ice skating rink. I cut across down there.”

      “What time would you say that was?” I asked.

      Clark shrugged. “I dunno know.”

      “What do you do for a living?” Alex asked.

      “I stock shelves at the Enchanted Island Grocer. It’s just a part-time job, but it’s not far from here.”

      I shifted my stance and crossed my arms over my chest. “And you still maintain you don’t know Liam Luckmore?”

      “Can’t say that I do.”

      “One last question,” Alex said. “You’re a witch, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you wield magic?” Alex asked. “Or are you a normal?”

      Clark narrowed his eyes at Alex. “I can do magic, if I want.”

      I bit my tongue to keep from asking why he didn’t do it to clean up his place. “I have a question.”

      “What is it?” Clark snapped.

      “Why Enchanted Island? Do you know someone here?”

      “No. Like I said, it was time for a change.”

      I planted my fists on my hips. “And you just randomly decided on Enchanted Island?”

      “That’s right. Does it matter?”

      I shook my head. “No. Just curious. Thank you for your time, Mr. Cabbot. If we have more questions, we know where you live and work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      “I think maybe every third answer was a truth,” I said, opening the Blazer’s door and getting in.

      Alex snorted and shut his door. “Yeah, I got that feeling as well. Think Zane will know a little history that even the PADA background won’t uncover?”

      I pulled out my cell phone. “Only one way to find out.”

      When my call went to Zane’s voicemail, I left a message telling him to call me back.

      “Is he on assignment?” Alex asked.

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. Could be he and Kara are working a case. But I know Zane. He’ll call me back the minute he can.”

      “So Clark Cabbot admits to being in town, but not to knowing Liam Luckmore.”

      I snorted and clicked on my seatbelt. “I don’t buy it. Especially since I was right there. It wasn’t a ‘get out of my way’ glare. Liam and Clark recognized each other, and they seriously disliked each other.”

      “Let’s hope either the background check or Zane will shed some light on it for us.”

      “Are you putting Grant on background checks?” I asked.

      “Yep. Already sent him a text with the three suspects we have so far. He said he and Gordon were about to land on the island, and then he’d get started when he gets back to the station. I suspect he’s there by now.”

      “We’ve had contact with our three suspects,” I said. “Now what do—”

      My cell phone rang, interrupting me.

      “It’s GiGi.” I slid my finger across the phone icon and put her on speakerphone. “Hey, GiGi. You’re on speakerphone. What’s up?”

      “So, Byron and I are sitting at the bakery, and the murder is all anyone can talk about.”

      “No surprise,” I murmured.

      “Here’s where it gets good,” she continued. “I’d forgotten about the lawsuit until someone mentioned it.”

      I glanced at Alex. “What lawsuit?”

      “Liam Luckmore was suing Eugenia Petalman.”

      I sat up straighter in my seat. “Eugenia? Like the antiques dealer?”

      “Yep. That Eugenia Petalman.”

      “What for?” I asked.

      “Somethin’ about a cursed object, I think. I don’t know the specifics.”

      “Okay,” I said. “So Eugenia Petalman is on the list now. Anyone else you know of who might have it out for Liam Luckmore?”

      GiGi let out a bark of laughter. “My first suspect would be his ex-wife. I was standing on the sidewalk a few months back and witnessed one of their arguments. Crazy stuff right there. But I suspect you already have her on your list.”

      “We do. Anyone else?”

      “Welllll,” GiGi said, drawing out the word. “I know Liam and Eddie Tidewell haven’t always gotten along, and now that Liam is seeing Eddie’s ex-wife, I’m sure it drove Eddie crazy. Not sure that automatically means Eddie would kill Liam or not, but it might be worth looking into.”

      “We’ve already questioned Eddie,” I said. “Anyone else?”

      “I know Liam has made a lot of citizens angry over the last few weeks with these radical cuts he’s proposing. Could be your suspect list is the entire Enchanted Island population.”

      I groaned. “Well, that’s not helpful.”

      GiGi cackled. “Just being honest.”

      “If you hear anything or think of anything Alex and I might need to know about, call me.”

      “You got it,” GiGi said. “You be careful, granddaughter. We got a big Yule celebration tomorrow night we can’t miss.”

      I smiled. “I remember. It’s all Zoie’s been talking about.” I disconnected and turned to Alex. “What do you think? Do we question Eugenia Petalman?”

      “Couldn’t hurt. Especially if Liam really was suing Eugenia. Can you pull up her address for me?”

      “No need. I know where Eugenia lives. Her house is always one of the most beautifully decorated houses for Yule.”

      “Is she a witch?”

      I shook my head. “Fairy.”

      “And what’s the deal with the suing? What does she do for a living?”

      “Nothing now. She’s retired. But at one point, when I was a little girl, she had this antiques shop on the island. I remember I used to think she was so cool.” I smiled at the memory. “Mom and GiGi would take me into her store, and she’d show us her latest item. She was always traveling off the island to acquire the treasure and bring it back, and I remember thinking she was like a female Indiana Jones.”

      Alex chuckled. “I like that image. Do me a favor and text Grant and have him add Eugenia Petalman to the list of suspects he’s running background checks on.”

      “Sure.”

      As he drove back into town, I sent Grant a message. He texted back he would add Eugenia to the list of suspects he was running, and then he was going home.

      “Okay,” I said, tossing my phone on the console. “He said he’d run all the background checks before going home tonight.”

      My phone pinged, and I glanced down to see who was texting now. Zoie’s name appeared quickly at the top before disappearing. I picked up the phone and read the message.

      “Zoie and Needles are finished at the station and heading home,” I told Alex. “Wonder if they found any evidence?”

      “I’m sure we’ll find out soon.”

      He slowed down as he hit the edge of town, and I gave him directions to Eugenia Petalman’s house. It was almost four-thirty, and the sun was sinking low in the winter sky. Streetlights were slowly popping on, illuminating the fact snow flurries were coming down, but not sticking.

      “I forgot about the steep hill over on this side of town,” I said.

      There were at least a dozen kids crammed on top of the hill. The wonderful thing about enchanted sleds was the fact they were enchanted with safety precautions. Sleds wouldn’t collide with other sleds, nor would they tip over or run into objects. All the kids had to do was sit down, hold on, and scream with glee until they arrived at the bottom of the hill.

      “I want one of those sleds.” Alex pulled the Blazer over against the side of the street and parked, but made no move to get out. “Let’s just watch them for a second.”

      Two kids pushed off from the top of the hill, their sleds alive with magic. They skimmed effortlessly over the powdery snow, twisting and turning, but never tipping over. Even though my window was up, I could hear kids laughing and shouting with glee. When the two kids reached the bottom of the hill safely, they got up, lifted their sleds in the air triumphantly, and jumped up and down.

      “Yeah, I really want one of those sleds.” Alex turned to me. “Did you slide down this hill as a kid?”

      I smiled and shook my head. “No. I wasn’t much of a town kid. I had all the hills and friends I needed out at the castle and inside Black Forest.” I laughed. “For me, it wasn’t about the sled ride as much as the chase.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like these kids, my sled was enchanted. So I spent my days zooming around Black Forest, either being chased or chasing woodland creatures and Needles. The hill was irrelevant.”

      Alex leaned over and kissed me softly. “I bet you were fearless as a kid.”

      I grinned. “Sort of.”

      Alex gripped the wheel and pulled back out onto the street. “We better get to Eugenia’s place before the snow really starts coming down.”

      He drove slowly past the kids and farther down the beautifully decorated street. Nearly every house had lights and decorations up.

      I pointed out the windshield. “That’s her Victorian up ahead on the right.”

      Alex whistled. “It’s lovely. She’s got something in every window.”

      I nodded. “Eugenia decorates her house every year to look like a large advent calendar. There’s only one shutter left on the house to open. One day until the winter solstice and Yule.”

      Alex parked in Eugenia’s driveway, and we stared up at the magical house. Each window held a different enchanted scene. In one window, a gingerbread family decorated a glittery Christmas tree, and in another window, sleeping baby fairies were swaddled in fluffy blankets and nestled under a twinkling miniature spruce. Every window was uniquely decorated. But the Victorian bay window on the second floor was definitely the show stopper. The large window displayed a snowy village scene, complete with a frozen pond and tiny enchanted fairy skaters performing pirouettes on the pond.

      “She definitely goes all out,” Alex said as he opened his door and exited.

      We walked up the sidewalk and onto the wraparound porch. Even it was decorated in varying-sized trees and lights. I rang the doorbell and waited for Eugenia to answer.

      Eugenia Petalman opened the door and smiled out at us. She was dressed in red lounge pants and an ivory sweater. Her silver hair was neatly arranged in an old-fashioned bun, and black flats adorned her feet. The only jewelry she had on was a gold locket around her neck. I guessed her to be in her seventies, but I wasn’t sure.

      “Were you about to head out?” I asked.

      Eugenia looked down at herself and smiled. “No. This is my casual wear.”

      I grinned. “You and I have very different ideas of what casual wear is, Miss Eugenia.”

      Eugenia Petalman threw back her head and laughed. “Oh, Shayla Loci. You always were a cheeky witch.”

      “It’s Loci-Stone now,” I said. “This is my husband, Sheriff Stone. May we come in and talk for a moment?”

      Eugenia sighed. “I suppose this is about that horrible ordeal that happened earlier this morning?”

      “It is,” I said.

      “Then come on in. I just took some gingerbread men out of the oven. Why don’t I fix you a plate of cookies and a spot of hot chai?”

      “That sounds great,” I said.

      The inside of the Victorian was just as magical as the outside. The combination of old-world charm furniture and vintage Yule decorations made me feel like I’d stepped back into the 1800s. As Eugenia ushered us out of the foyer and through the living room and into the kitchen, I couldn’t help but feel ashamed that the castle’s decorations were nowhere near this magnificent. In fact, I’d even scaled down a little this year since I wasn’t having the Yule feast and solstice celebration at my house.

      A three-foot Nutcracker statue greeted us as we crossed into the festive kitchen.

      “I take it you know about the lawsuit?” Eugenia said as she handed me a plate of gingerbread men.

      “We do.” I set the plate on the table, pulled out a chair, and sat across from Alex. “But we want to hear about it from you.”

      Eugenia nodded and dumped a huge heaping tablespoon of chai into three mugs. “I hope warmed coconut milk is okay? I try to stay away from dairy as much as possible.”

      “That’s fine,” Alex and I said at the same time.

      She set the three mugs on a silver tray and carried it over to the table. Once they were passed out, she sat down and blew on her mug. “Even though I’m retired, a lot of my old customers still contact me about antiques. Liam Luckmore was one of them. About two months ago, he called and asked if I could get my hands on a vintage Nutcracker. I told him I could. I sold him the piece about a week before Samhain.” She took a sip of her chai. “Two days before Samhain, he called me in a panic, demanding his money back and for me to come get the Nutcracker.”

      I gestured to the Nutcracker in the kitchen. “Was this the Nutcracker?”

      “No.”

      I took a sip of my hot chai. “What was his reason for wanting his money back?”

      She snorted and bit the head off a gingerbread man. “He claimed the Nutcracker was cursed. He said the Nutcracker caused his marriage to fall apart. I kindly told him I knew from rumors that his marriage had fallen apart months before and that it was because he cheated on his wife, not because of the Nutcracker. The next day he calls me, yelling about how all four of his tires were flat on his car. No puncture marks or stab wounds…just flat.”

      “And what did you say?” Alex asked.

      Eugenia rolled her eyes. “I told him maybe it was his wife getting back at him, or just a bunch of kids playing a Samhain prank.”

      Alex frowned. “I don’t remember him calling into the station to report the vandalism.”

      Eugenia shook her head. “I told him to, and he said maybe he would. Then the last call I took from him was the day after the town’s Samhain celebration. He again accused the Nutcracker of being cursed and full of mischief. I guess his house had been egged and pumpkins smashed against his house and in the driveway. I again told him to contact you guys. But by then, word had spread about the murder of Corbin Sageton.” She shrugged. “I guess he chose not to call.”

      “When did the lawsuit get filed?” I asked.

      “I received a piece of certified mail stating I was being sued in mid-November.” She nibbled on the gingerbread man’s leg. “It hasn’t really gone anywhere yet.”

      “Were you in town at all today?” I said. “Specifically, this morning from nine-thirty to ten-thirty?”

      “I haven’t left my house all day,” Eugenia said. “I don’t like to get out much in the wintertime. My weekly run to the grocery store is about as adventurous as I like to get.”

      “I can understand that,” Alex said. “What about visitors? Did anyone stop by during that time? Or maybe you spoke to someone on the phone?”

      Eugenia finished her cookie and picked up her mug. “I’m sorry, Sheriff. I don’t think I spoke to anyone. At least, not that I can remember right now.” She straightened in her chair. “Actually, I remember talking to Daisy Woods on the phone around 9:45. I called City Hall to let her know I’d drop off the meeting notes later this week.”

      Alex snapped his fingers. “That’s why you seem familiar to me. You’re the note taker for the island council meetings.”

      Eugenia smiled and nodded. “I am. Been doing it for about thirty years now.”

      “Did you witness any of the altercations between Liam Luckmore and Eddie Tidewell?” Alex asked.

      “Oh, yes. Plenty of times. Whenever we’d break for a few minutes during the council meetings, I’d always hear them fighting in the hallway. It was especially horrible the last couple months.” She leaned forward, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Liam was seeing Eddie’s ex-wife, so that really made Eddie mad.”

      “You spoke to Daisy on the phone around 9:45?” Alex asked.

      “Yes.”

      “But you never saw anyone?” he mused.

      Eugenia leaned back in her chair and shook her head. “I’m sorry, no. You need someone to corroborate the fact I was home, right?”

      Alex nodded. “That’s right.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Eugenia smiled and patted my hand. “How’s your grandmother, dear?”

      “She’s great. She and Byron are enjoying their new place together.”

      “Good for her. Tell her I said hello.” She pushed back from the table and stood. “Now, how about I send you home with a couple gingerbread men and some chai? I made the chai myself.”

      I downed the last of my drink. “That would be great, Eugenia. Thanks.”

      Eugenia glanced down at Alex’s mug and frowned. “Do you not like the chai?”

      Alex smiled apologetically. “It doesn’t seem to be my thing. Sorry.”

      Eugenia laughed and waved her hand dismissively in the air. “Think nothing of it, young man.” She winked at me. “I’ll just make sure Shayla gets your portion.”

      “I like the sound of that,” I said.

      Eugenia shuffled over to the other side of the kitchen and busied herself getting our goodies around. I snagged another cookie off the plate and wolfed it down, ignoring Alex’s grin. Once she was finished, Eugenia hurried back over and handed Alex a tin of the gingerbread men before shoving a huge jar of chai at me, along with a travel mug.

      “I poured you a little more of the hot chai,” she said. “It’s cold out there, so it’ll help keep you nice and warm as you go about investigating.”

      “Thanks,” I said, standing from the table. “I’ll probably drink more of the chai tonight before bed. It’s delicious.”

      “The secret is the cardamom and saffron.”
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      “It’s getting late,” Alex said as he backed out of Eugenia’s driveway. “Before we head home, how about we make two more stops? We need to talk to Simone Grassland still, and then we need to stop by Liam’s house.”

      “Sounds good.” I took a sip of the chai in the travel mug. “Simone’s mom was at 251 Haunted Lane.”

      Alex headed toward the address on the other side of town. The sun had set, and a wintery mix had started to fall. When he pulled onto Haunted Lane, I sat up in my seat and helped search for the house.

      “That’s it over there,” I said, pointing to a one-story yellow cottage.

      Alex turned into the driveway, and together we shuffled up the snowy walkway. The temperature had dropped over the last hour, and the wintery mix was starting to get slick.

      When we stepped up onto the porch, a light flickered on. I’d barely knocked on the door before it was thrown open, and an elderly woman dressed in a long-sleeve black dress glared out at me.

      “It’s about time,” she snapped. “My daughter had to hear about Liam’s death from the rumor mill in town.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Probably from your own grandmother.”

      I clamped down on the instant irritation that coursed through my body. Not because I didn’t think GiGi would do such a thing—I totally believed my grandma would be part of a gossip tree—but the woman didn’t have to be so hateful about it.

      “We are here only as a formality,” Alex said. “Is Simone Grassland here?”

      “You might as well come in. You’re letting all the heat out, and I don’t have a lot of money to waste. Especially now that my daughter is living here.” She stepped back and motioned us inside. “She was supposed to be moving in with Liam Luckmore, but I guess that’s not gonna happen now, is it?”

      “Leave off, Momma,” a dark-haired woman with streaks of auburn and blonde said as she strode into the room. “I’m tired of hearing you bellyache. Liam’s dead, and I’m obviously stuck here still.” She stopped behind the recliner and glared at us. “I’m Simone Grassland, and I need to know when I can get into Liam’s house. I have personal items there. I went over when I heard what happened, but I couldn’t get inside his house.”

      I made a mental note to tell Zoie good job on her warding skills.

      “I’m sure his son will go in and throw all my stuff away,” Simone continued. “And he has no right to do that. I don’t care if he didn’t like me. It’s still my stuff.”

      Alex held up his hand. “We’ll get to that later, Ms. Grassland. Right now, Agent Loci-Stone and I are here to ask you some questions.”

      “You might as well sit,” Simone said, motioning to the purple couch behind us. “Do you want anything to drink?”

      “We’re fine,” I said.

      The truth was, if I had to drink or eat anything else today, I would explode. I probably should have refused the travel mug of chai from Eugenia because it was becoming apparent my gluttonous behavior was going to be my downfall.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Simone said. “It’s cold, and you two look like you’re dragging.” She turned to her mother, who was still standing and glaring at us. “Momma, go get something hot for the sheriff and his wife.”

      “How about I get them something to drink that will help them solve the murder?” Simone’s mom said. “How about that?”

      “I’m not in the mood, Momma,” Simone snapped.

      Muttering under her breath, Simone’s mom hunched her shoulders and stomped out of the room.

      “Sit,” Simone commanded. “Let’s get this over with as much as possible before she comes back.”

      Alex and I sat on the couch. I unzipped my winter coat and took it off. It had to be almost eighty degrees inside the small cottage.

      “How long had you been seeing Liam Luckmore?” Alex asked.

      “About seven months,” Simone said. “No, more like eight. I can’t remember. I know his wife found out about us like six months ago.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “You knew he was married when you started the affair?”

      Simone snorted. “It’s not that big of an island. Of course I knew Liam was married.” She tossed back her shoulder-length hair and smiled. “I also knew if Eddie, my ex, ever found out, it would eat him up with jealousy.”

      “And why is that?” Alex asked.

      “Because Liam and Eddie hated each other. You ask me? I think Eddie Tidewell killed Liam. Jealousy is a powerful motivator.”

      “It is,” I agreed. “Tell me, Simone, were you in town this morning between nine-thirty and ten-thirty?”

      Simone sat back in the recliner and crossed her legs. “Let me see.” She paused, as though trying to recall what she’d done hours before. “Well, I think maybe I was. I went to my bank, and then I went to the jewelry store.” Her foot started to shake. “If you must know, I bought my daughter a necklace for Yule. We’ve been estranged since my divorce from her father, Eddie.”

      “And how long ago was that?” Alex asked.

      “I guess about two years now,” Simone said. “I’ve tried explaining to my daughter that I haven’t been in love with Eddie for at least five years now, but the girl is young and a dreamer, like Eddie. She fancies herself happy because she’s married and has a little girl…therefore everyone around her should be happy in their marriage.” She rolled her eyes. “But you and I know that’s not how it works, right?”

      I realized she was talking to me, and I let out a bark of laughter. “You’re totally off base if you think we’re gonna bond over marriage talk.”

      Simone pursed her lips. “Give it another two years, and then you come see me.”

      I was saved from answering when Simone’s mother strode in, a tray of goodies floating in the air above her.

      “I made hot cocoa,” she said. “Plus, I got some sugar cookies.” She waved her hand in the air, and the tray settled down on the coffee table. “Now, who are your suspects?”

      Alex smiled. “We aren’t at liberty to say while the investigation is still ongoing.”

      Simone’s mom snorted. “Cagey, aren’t you?” She motioned to the tray, then turned and sat in a rocking chair next to the recliner. “Go on! Eat and drink. I stood over a stove and heated the cocoa for you. The least you can do is drink.”

      Sighing, I leaned over and poured Alex and me each a small cup. Handing the mug to him, I rolled my eyes so only he could see. He smiled and thanked me.

      I blew on the cocoa. “While you were in town this morning, did you happen to see Liam?”

      “No,” Simone said. “Believe it or not, we weren’t joined at the hip.”

      Simone’s mom snorted. “That’s obvious by the way he refused to move you in.”

      “Mother!” Simone exclaimed. “That’s enough.”

      I bit back a smile. Simone’s mom was feisty. “Was there a reason why you weren’t living together?”

      Simone’s foot wiggled even faster. “Of course there was a reason. He’d only just divorced his wife. We hadn’t gotten around to it, is all.”

      Simone’s mom snorted again as she shoved a cookie in her mouth. “That leprechaun had no intention of moving you into his fancy house. You were just a side piece for him.”

      Simone jumped up from the recliner and pointed to the opposite side of the room. “Go back to the kitchen or to your bedroom!”

      “This is my home,” the old witch said, putting the rocking chair in motion. “You can’t tell me what to do in my own home, Simone Grassland. Remember that.”

      Simone plopped back down onto the recliner and glared at her mother. When it was obvious the old witch wasn’t going anywhere, Simone turned back to us. “I was in town, but I didn’t see Liam. I left the jewelry store around ten and came straight home.”

      “Were you here when she got back from town?” I asked Simone’s mom.

      “No. I was meeting with some friends down at the senior center. I didn’t get home until after lunch.”

      Alex set his cocoa down on the coffee table. “Did you see or speak to anyone when you got home from town, Simone?”

      “No. I tried to call Liam around eleven. It went to voicemail.”

      I nodded as I recalled Liam’s cell phone ringing while we’d been processing the scene.

      “And then,” Simone huffed, “about twenty minutes later, Mom starts getting phone calls from her coven stating Liam was dead! I had to hear about it from virtual strangers.”

      “Again,” Alex said, “you aren’t next-of-kin, so we were under no legal obligation to contact you.”

      “Were you and Liam getting along?” I asked.

      Simone’s eyes cut to me. “Why? What did you hear?”

      “That maybe things weren’t so wonderful,” I lied, taking a sip of my cocoa.

      Simone threw up her hands. “Liam promised me a vacation off the island during the holiday. Only when I confronted him, he said it wasn’t a good time.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “His son is a hockey coach, and they have a big playoff game next week against a rival team on the mainland. As a way to try to mend the bridge between him and his son, he told me he planned to attend that game instead of taking a holiday trip.”

      “How did that make you feel?” I asked.

      “How do you think it made me feel?” she snapped. “It made me feel like I was still second best in his life.”

      “And you always would be,” Simone’s mom said. “I told you when you started dating him, it would lead to nothing good.”

      Simone dabbed at her eyes. “And you were right. His ex-wife went and killed Liam. My wonderful, sweet Liam.”

      Two seconds ago she was all but cursing Liam for not taking her away for the holiday, and now he was a sweet and wonderful man? And hadn’t she said earlier she thought it was her ex-husband who had killed Liam? And now she was accusing Rosie Luckmore?

      I finished the sugar cookie and cocoa, then set my mug on the tray. “So now you think Rosie killed Liam? What’s your proof?”

      “Hello?” Simone said condescendingly. “He kicked her out of the house, and she was angry about having to start over again.”

      “The way we hear it,” I said, “Rosie left Liam, and the only reason she stayed as long as she did was because her new house was getting built.”

      Simone’s mom cackled. “She’s got you there, Simone.”

      Simone’s face turned red. “It’s not true. Rosie was mad at Liam. She threatened to make him pay. And killing him is obviously how she made him pay.”

      “I think that’s everything,” Alex said as he stood. “If we have further questions, we know how to reach you.”

      “What about my stuff?” Simone asked. “When can I get it?”

      “When we release the house, I assume it will go to his son,” Alex said. “I would suggest you contact him.”

      “You might as well kiss that stuff goodbye,” Simone’s mom said. “Ain’t no way that boy is giving you back your things. You’re the enemy, as far as he’s concerned.”

      “Have you looked into his son?” Simone said. “I don’t know for sure, but I can’t imagine he makes a lot of money coaching and teaching. Maybe he killed his father for the inheritance?”

      “We’ve spoken to Cullen,” I said.

      “And he has an air-tight alibi,” Alex added.

      He didn’t add “unlike you”…but it was implied.

      “What about Eugenia Petalman?” Simone asked, standing as well. “Liam was suing her. She sold him this cursed Nutcracker. I mean, I didn’t think it was cursed, but Liam was convinced. There were tons of phone threats from Eugenia. I told her to stop calling and harassing Liam, but she still called. Have you spoken to her?”

      “We have,” Alex said. “Anyone else who might want to harm Liam?”

      Simone pursed her lips in thought. “No, not that I can think of.”

      “Thank you for the refreshments,” Alex said. “We’ll show ourselves out.”

      As I stepped outside and inhaled the cold, damp air, a wave of dizziness swept over me, and I grabbed hold of Alex.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yes.” I laughed. “I think it’s all the cookies and chocolate and hot drinks I’ve consumed today. Plus, it was like an oven in there.”

      He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me close. “You sure?”

      I nodded and closed my eyes. “Yeah.”

      “We’re almost done,” Alex said. “We can either stop by Liam’s house, or we can do it tomorrow. Up to you.”

      I grinned and started walking back to the vehicle. “Let’s go see what Liam’s place can tell us.”

      “Sounds good. I’m going to text Grant and have him call the jewelry shop in the morning to check Simone’s alibi, and then I’m going to have him put Simone Grassland on the suspect list. Her reaction and answers threw up some red flags for me.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, for me too.”

      After stepping inside the Blazer and clicking my seatbelt, I pulled up Liam’s address on my app. Five minutes later, we were parked in his driveway. The inside of the house was pitch black. Not even an outside light had popped on when we parked in the driveway.

      I stepped out of the vehicle and conjured up a light orb so we could see as we headed for the front door. Knocking the snow off my boots, I placed both my hands against the door, closed my eyes, and whispered the releasing spell. Seconds later, I heard the locks disengage.

      “Let’s see what we can find,” I said as I push the door open.

      Stepping inside, I waved my hand through the air and used my magic to turn on the lights. Like the exterior of Liam’s house, the interior was unadorned and stark. Not a single holiday decoration could be found, not even a tiny tree. The furniture was neutral, with matching brown leather couches, and the décor was modern and simple.

      “I’ll take the living room and kitchen,” I said. “Do you want to take the bedrooms?”

      Alex nodded and ambled down the hallway, flipping on the lights so he could see.

      I gazed around the room, taking it all in. Liam had been tidy and neat. I opened a drawer in one of the side tables and rummaged around. There was a Sudoku book, a crossword puzzle book, and a magnifying glass. Nothing else. Outside of a sandalwood candle on the coffee table, there wasn’t anything else even remotely interesting. There wasn’t even a bookshelf to scan.

      Turning off the lights, I made my way into the kitchen. After countless drawer openings and closings, I finally found the junk drawer. Unfortunately, only takeout menus and dried-out pens greeted me.

      I shut off the kitchen light and headed down the hallway to find Alex. He was standing behind Liam’s desk in his office when I walked into the room.

      “Find anything?” I asked.

      “Nothing in his bedroom that stood out. You?”

      “Nothing.”

      Alex closed the desk drawer and walked over to the bookshelf. Nestled among countless books was a framed picture on the shelf. He picked it up and examined it. “What do you make of this? I don’t think that’s his ex-wife, Rosie.”

      I strolled over and stared down at the photo of a young Liam with his arm around an equally young woman. “Yeah, that’s not Rosie. Aside from the obvious hair color difference, this girl has darker skin tone and brown eyes. If I remember right, Rosie’s eyes are hazel.”

      I flipped the frame over and unhooked the hinges on the back. Handing Alex the glass, I took out the photo and looked to see if there was any writing on the back.

      “Aria and me.” I flipped the photo over and brought the picture closer to my face. “Hey, take a look at the background. Who does that look like? Think thirty or forty years younger.”

      Alex brought the photo closer and frowned. “Clark Cabbot?”

      I nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking.”

      “So he lied to us when he said he didn’t know Liam.”

      I waggled my eyebrows at him. “You know what this means, right?”

      Alex groaned. “Stakeout?”

      “Yep!”
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      “Hello, Harlow,” I said as I strode inside my kitchen thirty minutes later, carrying an armload of all the tins of cookies and goodies we’d been given throughout the day. “This is a pleasant surprise.”

      Harlow Grimmson was a sarcastic twenty-one-year-old forensic scientist with the Paranormal Apprehension and Detention Agency. Her love of all things dark and black—especially clothing and makeup—belied the fact she was an absolute joy to be around. Needles and GiGi especially loved her.

      “Zoie assured me it would be okay if I ate with you all tonight,” the Goth girl said.

      “You are welcome any time,” I assured her as I set the desserts on the counter.

      “What’s all that?” Zoie asked.

      “Everyone wanted to give us cookies and sweets today.”

      “Nice,” Zoie said. “Anything good?”

      I opened the tin of gingerbread men that Eugenia had given me. “These were superb.”

      Both girls grabbed at the cookies, and I laughed as I finished the last of the chai and put the cup in the sink.

      “Dinner should be ready shortly,” Zoie said around a mouthful of cookie.

      I grabbed a wineglass and poured the merlot Zoie had breathing on the countertop. “I’m about to pop from all the food and drink, but I guess I can’t let a lovely bottle of red go uncorked.”

      Zoie snorted. “Good one.”

      “You guys ready for tomorrow night?” I took a sip of the merlot and smiled. “Good choice, Zoie.”

      “Thanks,” Zoie said. “And yes, we’re ready for tomorrow night. Serena and Tamara are each bringing a dessert, so we’re covered there.”

      I sighed and looked around the undecorated kitchen. “I’m starting to regret not decorating more this year. I kinda feel like I’m being a Scrooge.”

      “Don’t you dare put up anything else,” Needles grumbled as he zipped inside the kitchen, his wings glowing red and orange. “I’m so tired of Yule decorations. All day it was sparkle this and glitter that. Lights and ornaments up to my eyeballs, Princess!”

      I rolled my eyes at his dramatic statement. “Gee, I’m surprised you didn’t threaten to carve out your own eyes.”

      “Oh, he did!” Zoie laughed.

      “'Twasn’t a threat,” Needles insisted as he landed on the kitchen counter. “'Twas a promise.”

      “And we only got half of the broken ornaments pieced back together,” Zoie said. “That’s why Harlow is going into work with me tomorrow. Finn said she could use all the help she could get.”

      I leaned against the counter and took a sip of my wine. “So you guys are trying to put all the broken ornaments from the tree back together?”

      Zoie nodded. “Yep. Finn says once that’s done, then if there are any pieces left over, they could be potential clues.”

      “Which is clever,” Harlow murmured.

      “You don’t mind helping?” I asked Harlow.

      Harlow’s blonde braids moved with the shake of her head. “Not at all. I love a good puzzle. And since I’m officially on vacation until after the winter solstice, I have nothing better to do.”

      “I’m almost finished with dinner, Shayla,” Zoie said. “But there’s still a good twenty minutes left until it’s done. Why don’t you and Harlow finish making Needles’ Yule gift?” Zoie wagged her finger at Needles. “Which means you have to leave.”

      “Make sure you dip them an extra time or two,” Needles said before zipping out of the kitchen, his wings glowing green and purple.

      “You know,” Harlow said, “I have never been an imbiber of the spirits, not even when vacationing in countries where I could legally drink, but I might need some of your anti-murder juice if you don’t mind, Shayla?”

      I choked on the mouthful of wine I’d just taken. “Sure, Harlow.” I turned to pour her a glass. “Is dipping pretzels that bad?”

      “No,” Harlow said as she took the glass of wine I offered her. “But after dinner, Zoie wants to go to the ice skating rink. That is why I need this.” She raised her glass to me, and we clinked glasses. “All this seasonal joy gives me hives.”

      I laughed and took a drink before setting the wineglass on the counter. “How does your family celebrate Yule?”

      “We usually go to my mother’s childhood home in Transylvania. But this year, my older sister is on assignment, and I’ve just moved to Enchanted Island, so we’ve decided to not go this year.”

      “So your mother’s people are from Transylvania,” I mused as I laid out ten extra-large pretzel rods on parchment paper. “Where are your father’s people from?”

      “Cauldron Bay. It’s a paranormal island in the Pacific Northwest. They met in college.” Harlow graced me with a rare smile. “It was your typical hate-at-first-sight meet cute. There had been a murder on campus, and neither knew the other was a hunter. The first night they ran into each other, made vague threats to back off from the investigation, and then suddenly they were solving the crime together.”

      “So your parents are crime-solvers as well?” I mused.

      “You can say that.” Harlow handed me a bowl of melted caramel. “They are retired now, but they brought my sister and me up in the lifestyle. I was the only one to go legit with PADA.”

      That sounded ominous.

      “Your sister doesn’t work for PADA?” I asked.

      Harlow shook her head and dipped a pretzel. “No. She’s more of a…well, let’s just say she’s self-employed.”

      “And what exactly does she do?” I dipped another pretzel rod and laid it on the parchment paper next to Harlow’s.

      “She hunts down rogue supernaturals. It’s what my family—both sides—has done for hundreds of years. My father’s family name is Grimmson, and my mother’s maiden name was Vanator. That’s hunter or huntsman in Romanian. Mom’s people started by hunting rogue vampires who were preying on local townspeople, but later branched out to all rogue supernaturals.”

      “What’s this about rogue supernaturals?” Alex asked as he strolled into the kitchen, his hair still damp from his shower. He leaned down and kissed Zoie’s head before coming to inspect what Harlow and I were doing. “Caramel smells good. Maybe I should taste it? Just to make sure.”

      I laughed and shooed him away. “This isn’t for you. It’s for Needles. Go grab a glass of wine and sit at the table until dinner is ready.”

      “Just a few more minutes,” Zoie said.

      “What’re we having?” Alex asked as he poured himself a small glass of the merlot.

      “Spaghetti,” Zoie said.

      “My favorite on snowy nights!” Alex said excitedly.

      Zoie turned from the stove. “Well, it’s more like a concept of spaghetti, Dad.”

      Alex’s wineglass stopped mid-way to his mouth. “What’s that mean?”

      “You know we don’t do pasta anymore,” Zoie said, turning back to stir.

      “I’m aware,” Alex grumbled. “I’ve eaten enough zucchini lasagna to cover half the island.”

      Zoie giggled. “Oh, Dad! Tonight’s spaghetti is spiraled zucchini with low-sodium pasta sauce topped with plant-based meatballs.”

      Alex set the wineglass on the counter and poured more merlot into his glass. Topping it off an inch from the lip.

      I laughed. “Alex! You still have to fly me into town later tonight!”

      “Dinner is ready,” Zoie said. “Harlow, will you help me with the cottage cheese garlic bread?”

      “Cottage cheese garlic bread?” Alex lifted the wineglass to his lips and gulped down half the glass.
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      “I could have jogged to Black Forest,” I said as Alex flew over the top of Mom’s cottage. “It stopped snowing a while ago.”

      “I know,” Alex growled, his voice husky in his gargoyle form. “But I enjoy carrying you.”

      I grinned up at him. “In that case, I’ll sit back and enjoy.”

      “Can you enjoy a little quieter?” Needles grumbled from inside my coat pocket. “All this mushy talk in making my stomach queasy.”

      “Besides,” Alex continued, ignoring Needles, “I don’t like how pale you are looking. After this case, you really need to take a break.”

      “You not feeling well, Princess?”

      “I feel fine,” I said. “I’ve just been feeling a little tired today, is all.”

      Which was only partly true. After dinner, while Zoie and Harlow had cleaned up, I’d sat at the table, pushing down the dizziness and nausea that had threatened to consume me. But what had really concerned me was the sudden trip to the bathroom I had to make because of an upset stomach. I was feeling better now, but still a little shaky.

      As we descended into Black Forest, I waved to my dad.

      Dad was a Genius Loci. That meant he was the literal heart and soul of Black Forest. The protector of the trees and animals within. As the largest tree in Black Forest, he’d stood guard over Enchanted Island for thousands of years.

      When we were almost on the ground, the fireflies rose to greet us.

      “Princess, only one more day until winter solstice!”

      “Is Zoie excited about her party?”

      “Black Forest King told us you were coming.”

      “Did you bring any nectar?”

      Alex chuckled as he touched down at the base of Dad’s trunk and shifted to his human form. Needles flew out of my pocket and zipped up Dad’s massive branches.

      “Hello, Dad.” I wrapped my arms around his trunk as far as I could and rested my cheek against his rough exterior.

      “Hello, Daughter of my Heart.” Two of his massive branches enveloped me and squeezed lightly. “It is wonderful to see you. Your mother was here a couple hours ago. We had a lovely visit.”

      “I saw a light on in her cottage when we flew over.” I stepped back and Alex and I dropped down to sit at the base of his trunk. “I probably won’t see her until tomorrow night at Zoie’s Yule party.”

      “I cannot wait to hear all about it,” Dad said. “Hello, Alex Stone.”

      “Good evening, Black Forest King,” Alex said.

      “Is Young Zoie ready for her first Yule party?” Dad asked.

      Alex chuckled. “She is. I’d be more excited if I knew for a fact she was going to serve some kind of meat and not this faux stuff.”

      “What is this faux meat you speak of?” Dad asked.

      I explained how Zoie was on a healthy, more veggie and plant-based way of life. I then told Dad about tonight’s menu of spiraled zucchini noodles, low-sodium pasta sauce, plant-based meatballs, and cottage cheese garlic bread.

      “Yes, I can see where a gargoyle might worry.” Dad chuckled. “And a werewolf, too. I wonder what Grant Wolfe will think of this new menu change?”

      “We’ve already decided to smuggle some beer and brats in,” Alex said.

      “What’s this?” I said. “Smuggle in beer and brats?”

      “Grant is going to pour some beer in the twins’ old baby bottles, and then Serena has agreed to do a meat-cloaking spell for us.”

      “What?” I sat up at this revelation. “Why wasn’t I informed. Or at least asked to perform the spell?”

      Alex patted my hand. “So you could have deniability, of course.”

      “Hmm…” I leaned back against Dad’s trunk. “I guess I’ll take that as an answer.”

      Needles settled on my shoulder. “What kind of meat-cloaking spell is Serena doing?”

      “I think it’s supposed to make the brats appear to look like tofu if anyone looks at it.” Alex shrugged. “I’m not really sure how that kind of magic stuff works.”

      I snorted. “You better hope Zoie doesn’t catch you.”

      “I will be sure to ask your mother about it tomorrow night when she visits after the party,” Dad said. “See if the husbands could fool Young Zoie.”

      I sighed and leaned my head against Alex’s shoulder. “Assuming we aren’t called away because of the murder.”

      “Murder? What murder?” Dad asked.

      I quickly filled him in on the town’s Yule tree being uprooted and landing on Liam Luckmore. I then went over our list of suspects and their motives.

      “And if I know my daughter, and I do,” Dad said, “that means you three will go on a stakeout later tonight.”

      I laughed. “You know me well, Dad. Alex is flying Needles and me into town so we can watch Clark Cabbot.”

      “And why Clark Cabbot?” Dad mused.

      “Because he lied to us,” I said. “That means he probably has something to hide.”

      “I wish you the best of luck,” Dad said. “Now, Shayla, I must ask. Are you feeling under the weather? You don’t look well.”

      “I’ve been a little off today,” I admitted. “Stress, I’m sure.”

      “You aren’t carrying a witchy gargoyle, are you?” Needles demanded.

      I snorted. “No, Needles. I’m not pregnant.”

      Needles laughed and did a somersault in the air. “The gargoyle looks like he’s about to pass out.”

      I glanced over at Alex and rolled my eyes. “I’m not pregnant, Alex. Trust me.”

      “Not that I want to see you sick,” Alex said quickly. “But I wasn’t expecting a pregnancy announcement, either.”

      I swatted at Needles, still twirling and laughing in the air. “Knock it off. I’m not pregnant. I’m just not feeling well.”

      Dad’s chuckle reverberated in my head. “Well, I hope you get to feeling better before Zoie’s party tomorrow night.”

      My cell phone pinged, and I fished it out of my coat pocket. “It’s a text from Zoie. She said the guy from this morning who was glaring at Liam Luckmore on the sidewalk is currently at the park. She just saw him walking past the ice skating rink.” I shoved my phone back into my pocket and stood. “That’s Clark Cabbot. Looks like we need to go, Dad.”

      “Stay safe, Daughter of my Heart. I hope you feel well soon.”
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      “Zoie’s last text two minutes ago said Clark was now standing in line to get some hot cocoa,” I said as Alex landed one block from the park.

      He shifted back to his human form, and Needles poked his head out of my coat pocket.

      “If you go in like that,” Needles said, “you will be recognized immediately.”

      “He’s right,” I said. “We need a glamour disguise.”

      Alex groaned. “Somehow, I knew it would come to this.”

      I laughed. “I’m thinking Santa’s elves. This way, we blend in with the workers.”

      Alex crossed his arms over his chest. “We are over twenty. We’re not going to blend in as workers.”

      I waggled my eyebrows. “It’s magic, husband. I can make us look like anyone I want.”

      “Well, we better hurry before we lose sight of Clark.”

      I closed my eyes and whispered a glamour spell for us both. When I opened my eyes, I let out a bark of laughter. “Oh, no one would ever recognize you.”

      “I could say the same for you, dear wife.” He looked down at himself and grimaced. “Did you really have to do the elf outfit, though?”

      “You both look ridiculous,” Needles said.

      I’d glamoured Alex to have blonde, shoulder-length curly hair, green eyes, and a round baby face. Instead of his usual five o’clock shadow, not a single whisker could be seen on his baby face. The green felt pants, black shirt, red pointy boots, and red felt hat on his curly locks completed the elfin look.

      “On you, the outfit looks sexy,” Alex said. “On me, I’m sure Needles is right. It looks ridiculous.”

      I’d glamoured myself to be Alex’s twin—shoulder-length curly blonde hair, green eyes, and a full face. I nixed the beard problem, of course, but in every other way, we looked alike.

      “Needles,” I said, “you go on ahead and see if you can spot Clark. Hopefully, he’s still by the cocoa stand.”

      Needles gave me a salute, his wings glowing green and purple. “On it!”

      Alex and I had just reached the intersection to cross into the park when Needles headed back our way.

      “Found him, Princess. He’s sitting at a table near the drink stand.”

      “Is he alone?” I asked.

      “Yes, but he keeps looking around, like he’s expecting someone to meet him.”

      Alex and I dashed across the street and were soon swallowed up by the crowd of citizens enjoying the Yuletime festivities. When we neared the table where Clark sat, a haggard-looking woman dragging a precocious, angry little girl stopped me.

      “I need your help,” the mother said. “My daughter, Matilda, accidentally froze another kid. Who deals with that kind of situation?”

      “It wasn’t an accident,” the little girl said. “He said something mean, so I froze him.”

      “Can you not unfreeze the kid yourself?” I asked.

      “Oh, I could,” the witch-mother said. “But his parents are throwing a bit of a fit. They’re werewolves with no magical abilities, and so I thought maybe a park worker should know.”

      I looked down at myself when she gestured to my clothes. I’d momentarily forgotten I was not Shayla Loci-Stone, a middle-aged witch. Instead, I was a young teenager who worked at the park.

      “See that gentleman in the booth over there,” I said, pointing to Jeremiah Moss standing next to the rink. “He is in charge of this area. He can help you.”

      “Thank you.” She sighed and grabbed her daughter’s hand. “Let’s go, Matilda. You can explain what you’ve done to the nice man over there.”

      “I made it so Bruno can’t tease me anymore,” the little girl said. “Not that hard to explain.”

      I couldn’t stop the grin spreading across my face. I patted the mom’s arm reassuringly. “Don’t worry. Jeremiah will help you.”

      The woman turned and dragged her daughter toward the booth, the little girl still insisting she’d been right in her actions.

      “I bet she’s going to be a handful when she gets older,” Alex said.

      “I liked her,” Needles said, his wings glowing purple and silver. “Now that I’m mentoring Zoie, Harlow, and Brick, I find it keeps me young. I’m taking down names of all these rascals I’ve been meeting lately who might need a mentor when they get older. I got the Mystic kids, the Moss triplets, and now this little girl. They could be quite the crime-solving team when they get older.”

      “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear any of that,” Alex said.

      “Look,” I hissed, pointing to where Clark sat. “Look who’s sitting down at his table.”

      “Well, if it isn’t Rosie Luckmore, Liam’s ex-wife,” Alex said. “Hurry, the table behind them just became vacant.”

      As casually as we could, we strolled over to where Clark and Rosie sat and pulled out two chairs. Needles flitted away to perch on top of the cocoa stand to observe.

      “Why are we here?” Clark Cabbot demanded. “Why this place?”

      “I wanted to meet out in the open,” Rosie said. “Just in case you tried something funny.”

      “Meaning what?” Clark demanded.

      “I know who you are,” Rosie said. “I recognized you the first time I saw you in town a couple months ago. Liam kept a picture in his study of you and Aria.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So, I know why you’d want my ex-husband dead.”

      Clark laughed, but it sounded angry and bitter. “You don’t know anything, lady.”

      “I wonder if the police know who you really are?” Rosie mused.

      “Trust me, little fairy. You don’t know nothing, and you definitely don’t want to run your mouth about stuff you don’t  know anything about.”

      “Oh, I know plenty. And I’ll tell you another thing—if anything happens to me or my son, like what happened to Liam, you’ll be the first person arrested. I already have a dozen different safeguards in place.”

      I heard the scrape of a chair.

      “We’re done here,” Clark said. “Don’t ever contact me again. You may not like what happens.”

      Clark stormed past our table, and a few seconds later, I heard the scrape of another chair.

      “She’s gone,” Alex said.

      Needles drifted down to our table. “So? What was that about?”

      “I’m not exactly sure,” I said. “But Clark definitely knew who Liam Luckmore was. We just have to find out how they knew each other.”

      “Zane never called you back?” Alex mused as the two of us stood and pushed in our chairs.

      “No. He and Kara must still be on assignment and not able to get cell service. Hopefully, I’ll hear something tomorrow.”

      “Let’s go say hello to Zoie and Harlow,” Alex said. “They’ll get a kick out of our glamour.”

      I looked up into the sky at the twinkling stars overhead. “We might want to hurry. It looks like it could start snowing any minute now.”

      “Perfect for Yule morning,” Needles said, his wings glowing red and green.
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      I woke the next morning to an inch of snow on the ground. Perfect for Yule. Dressing quickly in thermals and my game warden uniform, I met Alex in the kitchen making a cup of coffee.

      “Happy Yule.” He kissed me lightly and ran his thumb over my cheek. “I love you, Shayla. I’m so blessed to call you my wife.” He kissed me again. “So very blessed.”

      “And I love you, Gargoyle.”

      “How’re you feeling?” he asked.

      “Better,” I lied. “But instead of harsh black coffee, I think I’ll have some chai to drink on our way into town.”

      “Wow, you really are feeling under the weather.”

      “Ha-ha,” I said, pouring milk into the travel mug to heat for the chai.

      “I figured we’d stop by the bakery this morning. If they’re open, that is.” Alex took a sip of coffee. “But I needed a jolt just to get us into town.”

      I laughed and added two heaping spoonfuls of chai into the travel mug, stirred, and popped it into the microwave. “I totally get it. And, yes, Serena and Tamara are open until noon today. The bakery should be busy with people coming in to pick up desserts and breads for their winter solstice parties tonight.”

      “I saw the pretzel sticks you dipped,” Needles said as he flew inside the kitchen. “Any chance I can get an advance on my gift, Princess?”

      “Why not?” I picked up a pretzel rod off the parchment paper and tossed it to him. “Happy Yule, Needles.”

      “Same to you, Princess.” He shoved the salted stick into his mouth. “Ready to go? We need to get this case solved as soon as possible. We got a party to attend tonight.”

      I wasn’t as hopeful as Needles that we’d solve the case today. We hadn’t even received background checks yet.

      The drive into town took a little longer than the normal thirty minutes because of the snow on the road. When Alex finally pulled the Blazer to a stop a block from Enchanted Bakery & Brew, it was almost nine-thirty, and the bakery was packed. It took us another fifteen minutes just to reach the counter.

      “Happy Yule, cousin.” Serena leaned over the counter and kissed my cheek. “It’s a beautiful morning. Today we celebrate the first day of winter and the return of the sun. Doesn’t get any better than that.”

      “Blessings, cousin,” I said. “And you are correct. The return of the sun is definitely a reason to celebrate tonight.”

      “What can I get you guys?” Serena asked. “I know Needles wants a caramel-dipped pretzel, but what about you two?”

      “I’ll take one of your miniature Yule logs,” Alex said. “And a cinnamon roll with a large black coffee.”

      “And I’ll take a cranberry-orange muffin with a small coffee. Can you add some cinnamon to that?”

      “You know I can. But only a small, Shayla?”

      I laughed. “Yes. I’m still not feeling great, plus I already had a chai on the way into town. The small will be plenty.”

      We slid down to the register as Tamara exited the back kitchen, three trays of goodies floating in the air above her. I waved and called out a greeting.

      “GiGi and Byron are here,” Needles said. “Did you see them, Princess?”

      “I did. We should go say hi as soon as we get our order.”

      “Here it is,” Serena said, handing Alex a white bag. “Let me get your coffees, real quick. Needles, give me a minute to get your pretzel.”

      “I was afraid you’d forgotten me,” Needles said.

      Serena laughed. “Of course I didn’t, Needles.” She turned and handed me two cups of black coffee. “Enjoy.”

      “These are adorable!” I cried.

      Instead of steam rising from the hot to-go cups, each cup displayed a different animated scene where the steam should’ve been. My cup had two kids engaged in a snowball fight, while Alex’s cup had a dancing snowman.

      “Just a little Yule magic,” Serena said as she handed Needles a caramel-dipped pretzel rod.

      “I almost hate to drink it,” I said.

      “How much do we owe you?” Alex asked.

      Serena waved her hands in the air. “Consider this my Yule gift to you.” She grinned. “Okay, one of my Yule gifts to you.”

      “You don’t have to do that, Serena,” I said.

      She reached over and patted my arm. “Trust me, I do. I know what you, Alex, Grant, and Officer Sparks do for this island. It’s the least I can do.”

      I thanked her one last time, then Alex, Needles, and I headed over to where GiGi and Byron sat. It used to be Mom and Aunt Starla sat at the bakery tables early in the mornings, but now that Mom was no longer living in town, it was rare for her to sit in the bakery.

      “Happy Yule, granddaughter,” GiGi said, as she rose from the table and kissed my cheek. “And Happy Yule, Alex and Needles.”

      “Happy Yule to you both,” Alex said.

      “Sit. Sit.” GiGi motioned for us to pull out a chair. “Was my call to you yesterday informative?”

      “It was,” I said. “Thank you, GiGi.”

      “So? What did you learn?” GiGi demanded.

      Byron sighed and patted GiGi’s hand. “Now, GiGi. You know they can’t tell you anything.”

      “As a concerned citizen, I have a right to know.” GiGi crossed her arms over her chest and leaned over the table. “Now, dish.”

      I laughed and blew on my coffee. The kids in the snowball fight turned, threw invisible snowballs at me, and then disappeared. “Serena sure is talented. Now, as far as your question goes, GiGi, all I can tell you is that we are questioning persons of interest today.”

      “That doesn’t tell me anything,” GiGi grumbled.

      “It’s the best we can do,” I said.

      “She’s right, GiGi,” Alex said. “We’re still in the early stages of the investigation.”

      GiGi threw up her hands. “Fine. Don’t tell me anything. Leave me to fend for myself, possibly being attacked and murdered. I expect nothing less.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay, drama queen.”

      Byron laughed. “In other news, GiGi and I have set a wedding date. We will make the announcement tonight at Zoie’s party.”

      I set down my coffee cup and clapped my hands. “Oh, that’s wonderful! Who else knows you’ve set the date?”

      “I told your mother and your aunt,” GiGi said. “Not the date, but that we will make an announcement tonight.”

      I grinned. “Zoie will be thrilled you chose her party for the announcement.”

      “She sure will,” Alex said.

      “Ask her if I’ll have a role,” Needles said, his wings glowing silver and gold.

      I rolled my eyes. “Needles wants to know if he’s going to be in the wedding?”

      “I’m sure we can find a role for you, Needles,” Byron said.

      GiGi harrumphed. “We’ll see, Porcupine. Remember, you used to call me Dragon Lady.”

      The front door opened, and Mayor Stone walked in.

      “Happy Yule, everyone!” he shouted.

      “Happy Yule, Mayor!” everyone chorused.

      Catching sight of us, Mayor Stone hurried over to our table. “I’m so glad I caught you both. Can I speak to you a moment in private?”

      Alex and I rose and walked to the nearest corner.

      “I feel I need to tell you something,” Mayor Stone said. “It’s about Eddie Tidewell. The night of our last council meeting, when Liam Luckmore proposed all the budget cuts for Parks and Recreation, it got nasty. Eddie cornered Liam in the parking lot—I was getting in my car—and Eddie threatened Liam. Eddie said if Liam made the budget cuts go through, then he’d make sure Liam regretted it.”

      “Thank you for letting us know, Uncle,” Alex said. “It’s nothing we haven’t already been told. Their feud was mentioned by almost everyone we spoke to yesterday.”

      Mayor Stone sighed. “I hate to sound like a snitch, but I felt I needed to tell you. It’s only right.”

      “You had no choice,” I said. “We understand that.”

      Mayor Stone patted each of our shoulders and hurried over to stand in line.

      “Let’s grab Needles and get out of here,” Alex said. “We have a lot of leads to follow today.”

      We said goodbye to GiGi and Byron, then waved to Serena before walking out the bakery’s front door. I’d just buckled my seatbelt when my cell phone rang.

      “It’s Zane.” I slid my finger across the icon and put him on speakerphone. “Happy Yule, Zane. I’ve got you on speakerphone with Alex and Needles.”

      “Happy Yule, everyone,” Zane said. “Kara and I just flew in last night from an assignment. This is the first chance I’ve had to get back with you, Shayla. Sorry about that.”

      “No problem,” I said. “I figured it was something like that.”

      “You asked about Clark Cabbot,” Zane said. “I know of him. Actually, I know him and his family. They live here in Mystic Cove.”

      “Clark is now living on Enchanted Island,” I said. “As of three months ago.”

      “Well, that’s news to me. I know his parents are still here because I saw them in town recently.”

      I took a sip of my coffee. “I don’t suppose you’d know how Clark Cabbot would know a leprechaun by the name of Liam Luckmore, do you?”

      “Actually, I do. It was quite the scandal here in Mystic Cove.”

      I glanced at Alex and smiled. “We’re all ears.”

      “About thirty-five years ago, Clark met this Liam Luckmore at college and they became friends. One summer, Clark brought Liam to Mystic Cove for a visit. Liam met Clark’s little sister, Aria, and the two hit it off. They got pretty serious, from what I remember. One day, Liam and Aria were out driving, and Liam got into an accident. He sustained minimal injuries, but Clark’s sister slipped into a coma. At first, the doctors said it was a good thing—a way for her body to heal. But as the weeks slipped into years…” His voice trailed off.

      “So for the last thirty-five years,” I said,  “Aria Cabbot has been in a coma?”

      “Yes,” Zane said.

      I whistled. “Wow, I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “Yes, it was a major blow for our town. Aria was only eighteen and well loved by everyone. I, myself, enjoyed talking with her whenever I could. She was such a bright light in our community.”

      “I take it Clark blamed Liam?” I mused.

      Zane snorted. “Yes, you could say that. If I remember correctly, Clark swore if he ever saw Liam again, he would kill him.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Looks like we’ll be having another chat with Clark today, seeing as how Liam Luckmore is sitting in our morgue.”

      “Smart decision,” Zane said. “Are you celebrating tonight?”

      “Zoie and Harlow are having a Yule feast and celebration at their new place,” I said. “So we’re going there.”

      “Tell her and everyone else I said Happy Yule.”

      “I will. Thanks for the callback, Zane. And tell Kara I said Happy Yule.”

      “Will do. See you guys soon.”

      I disconnected and slipped the phone in my pocket. “Oh, yeah. Clark Cabbot is definitely getting a visit from us today.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      The same little girl who’d been outside yesterday building the snowman in the grassy area in front of her apartment was again outside playing when Alex and I strolled past.

      “Happy Yule!” the little girl called out. “I’m building an army of snowmen.”

      “Happy Yule,” I returned. “And I can see that.”

      “I’m going to bring them alive when I finish.”

      Needles popped out from underneath my hair, his wings glowing red and gold.

      The little girl squealed, dropped the snowball, and clapped her hands. “Is he alive?”

      “Of course I’m alive!” Needles did two somersaults in the air and zipped over to her. “If I were dead, could I do that?”

      “He’s pretty,” the little girl said as she reached out with a gloved hand.

      Needles backed up quickly. “You can look, but you can’t touch.”

      The little girl giggled. “He’s so pretty.”

      This time, Needles bowed and twirled in the air, causing the girl to again squeal in delight. “I wish I could play with him. I only have the snowmen to play with.” She looked down at the ground and kicked at some snow. “I don’t have any brothers or sisters.”

      I looked around the apartment complex. “Are there not any other kids in the complex for you to play with?”

      The girl shook her head. “Nah. Not really. There’s this baby who’s like three, but I’m not a baby, so I won’t play with him. Do you have any kids for me to play with?”

      I smiled and shook my head. “I’m afraid I don’t. If I did, I would definitely bring her over so you guys could play.”

      The girl sighed and went back to packing snow. “My friend, Delia, she’s in first grade like me. But I can’t see her until we go back to school. Her mom took her to some place far away called Massagetsit. Her grandma lives there.”

      “Massachusetts?” Alex asked.

      The little girl shrugged. “Maybe. I miss her. We have lots of fun together.”

      “Well, I’m sure when she gets back from her trip,” I said, “she’ll have lots of exciting things to tell you.”

      The little girl’s eyes widened. “Yeah? And I’ll tell her about my snowmen army and the flying porcupine I met.”

      I nodded. “That’s right. Well, we better get going.”

      “You’re cops. I know what cops are. I watch TV. Are you gonna go get a bad guy?”

      Alex chuckled. “Not today. We’re just going to talk to someone.”

      The little girl nodded, wise beyond her years. “Don’t worry. Soon you’ll get your bad guy.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, soon we will get our bad guy.”

      Needles ducked back under my hair as Alex and I headed inside the apartment complex and up the stairs to where Clark Cabbot lived. I knocked on the door, and a few minutes later, a bleary-eyed Clark opened the door.

      “Yeah? Now what?”

      “May we come in?” Alex asked.

      Clark scowled. “Again? Why?”

      “We’d like to talk about Aria,” I said.

      Clark’s eyes cut to Alex, and the two men stared at each other for a full three seconds.

      “Fine.” Clark stepped backward. “You can come in for a minute.”

      Alex and I crossed the threshold into the living room. Clark made no move to offer us a place to sit this time, so the three of us stood near the door.

      “We know you lied to us yesterday,” Alex said. “You claimed you didn’t know Liam Luckmore.”

      Clark shrugged. “It was a long time ago.”

      “We want you to tell us the truth,” Alex said. “Tell us how you met Liam, and why you’re really here on Enchanted Island.”

      Clark crossed his arms over his chest. “I met Liam in college. We were roommates our freshman year. I liked him, so during the summer I had him visit my family in Mystic Cove. That’s when he met my sister, Aria. One night, he and Aria had a little party on the beach, and even though he’d been drinking, he drove Aria’s car back to my parent’s house. On the way back to the house, an animal darted across the road, and Liam swerved to miss it. He ran into the side of a cliff, and pretty much killed my sister. I’ve hated him ever since.”

      “Is that why you’re here on the island?” I asked. “You wanted payback?”

      Clark let out a bark of laughter. “Seriously? If I wanted to get my revenge, I would have done it years ago. This happened almost thirty-five years ago.” He leaned in close, and I could feel the anger rolling off him. “Why would I wait until now to kill him? I’m just here to remind him of his past. This isn’t the first time I’ve visited this island for an extended period.” He smiled tightly, and leaned in even closer to me. “But it will be my last.”

      Needles chose that moment to pop out from underneath my hair. He yanked out two quills from his back and whipped them through the air. “Back off! Unless you want me to cut off your nose?”

      “My partner doesn’t take kindly to threats,” I said. “You might want to step back.”

      “What the heck is that thing?” Clark demanded.

      “Oh, he’s going down!”

      “That thing is a porcupine,” I said. “And he doesn’t like to be insulted. He takes it personally. Which means, he’ll probably cut out your tongue next time you do it.”

      Alex nodded. “Trust me, he’s done it before.”

      “You people are crazy,” Clark said, taking a step backward. “Are we done here?”

      “No,” I said. “We want to know where you were last night.”

      “What makes you think I went anywhere?” Clark growled.

      “Maybe because we saw you at the park,” I said. “You know, the park where Liam Luckmore died.”

      “Got you now, sucker!” Needles exclaimed, his wings glowing purple and green.

      “Okay, maybe I went to the park to meet someone. No crime in that.”

      “Who did you meet?” Alex asked.

      For a few seconds, Clark stared at Alex. “Well, if you saw me there, then you probably already know I met Liam’s ex-wife. We had a little talk.”

      “So you know Rosie Luckmore as well?” I mused.

      Clark shook his head. “No. Last night was the first time I’d ever spoken to her. She contacted me. Demanded we meet in a public place.”

      “What did she want?” I asked.

      Clark smirked. “To let me know she knew who I was and that if something ever happened to her or her son, she’d go to the police.” He shrugged. “No skin off my back. I didn’t kill Liam, and you have no proof I did.”

      “I don’t like him,” Needles said. “He’s rude and disrespectful. I say we haul him downtown and torture him until he talks.”

      “Thank you for your time, Mr. Cabbot,” Alex said. “I’m sure we’ll be talking again. Now that we know you have no problem lying to us, we’ll definitely be watching you.”

      Clark narrowed his eyes. “Suit yourself.”

      The minute we were in the hallway, Clark slammed the door shut.

      “Oh, he’s scared,” Needles said. “We got him where we want him.”

      “What I want,” Alex said as he strode down the hallway, “is to find Liam’s killer before the day is over.”

      “Seeing as how today’s the shortest day of the year,” I said, “we definitely have our work cut out for us.”

      The little girl wasn’t in her small yard anymore when we passed by, but her army was. I looked inside the sliding-glass door and saw her sitting at the table drinking what I figured was hot cocoa and talking nonstop to her mom.

      Alex’s cell phone pinged with an incoming text.

      “It’s Doc,” he said. “He and Finn are ready for us.”

      “Perfect timing,” Needles said. “I’m supposed to Broom Chat with Spike in fifteen minutes.”

      Spike was Needles’ sea urchin girlfriend who lived in The Bermuda Triangle.

      “Her gifts should have been delivered this morning,” Needles said, his wings glowing green and purple. “Can’t wait to see what she thinks of them.”
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      Alex parked next to the curb in front of the sheriff’s station. I got out and held the door open for Needles, waving and wishing citizens a Happy Yule. When Alex opened the front door, Needles headed up the stairs toward the Sheriff’s office while Alex and I headed downstairs to where Doc, Finn, and Gordon Hoots all had laboratories.

      Of course, before we could get to those laboratories, we first had to get past Pearl Earthly-Caraway, the cantankerous octogenarian who guarded said laboratories like a dragon guards its treasure.

      “Well, Happy Yule. I see you’re like the rest of us and working today,” Pearl rasped. “My husband would like to see me sometime today, Sheriff. We are still newlyweds.”

      “It’s been over a year,” I said. “When do you stop being newlyweds, I wonder?”

      Pearl narrowed her gaze at me. “Why? Are you two already having marital problems?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know that’s not what I’m implying.”

      Alex chuckled. “How about you go home around noon, Pearl? Would that be early enough for you?”

      “I suppose,” Pearl said. “Now, you two better go on back. You’ve kept Doc and Finn waiting long enough, don’t you think?”

      Alex rested his hand on my back and gently pushed me forward. For a minute, I was tempted to throw down with the old witch. Then I quickly came to my senses when I remembered she had a good forty years on me. She could probably wipe the floor with me.

      “You always let her get to you,” Alex said as we walked down the hallway and stopped in front of Doc’s door. “You know she does it on purpose.”

      “Oh, I know.”

      Alex knocked once and pushed Doc’s door open. I stepped inside and waved to Finn, Zoie, and Harlow. Zoie hurried over and kissed her dad on the cheek.

      “Happy Yule, Dad.”

      “Happy Yule, Zoie. I have to admit, it was a little hard this morning waking up with you not in the house.”

      “I know what you mean. This was the first Yule we’ve not spent together.” She reached over and hugged me. “But I’m sure Shayla made it up to you by preparing your favorite Yule breakfast of pancakes, sausage, bacon, eggs, and diced potatoes. Didn’t you, Shayla?”

      Laughing, I poked her side. “Okay, brat. That’s enough from you.”

      Zoie laughed. “You know I’m just teasing.”

      “Happy Yule, Finn and Harlow,” I said.

      “Happy Yule,” the two women chorused.

      “I thought I heard Shayla’s voice,” Doc said as he stepped back from the body on the table across the room and strode over to us. “I was deep in thought and didn’t hear you guys come inside. Not a very Happy Yule for Liam Luckmore, I’m afraid.”

      “It sure wasn’t,” Alex said. “What can you tell us about Liam?”

      Doc walked over to his computer and pushed a couple of buttons. “Liam Luckmore. Age fifty-five. He did have some health issues. The man was riddled with ulcers. I found some signs of stress on his heart, and there were also signs of a broken leg years ago. There was some healing around the bone, so it wasn’t due to the tree falling on him. That’s about the only trauma that wasn’t caused by the crushing weight of the noble fir. System was clean of alcohol, and no prescription or illegal drugs were found. I have put his death between 10:00 and 10:30, but Finn has a theory on exact time of death.”

      “I do,” Finn said. “Liam was wearing a watch, and it was shattered at 10:22.”

      “That works for me,” Alex said.

      “A couple other major finds,” Finn said. “One was thanks to Zoie, Needles, and Harlow. They put all the pieces of the shattered ornaments back together. And I’m talking there were hundreds of ornaments on the tree. One item that stood out.” She held up a small baggie and passed it to me. “It’s a charm.”

      I opened the bag and levitated the charm. “Looks like it either goes to a bracelet or necklace. Absolutely gorgeous. It’s definitely enchanted.”

      The charm, only an inch tall, was of a woman holding a miniature crystal in her hand. The amazing part was that the crystal in the woman’s tiny hand actually glowed a purple hue.

      “This is a significant find, you guys,” I said as I levitated the charm back inside the bag and handed it to Alex.

      “Thank you,” Zoie and Harlow both said.

      “Since we just discovered the charm,” Finn said, “I haven’t had time to test it yet. If we’re lucky, I might get DNA off it.”

      “That would be huge,” Alex said.

      “One other thing,” Finn said, as she handed me another baggie.

      Once again, I levitated the item out of the evidence bag. “This is pretty damning.”

      Alex strolled closer and whistled. “It’s the keychain every island employee is given. I’ve got one.”

      “I do too,” I said. “I don’t carry it, but I have it.”

      Alex grinned. “Why am I not surprised?”

      I waved my hand in the air, and the keychain turned over. “Initials are ET. I’m assuming that stands for Eddie Tidewell.”

      “Looks like we’ll need to speak to Mr. Tidewell again today,” Alex said.

      I levitated the keychain back inside the bag, took a photo of it, and handed it back to Finn. “Zoie and Harlow, I have to say, taking the time to painstakingly put those ornaments back together was admirable.”

      “Needles helped a lot yesterday as well,” Zoie said.

      I grinned. “I guess that means an extra bag of pretzels in his stocking this year.”

      “Speaking of stockings,” Zoie said. “If we’re done, Harlow and I need to run. We still have some last-minute things we have to pick up for tonight’s party. You guys are all still coming, right?”

      “Jordan and I will be there,” Finn said.

      “I will be there as well,” Doc said. “I can’t wait to see the new place.”

      “We better get upstairs and go over backgrounds,” Alex said. “See everyone tonight.”
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      “Happy Yule, Sheriff,” Opal Earthly-Caraway said as we walked through the door of the Sheriff’s office. “Happy Yule to you as well, Shayla.”

      “Happy Yule, Opal,” Alex and I both said.

      “I told your sister you guys were free to go at noon,” Alex said. “I want to make sure you both have plenty of time today to spend with your husbands.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff. I will take you up on that offer.”

      Grant was sitting at his desk when we sauntered over to him. He looked up from the paperwork scattered on his desk and smiled.

      “Perfect timing,” he said. “All the reports just got in from PADA.” He pointed to a box sitting on a nearby table. “Serena sent me here with tons of donuts and muffins this morning.”

      “And caramel-dipped pretzels,” Needles said, flying into the room from the breakroom. “She’s my favorite witch today.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Traitor. I take it you spoke to Spike?”

      “Just finished. She loved her treasure chest of seashells. She’s already spread them across her section of the ocean floor.”

      “And the body gems?” I asked.

      Needles grinned. “She’s wearing all the colors on her spines right now.”

      “I’m ready to start if you guys are,” Grant said.

      Alex nodded and slid a chair my way. “Let’s get started then.”

      Grant opened the first file. “We have the victim, Liam Luckmore. Fifty-five. Leprechaun. Divorced, with one child. Financials showed he was solid, and that until recently, he owed nothing on his house. That changed a couple months ago when he got divorced. He took out a loan on his house to pay his ex-wife her half of the equity. Only criminal history I could find was thirty-five years ago when he was cited with reckless driving and failure to maintain control of a vehicle. This charge was out of Mystic Cove.”

      “Zane just called us to let us know,” I said. “We’ll fill you in on everything when we get to Clark Cabbot.”

      “First person of interest is Rosie Luckmore. Fifty-four. Fairy. Divorced, with one child. She’s lived on Enchanted Island since birth. Left the island after graduation to attend a paranormal college for both her undergrad and grad degrees in botany. No criminal history, but her recent divorce appears in our paranormal civil courts.”

      “Motive?” Alex asked.

      “On the morning of Liam’s murder,” I said, “Zoie, Needles, and I witnessed Liam and Rosie having an argument. When I asked Rosie what the argument was about, she said Liam had been ordered by the court to house her plants until her place would be ready. She moved into her home last week, and when she went to get her plants and seedlings from Liam, he informed her that every one of them had died. She, of course, maintains he killed all her plants on purpose. I overheard Rosie threatening to kill Liam for what he’d done. Oh, and the reason they divorced was because Liam was having an affair with Simone Grassland.”

      “And Rosie’s alibi?” Alex asked.

      I reached over and grabbed a cranberry-orange muffin from the box of goodies Serena had sent over. “Rosie said after the altercation in the alleyway, she went straight home.”

      Grant pursed his lips. “Do we know how much time had elapsed from their argument in the alleyway until you guys discovered Liam’s body?”

      “Finn said Liam’s watch shattered at 10:22, and that’s when we believe the murder happened,” I said. “After the argument Zoie, Needles, and I witnessed between Liam and Rosie, we went inside a store at ten o’clock and shopped. I have a receipt from Paranormal Puzzle Piece that shows I paid for Pop Rocks at 10:28.” I grinned. “The fireflies are going to love them. Anyway, we left the store right after that and decided to cut through the park and grab a bite to eat at Enchanted Island Café.”

      “And Rosie Luckmore can wield magic?” Grant asked.

      I nodded. “Yep.”

      “I’m heading out, Sheriff,” Opal called out. “Do you need anything? Lunch?”

      “No, thanks,” Alex said. “We’ll grab something later.”

      Opal wrapped a winter scarf around her neck and slipped her hands inside a pair of winter gloves. “You guys have a wonderful winter solstice celebration tonight.”

      “Same to you,” I said.

      “Okay,” Grant said, flipping open the next folder when Opal shut the door behind her. “Next up is Clark Cabbot. Fifty-five. Witch. Hometown is Mystic Cove. Divorced, with two children. Clark has an extensive criminal history in the paranormal courts. He’s been arrested for drunk and disorderly, driving without a license, DUI, assault in which he served eight months, and he has also been ordered twice by a judge to undergo anger management.”

      “Waste of time,” Needles snickered.

      “Motive?” Alex mused.

      I set down my muffin and licked my fingers. “Like I said, we just found out the truth. At first, Clark told us he did not know Liam, but we have since discovered that was a lie. Clark and Liam were roommates in college. The summer before their sophomore year, Liam went to visit Clark in Mystic Cove. There he met Clark’s sister, Aria. After having a few drinks on the beach, Liam got behind the wheel of Aria’s car and drove her home. He swerved to miss an animal and instead hit the side of a cliff. It didn’t kill Aria, but it put her in a coma for thirty-five years. Clark blames Liam for what happened to his sister.”

      Grant whistled. “That’s a pretty big motive right there.”

      “It is,” I agreed. “Plus, Clark’s alibi is hard to ascertain. Especially since in the beginning he lied to us and said he didn’t know who Liam was. When we went back to his apartment this morning and told him what we’d since found out, he essentially told us the same story Zane told us. However, Clark said after he bumped into Liam on the sidewalk, he went straight home. He admits to being in the park, but not where the Yule tree is. He maintains he was near the ice skating rink.”

      “Next up is Eugenia Petalman,” Grant said. “Fairy. Seventy-two. Single, with no children of record. She has lived on the island her entire life. She’s retired, but still keeps the record books for the council meetings. Eugenia has no criminal history, but I discovered two other civil cases against her. Both were years ago, and both were for selling a cursed artifact. In the first case, the judge sided for the plaintiff, and so Eugenia not only had to refund the plaintiff his $10,000, but she was also sanctioned with punitive damages amounting to another $10,000.”

      “Wow, I never heard anything about that,” I said.

      Grant ran his finger down the page. “That happened roughly thirty years ago. I’m not surprised you don’t remember. You’d have only been like twelve or so. Now, the next case was actually sooner. It was only fifteen years ago. Lawsuit was for the same thing, only this time the judge sided with Eugenia.”

      “So being sued isn’t anything new to her,” Alex said. “I just can’t decide if that works in her favor or not. I mean, if it happened twice before, she’s probably not overly worried. Unless, of course, it looked like Liam’s cursed object lawsuit may have merit. Do we know how much she was being sued for?”

      “I spoke to Liam’s attorney,” Grant said. “Liam was suing Eugenia in the ballpark of $55,000.”

      “I can live a lifetime on pretzels with that kind of cash.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, because you buy so many bags of pretzels on your own.”

      Needles grinned. “If I had that kind of cash, I would buy my own pretzels, Princess.”

      Alex snorted. “So, Eugenia’s motive to kill Liam would be she’s being sued for an exorbitant amount of money. Money she may no longer have, since she is retired. Eugenia sold Liam the Nutcracker in good faith, and he has since turned on her.”

      “If she’s retired,” Grant said, “why did she sell him the supposed cursed Nutcracker in the first place?”

      “We asked that,” I said. “Eugenia said her old customers will still contact her occasionally to see if she can get her hands on certain pieces.”

      “What’s her alibi?” Grant asked.

      “It’s weak,” I said. “She told us she was at home the morning Liam died. She didn’t leave her house, but she also didn’t speak to anyone. So there’s no one we can talk to and corroborate her alibi.”

      “Next up is Eddie Tidewell,” Grant said. “Fifty-six. Sea witch. Divorced, with one daughter. There is a small criminal sheet on Eddie. He was cited for trespassing and reckless driving resulting in a one-vehicle accident. His vehicle. He has been employed by Enchanted Island in the Parks and Recreation Department for almost thirty-five years. Financially, he doesn’t have a lot of money, and his credit score is pretty low. He has a pension/retirement plan, but even that isn’t significant.”

      “Motive?” Alex asked.

      “We know Liam was a councilman for the island,” I said. “He recently proposed drastic cuts in a lot of programs. One of them being parks and recreation. We also learned the two men have a history of feuding, going back to before high school. Mayor Stone told us this morning he witnessed Eddie and Liam in an argument in the city hall parking lot recently, and Eugenia also said she overheard many arguments between the two men.”

      “Alibi?” Alex asked.

      “Eddie admitted he was in town the morning of Liam’s death,” I said. “The last place he went was the grocery store. He showed us a receipt that said he checked out at 10:12. This definitely puts him in town around the time of the murder. My question is, if Eddie is the killer, how did he know where Liam was?”

      “Maybe he did a locator spell on him like Rosie did?” Alex suggested.

      I nodded. “Could be.”

      “Lastly,” Grant said, “we have Simone Grassland. This was the report I was waiting for this morning from PADA. There’s not much to tell here. She’s fifty-three. Fairy. Divorced, with one child. She’s lived on Enchanted Island her entire life. No higher education. No criminal history, but there are numerous traffic violations. Her financials are a mess, and she’s currently unemployed.”

      “She was also dating our victim, Liam Luckmore,” I said. “To be honest, I’m not sure what her motive to kill Liam would be. Other than maybe jealousy? She kept mentioning when we spoke to her last night that she was becoming more and more aware of the fact she would never be first in Liam’s life. But, again, I think she’d have stayed if it meant moving into his nice house and having access to his money.”

      “I felt she needed to go on the list because she was in town around the time Liam was murdered,” Alex said. “But I’m with you. It’s a weak motive to kill over.”

      “I called the jewelry shop like you asked,” Grant said. “The woman I spoke to said she personally waited on Simone yesterday, but she didn’t buy anything. The saleswoman wasn’t sure, but she thought it was mid-morning. Maybe around ten, when Simone was browsing.”

      “So she probably was in town around the time of Liam’s death,” Alex said.

      “Looks that way,” Grant said. “What’s your next move?”

      “We have some pretty solid directions,” Alex said. “Thanks to Zoie, Needles, and Harlow and all their hard work yesterday and today, Finn was able to flesh out two valuable clues.”

      Needles looked up from his pretzel rod, twirled in the air, and bowed. “My pleasure, Gargoyle.”

      Alex rolled his eyes. “Anyway, she found a miniature charm at the scene of the crime. Now we just need to connect that charm to our killer.”

      “Could she get DNA?” Grant asked.

      “It’s too soon to say,” I said. “She just discovered it.”

      “What else you got?” Grant asked.

      “Another big clue,” I said. “Finn found a keychain that employees of Enchanted Island receive. On the back were the initials ET. We think it belongs to Eddie Tidewell.”

      “So we’ll go question him and see if he can explain why his keychain was found at the scene of the crime,” Alex said. “I’d also like to question Eugenia again. Ask her about the other two times she was sued.”

      “What about the charm?” Grant asked.

      I frowned. “I don’t know if we should mention the charm just yet. It could be the killer doesn’t know it’s missing, and why tip our hand until we need to shake something else loose. I’m sure the killer will just deny it’s theirs, and all we’d do is tip our hand.”

      “Good point,” Alex said. “We need to stop by Clark Cabbot’s place and make sure he knows he’s not to leave the island until the case is solved. He’s our biggest flight risk, I think.”

      Grant collected the folders and stacked them neatly on his desk. “Is there anything you need me to do?”

      “I think we have everything handled here,” Alex said. “I know Serena is closing down the bakery at noon. Go home and love on her and your twins. Their first Yule is a special time.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” Grant stood and gathered up his belongings. “We’ll see you at Zoie’s around five.”
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      Our first stop was to Clark Cabbot’s apartment. When we passed by the snowmen army, I looked through the sliding-glass door and saw the little girl sitting at the kitchen table eating her lunch. Or rather, playing with her lunch. Chicken nuggets shaped like dinosaurs were currently battling each other in the air. I waved, and she waved back before reaching out and grabbing one of the enchanted dinos and devouring it.

      When we reached Clark’s apartment door, I was about to knock…when I heard raised voices inside. Putting a finger to my lips, I pressed my ear to the door and listened.

      “It’s done, and he’s dead!” Clark yelled. “Nothing else matters!”

      There was a pause before Clark spoke again.

      “Of course they suspect me! They ran a background check. I had to tell them what happened.”

      Another pause.

      “Whatever. Doesn’t matter. He got what he deserved.”

      Pause.

      “I need to finish packing the rest of my stuff. I’m flying home in the morning. Nothing else for me to do here.”

      Pause.

      “Fine. Tell Mom Aria has been vindicated.”

      When I didn’t hear anything else, I turned back to Needles and Alex. “Did you catch all that?”

      “Sure did, Princess,” Needles said, his wings glowing red and black. “I say we take him down immediately before he tries to skulk away like a thief in the night!”

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Alex said, “but Needles is right. We can’t let him leave Enchanted Island. Not while the investigation is still ongoing.”

      I knocked on the door and didn’t have long to wait before Clark answered.

      “I’m fairly certain this borders on harassment,” he said.

      “You’d be wrong,” I said. “This is an active investigation, and therefore, under PADA law, you are required to cooperate.” I folded my arms over my chest and arched an eyebrow. “Unless you have a problem with that?”

      “You tell him, Princess,” Needles hooted as he settled onto my shoulder.

      Some of Clark’s face lost its ruddy color. A normal reaction when supernaturals were reminded of PADA. The supernatural government agency was the top authority for the paranormal world…and they didn’t mess around. PADA was a one-strike-you’re-out kind of organization.

      “I got no problem with answering your questions,” Clark snarled. “What is it?”

      “It’s really more of a statement than a question,” Alex said. “You may not leave Enchanted Island until the investigation is resolved. Do you understand?”

      A muscle jumped in Clark’s cheek. “Fine. Anything else?”

      “That’ll do it,” I said. “And in case you accidentally forget what we just said, we’ll let the island’s only pilot, Lucas Black, know as well.”

      I was pretty sure if looks could kill…I’d be a goner. But since they couldn’t, I just shrugged it off, smiled, and turned around and walked away.

      “Makes me proud when you lay down the law, Princess.”
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        * * *

      

      “Doesn’t look like she’s home,” Alex said when Eugenia Petalman didn’t answer her door.

      “Her car is in the garage,” Needles said, his nose plastered against the high window on the garage door.

      “Maybe she’s in the shower,” I said.

      “I’ll go around back,” Needles said before he flitted away.

      “After this,” Alex said, “I’ll drop us by Supernatural Subs to pick up lunch. I figure most stores will close early today to get ready for the winter solstice celebrations tonight.”

      I nodded. “I could go for a hot lobster roll.”

      “Are you feeling better?”

      “Sort of,” I admitted. “Still a little queasy, but not as bad as last night.”

      “Don’t over—”

      Alex was cut off when Needles zipped back to us. “She’s in the backyard filling her bird feeders.”

      Alex and I followed Needles around to the back of the house. There was no fence, so we continued around the back corner and stopped a few feet from where Eugenia was filling birdhouses and chatting amicably with a group of cardinals and one blue bird.

      Alex cleared his throat. “Eugenia?”

      Eugenia gasped and whirled around. “Oh, Sheriff! You scared me.” She laughed self-consciously. “Please forgive me. I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

      “We’re sorry to disturb you,” Alex said, “but we had a couple more questions we needed to ask.”

      Eugenia frowned and set her bird feeder on the ground next to a marble birdbath. “Of course. What is it?”

      “It’s about your other two civil lawsuits,” Alex said. “Do you remember those?”

      Eugenia pressed her lips together and clutched the top of her jacket. “Of course I remember them. It took a long time for me to recover both financially and personally. For a while, no one would buy from my store because they thought they might get a haunted or cursed artifact. Then I had looky-loos who came in specifically asking for cursed or haunted items.”

      I slid my hands into my coat pocket. “Why didn’t you tell us before you’d been sued, Eugenia?”

      “Why would I?” she asked. “It didn’t have anything to do with Liam’s murder. And only one of the people who sued me actually won their case.” She let out a sharp breath and shook her head. “To be honest, neither of them should have won, but the judge didn’t see it that way.” A corner of her mouth lifted. “But in the end, I suppose I had the last laugh.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “You didn’t recognize the man’s name who sued me the first time?” Eugenia mused.

      I thought back to what Grant had said earlier. Did he even mention the names, or just that Eugenia had been sued? I couldn’t recall.

      I shook my head. “I don’t recall the name now.”

      “Lou Darkly. The most superstitious vampire on the island. To put everything behind me, I paid Lou the money quickly. I figured if I just did it, people might forget about it. The day after I paid him, he went to visit the seer, Clair Voyant.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Now that name I remember. Wasn’t she a known scam artist or something?”

      Eugenia grinned. “She was. But not before she made Lou her last con. She bilked him out of not only the twenty thousand I had given him, but another ten thousand of his own money.”

      “Whatever happened to this Clair Voyant lady?” Alex asked.

      Eugenia shrugged and picked up the bag of feed off the ground. “No idea. She left the island in the middle of the night. And as far as I know, she was never heard from again.”

      “I was just a little girl when that happened,” I said. “I remember GiGi talking about it, but I never knew what actually happened.”

      “What happened was Karma,” Eugenia said. “And it was beautiful.” She shifted the bag of feed to her hip. “Just so you both know, I offered Liam his money back in return for the Nutcracker. But he refused. He said he wanted compensation for his stress and deterioration of his mental health.” She shrugged. “I guess Karma won again because Liam no longer has to worry about stress or his mental health.”

      “Brutal,” Needles said from my shoulder. “I like it.”

      “Again,” Eugenia said, “I don’t see what the other two lawsuits have to do with Liam’s murder.”

      Alex planted his hands on his hips. “This is the second customer of yours who has sued you and has had something significant happen to them. You don’t think that’s odd?”

      Eugenia shrugged. “Like I said, that’s Karma for you. I had nothing to do with Darkly getting taken by the fake seer, and I didn’t have anything to do with Liam’s murder. That was just Karma smiling down on me.”

      “We’ll let you get back to what you were doing,” I said.

      “Thank you. Do you have big plans tonight for the winter solstice?”

      I nodded. “Alex’s daughter, Zoie, is having the yule feast at her place tonight. Then afterward, we’ll do a little celebrating.”

      “How lovely. I usually do something small here by myself,” she said. “But it’s always important to honor the return of the sun.”

      “It sure is,” I agreed. “Have a good day, Ms. Eugenia.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s go see Rosie Luckmore next, since she’s on the west side of the island,” Alex said as he handed me my hot lobster roll.

      “Did you notice that both Rosie and Eugenia wear jewelry?” I asked, unwrapping my sandwich.

      Alex turned and handed Needles a slab of ham. “I noticed.”

      “I did as well,” Needles said from the backseat, “but I was just too famished to voice it.”

      I rolled my eyes at Alex and took a huge bite of my sandwich. The combination of the butter and lobster made me moan aloud. After chewing and swallowing, I wiped my mouth and took a drink of the iced tea he’d bought. “I’m curious if Rosie Luckmore will admit to calling Clark Cabbot and confronting him in the park last night.”

      “What was the motive there?” Alex asked. “I mean, if Rosie is the killer, why contact Clark and say, ‘if I come to the same end as my ex-husband, I’ll make sure everyone knows you killed Liam.’ That makes zero sense.”

      “Unless she killed Liam, but she also knows Clark wanted to kill him. Maybe she’s just covering her bases?”

      Alex took another big bite of his meatball sub. “I don’t know,” he said around a mouthful of meat. “It seems weak.”

      “You’re thinking Rosie can’t be the killer?” I asked.

      Alex shrugged and took a drink of his tea. “I admit, she’s got a big motive, but her move last night perplexes me.”

      “I also want to see if she’s wearing any jewelry today,” I said. “I noticed yesterday she was wearing a beautiful pendant and bracelet set.”

      Alex dropped the last half of his sandwich into his wrapper and brushed the crumbs off his hands. “Let’s get going.”

      He started the Blazer and pulled onto the deserted street. At the end of the intersection, he turned right and drove in front of the park where Liam had been murdered. At the end of the block, he was about to make another right when something caught my eye near the ice skating rink.

      “Stop!” I said, pointing at his driver’s side window. “Look over there. Isn’t that Cullen and Rosie skating?”

      Alex turned left and drove slowly down the road…stopping near the rink. “I think you’re right. Looks like we won’t have to travel to the west side of the island after all. Great eye.”

      “I think I’ll just stay here where it’s warm and finish my ham.”

      Alex and I exited his Blazer and hurried across the park to the ice skating rink. There were about a dozen or so citizens skating, and dozens more browsing the stands. We waited until Rosie circled the rink before motioning her over.

      For a second, it looked like she was going to ignore us. But then common sense must have set in because she visibly sighed and skated over to us.

      “Happy Yule,” she said duly.

      “Happy Yule,” we responded.

      “I’m here with my son,” she said, pushing her hair out of her eyes. “What did you need?”

      I glanced at her hand and noticed she was wearing a bracelet of jade, black tourmaline, and jasper stones. She had on a thick winter coat, so I couldn’t see if she also had on a necklace.

      “Just one question,” I said. “Why did you meet with Clark Cabbot here at the ice skating rink last night?”

      A look of surprise crossed her face. “What makes you think I did?”

      “Because we saw you,” I said. “Don’t bother denying it.”

      “Fine.” She shrugged. “You caught me. Big deal. I had a little meeting with Clark Cabbot.”

      “Why?” I repeated.

      She sighed. “Because I wanted him to know if he planned on killing me like he did Liam, then he was going to get some major push back. I haven’t said anything to Cullen because I don’t want him to worry, but I have mentioned my concern to two other friends of mine. They know if something happens to me or Cullen, that Clark probably did it. I just wanted him to know the score. I was on to him.”

      I nodded. “So you knew what happened between Clark’s sister and Liam all those years ago?”

      “Yes. Liam told me when we first started dating.” She snorted. “It was a shock seeing him a couple months ago in town. But since he didn’t approach me, I never acted like I knew who he was.”

      I frowned. “Why didn’t you mention him yesterday as a possible suspect?”

      Rosie crossed her arms. “If I started pushing a bunch of other names your way, you’d have probably thought I was trying to throw suspicion onto anyone I could think of. So I didn’t say anything.”

      “Mom?” Cullen said as he skated over to us. “Is everything okay?” He wrapped an arm protectively around Rosie. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Rosie said. “The sheriff and his partner just needed to ask something about your dad’s murder, is all.” She turned back to us. “Can I get back to skating with my son?”

      “Of course,” Alex said. “Sorry to interrupt.”

      As we headed back toward the Blazer, I looked back over my shoulder…and caught Rosie’s eyes. She’d been watching us walk away the entire time.

      “Well?” Needles mused as I clicked my seatbelt. “What did she say? Did she admit to anything?”

      “Not really,” I said. “In fact, I’m not sure how I feel about her as a suspect.”

      “Most murders are caused by spouses or family members,” Needles said. “Don’t forget that.”

      I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Thank you for the reminder of what I learned in How to Solve a Murder 101.”

      “Look at you being all sarcastic, Princess.”

      Alex chuckled. “Last stop is Eddie Tidewell. After that, if we don’t have any more promising leads, and if Finn doesn’t call us about a hit on possible DNA, then I say we call it a day. Spend some down time together this Yule before we go to Zoie’s tonight.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said.

      I leaned back in the seat and closed my eyes. I must have dozed off because the next thing I knew, Alex was shaking me awake.

      “Hey, sleepyhead. We’re here.”

      “I voted we zap you with a stun gun,” Needles said from the backseat, “but your husband wouldn’t do it.”

      I smiled and ran my hand over Alex’s cheek. “Thank you for not listening to the porcupine on this one.”

      Grinning, Alex moved his head to kiss my palm. “Like I ever listen to the porcupine.”

      “I heard that, Gargoyle!”

      I noticed two other cars parked next to the lighthouse as I exited the Blazer.

      “Eddie’s daughter still lives on the island,” I said. “They might be celebrating inside.”

      Alex knocked on the door, and a few seconds later, the door was thrown open and a spunky little girl dressed in a pink tutu and purple sweatshirt with the words ‘Witches Rule’ in neon pink glitter stood with her hands on her hips. I guessed her to be around five or six years old.

      “Who’re you?” she demanded, her curly hair bouncing with her bobbing head.

      “Is that any way to greet us?” Needles asked as he zipped down to her level, his wings glowing red and green.

      “Pretty!” she cried, lifting a finger to touch Needles’ wings. “Like my shirt.”

      Needles jerked backward. “Like I tell all the ladies…you can look, but you can’t touch.”

      I bit back a laugh. “Happy Yule. Is your…grandpa here?”

      I figured this was the granddaughter Eddie had told us about when we spoke yesterday.

      “We just ate lunch. Mom’s getting dessert ready. We’re spending the day at the lighthouse with Grandpa Eddie. Are you here to spend the day with us?”

      “No,” Alex said. “We just need to talk to your Grandpa Eddie.”

      The girl shrugged and dropped her arms. “Okay. Just a minute.” She slammed the door in our faces. “Grandpa Eddie! Grandpa Eddie! Strangers are at the door for you!”

      “I bet she’s a firecracker,” Alex mused.

      “I can’t decide whether or not I should put her on my list of possible sleuthers I’d like to mentor.”

      “Why does he keep mentioning mentoring?” Alex asked. “It’s starting to break me out in hives.”

      I laughed. “I keep saying PADA created a monster.”

      “Now that I’m mentoring Zoie, Brick, and Harlow, I realize I shouldn’t limit my reach. I’ve started compiling a list of kids I want to monitor as they grow. See if they show promise as investigators.”

      “Yep,” Alex agreed. “PADA has created a monster.”

      I was saved from answering as the front door opened and Eddie Tidewell stepped outside onto the porch. “Yes? I’m with my family today celebrating.”

      “We won’t take up much of your time,” Alex said.

      I took out my cell phone and pulled up a picture. “Do you recognize this?”

      Eddie peered down at the phone…then jerked back in surprise. “That’s mine. I lost it a few weeks ago. Where did you find it?”

      “Before I answer that question,” Alex said, “where’s the last place you had the keychain?”

      “In my cubby at City Hall. I don’t really need the keys here at my house since I go into town once a week to deliver my reports to the mayor. I might use the keys to check the post office for the mail going to the lighthouse, and then I might use them for access to the sheds or to open gates, but otherwise, I don’t need to keep all those keys on me. So I just toss them in my mail cubby at work.”

      “I know those cubbies,” Alex said. “They’re just the open wooden boxes, right?”

      “Yes. Anyone can reach in and get something out, I guess. I’ve never had a problem before.”

      I nodded. “And then a few weeks ago, you noticed they were missing?”

      “Yeah. I think it was like two weeks ago. I’d turned in my reports and needed to get something from the shed. I went to grab them, and they were gone. I thought maybe I just misplaced them or something. I told Daisy Woods, the mayor’s secretary, and she said she’d be on the lookout, and she’d call me if someone turned them in.”

      Was Eddie telling the truth? Or was this just a convenient story to cover his tracks?

      “Where did you find them?” Eddie asked. “Or do I want to know?”

      “At the murder scene,” Alex said.

      Eddie sighed. “I was afraid of that. Are you here to arrest me?”

      “No,” Alex said. “Right now, it’s still the early stages of the investigation. I could haul you downtown to the sheriff’s office, but I don’t think that’s necessary. You’ve answered all the questions we had.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Eddie said, “but I hope we don’t have to talk again anytime soon.”
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      “Don’t you look beautiful,” Mom said as she kissed my cheek and ushered Alex, Needles, and me inside Zoie and Harlow’s new place.

      After we’d gotten home from Eddie’s, I’d changed into something more comfortable, set out a plate of the goodies given to us yesterday, fixed Alex a cup of coffee, me some hot chai, and then we’d snuggled on the settee in the library for an hour before getting ready for the Yule party.

      “Thanks,” I said. “You’re glowing as well.”

      Alex helped me out of my wool cape and draped it over the coat rack next to the door.

      “My daughter has a coat rack?” Alex mused. “Since when?”

      Mom chuckled. “It’s originally mine. I left it here when GiGi took over, and then she left it here when she gave the house to Zoie. It sort of stays with the house now.” Mom rubbed my arm. “How are you feeling? I went to see your dad earlier, and he said you weren’t feeling well last night.”

      “I feel okay,” I lied. “I think I’m just stressed and overdoing some things.”

      “Well, I meant it when I said you look beautiful,” Mom said, “but you also look a little pale. And I think your pupils are dilated.”

      “Whose pupils are dilated?” GiGi demanded as she stepped inside the small foyer.

      “Mine,” I said.

      GiGi leaned in close and peered into my eyes. “You smoking the wacky weed, Shayla?”

      I rolled my eyes as Needles laughed. “No, GiGi. I’m not smoking the wacky weed.”

      “Are you smoking wacky weed, GiGi?” Alex asked.

      GiGi grinned. “I’ll never tell. C’mon into the kitchen, Shayla. Alex, the menfolk are in the living room. Grab you a drink and go mingle.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and mouthed “sorry” to him as Mom and GiGi dragged me away…leaving him and Needles to fend for themselves.

      “Who’s all here?” I asked.

      “Everyone,” GiGi said. “Only one left to arrive is Doc. Me and Byron are obviously here, your Mom, Aunt Starla and Walt, Serena, Grant, and the twins, Tamara, Zac, and Jayden, plus Finn and Jordan just arrived five minutes ago.”

      “It’s too bad Izzy couldn’t be here,” I said as the three of us strode inside the kitchen.

      Izzy was Zoie’s best friend.

      “She called from Italy earlier,” Zoie said as she and Finn arranged hors d’oeuvres on a tray. “She’s having a fabulous time with her parents.”

      The kitchen had been remodeled and updated over a year ago when Mom’s cottage had been deliberately set on fire. Now, with the addition of dozens of fairy lights hanging from the ceiling, the new appliances really stood out.

      “I love all these lights,” I said. “For the holidays? Or are you leaving them up all year round?”

      “Leaving them up,” Zoie said. “I love them as well.”

      “I feel like I’m being interrogated every time I step inside the kitchen,” Harlow said, “but Zoie likes them, so I guess I’ll learn to live with it.”

      I bit back a smile and sauntered over to the counter.

      “I’m still filling champagne flutes,” Harlow said. “But feel free to grab a bottle and fill a glass for yourself, Shayla.”

      “I think I’ll pass right now,” I said.

      All eyes turned to stare at me.

      “What’s wrong?” Serena demanded. “You never pass up wine or champagne.”

      I snorted. “I’m not that bad.”

      “You are,” Finn said. “Now, what’s wrong?”

      I shrugged and picked up a bottle of sparkling water off the counter. “I’m still not feeling well.”

      “Oh, my goddess,” Serena squealed. “You’re knocked up!”

      Zoie gasped. “What? You’re pregnant? That’s wonderful!”

      “No! No!” I shouted. “I’m sick. Not pregnant. Sheesh! Can’t a witch just be a little under the weather?”

      The doorbell rang, saving me from being the center of attention.

      “I bet that’s Doc,” Mom said. “I’ll get it.”

      Tamara and Serena finished helping Zoie and Harlow arrange platters with adorable looking finger foods while I talked with Aunt Starla, GiGi, Finn, and Mom. When everything was ready to be delivered to the living room, we all took a tray of food and drinks and headed to mingle with the men.

      “Abort mission,” Grant joked when we all strode into the living room.

      “You caught me,” Alex said as he jumped back from the row of stockings hanging from the fireplace.

      Zoie and Harlow had graciously added Jayden, Brooke, and Cayden to the mantle so the tradition of giving could extend to the kids as well.

      “What are you doing, Dad?” Zoie demanded.

      Alex grinned. “I was slipping some gifts into the stockings.”

      “P’sents!” Jayden cried as she ran over to Alex and threw her arms around his legs. “P’sents!”

      “You’ve done it now, Dad,” Zoie joked.

      “We have to wait until after dinner to open them,” Alex said to Jayden. “Okay?”

      The little girl scrunched up her face, and I was sure she was going to throw a fit…but then she grinned and nodded. “Okay.”

      I passed out drinks as Alex dropped the first present into Zoie’s stocking. “This is from Shayla and me.”

      The enchanted stocking started to wiggle…then ice, fire, water, light, dirt, and wind shot out the top of the stocking. As the images faded, a sultry female voice spoke. “As I ask, so shall it be.”

      “I can’t wait to open that gift,” Zoie said.

      Next, Alex dropped a gift into Harlow’s stocking. This time the stocking started to glow, and the smell of sage, mugwort, yarrow, and myriad other scents filled the air. When the stocking stopped glowing and smelling, an elderly male voice spoke. “Use them wisely, and great things will happen.”

      Harlow smiled. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

      Alex filled the kids’ stockings next. The twins were too young to really understand what was going on, but Jayden squealed and clapped when her stocking came alive and spoke to her.

      Once the finger foods and drinks had been passed around, I headed back to the kitchen with Zoie, Harlow, Serena, and Tamara. We still needed to set the table for the Yule feast. As Zoie and the others dished up the food, I used my magic to transfer the bowls onto the table. Once done, everyone gathered round the table for fellowship and laughter.

      The meal was delicious, which was no surprise, seeing as how Mom, GiGi, and Aunt Starla had helped Zoie and Harlow with the prep work earlier in the morning. The older witches had been cooking large feasts for years. Zoie had even allowed for a platter of meat to be served—much to Alex’s and Grant’s delight.

      No tofu glamour needed.

      The only mention of the case came from Finn when she said she was still working on the charm.

      “We have an announcement to make,” GiGi said once everyone had stopped stuffing themselves. “Byron? Would you like to do the honors?”

      Byron Sealy stood and placed his withered hand on his chest. “It’s with great joy I announce GiGi and I have set a wedding date. We know Zoie will be gone the next six months, and Tamara is getting married this summer, so as not to interfere with any of that, we have decided to get married on Samhain next year.”

      Claps and shouts of congratulations arose around the table.

      “You know what this means, right?” I mused. “Now you and the Earthly-Caraway sisters can celebrate your wedding anniversaries together!”

      “Bite your tongue, Shayla!” GiGi exclaimed.

      Everyone laughed good-naturedly.

      “But that’s not all,” Byron said.

      “What are you up to Byron Sealy?” GiGi asked.

      I heard the trepidation in GiGi’s voice, and tears sprang to my eyes as Byron slipped his hand inside his pants pocket and pulled out a box.

      “When GiGi asked me to marry her last week, she gave me a ring. I felt it only fitting I give her one in return.” He turned to GiGi and lifted her to her feet. “It’s a matching engagement ring to the ring you gave me.” He opened the box and GiGi gasped. “I hope you like it.” Byron slipped the ring onto GiGi’s finger. “The wedding ring is just a jacket, if that’s okay?”

      GiGi lifted her hand and studied her finger. “This is perfect, Byron.”

      The two kissed as we all clapped and whistled again.

      After dinner, I helped clear the table by using my magic. At one point, I had to sit down because sweat was dripping off me.

      “You okay?” Serena whispered. “You don’t look good.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Just hot.”

      “Let’s go stand outside for a minute,” Serena suggested. “Grant has the twins in the living room, and I could use the break.”

      We hurried to the coat rack, careful not to be seen by the twins in the next room, and donned our coats before heading outside in the backyard.

      “I love the winter solstice,” Serena said as she wrapped her arm around my arm and leaned her head against my shoulder. “The promise of new beginnings. Yes, there’s not as much sunlight and warmth, but there’s still a beauty in that as well.”

      “That’s true. And speaking of snow. It looks like it’s beginning to fall again.”

      Serena lifted her head and frowned at me. “What?”

      “Snow,” I said, pointing to the darkened sky. “It’s starting to really come down.”

      “Shayla, there’s no snow. There are lots of stars out tonight, but no snow.”

      I blinked. “Oh, I don’t know why I thought it was snowing.”

      “We got a problem!” Zoie exclaimed as she opened the sliding-glass door.

      “What?” Serena and I both asked simultaneously.

      “I forgot the chocolate and caramel toppings for the Yule cake. I told you I’d make them, and I forgot!”

      Serena chuckled. “That’s no problem, Zoie. I have a ton of toppings at the bakery. I can run and get them.”

      Zoie shook her head. “Oh, don’t do—”

      “It’s no problem,” Serena interrupted. “It’ll take less than five minutes, tops. The bakery is only a couple blocks from here.”

      “I’ll go with you,” I said. “Keep you company.”

      “Toss me my purse, would you, Zoie?” Serena asked. “This way, I don’t have to risk the twins seeing me leave.”

      Zoie slammed the sliding-glass door closed and returned a few seconds later with Serena’s purse. “I appreciate this, Serena.”

      “No problem,” my cousin said. “If Grant or Alex ask where we are, let them know. Otherwise, we’ll be back probably before anyone misses us.”

      “Thanks again,” Zoie said before shutting the door.

      Serena and I crossed the backyard and rounded the cottage, heading for Grant’s 4-wheel drive SUV. True to her word, Serena made it to the bakery in under two minutes. I waited in her vehicle, closing my eyes and fighting the nausea and dizziness that once again racked my body.

      “Got it,” Serena said as she jumped behind the wheel. “Let’s get this sauce to Zoie.”

      I groaned. “Sweets don’t even sound good. I think that’s part of my problem. The last two days, I’ve eaten at least a dozen cookies.”

      “And did those dozen cookies get you any closer to figuring out who murdered Liam Luckmore?”

      I smiled. “Nope.”

      “Too bad there wasn’t an eyewitness.”

      I frowned. “Wait. Say that again? I feel like there’s something there, but it’s on the edge of my brain.”

      “I said it’s too bad there wasn’t an eyewitness to who uprooted the Yule tree.”

      I snapped my fingers and turned in my seat. “That’s it! We need to make one quick stop.”
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      “Tell me again why we’re here?” Serena mused as we trudged through the snow-covered grass toward the Yule tree.

      The park’s lights blazed brightly overhead and illuminated the vacant ice skating rink and abandoned food booths. It was eerily quiet. Nothing was open because the island was celebrating the winter solstice.

      “Do you remember a couple years ago around this time when I came to the island for a visit?” I mused. “It was the holiday I decided to quit PADA and move to Enchanted Island and take the game warden job?”

      “I remember.”

      “And remember how one of the trees in your backyard had been compelled by magic to try and hurt you?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t know why I didn’t think of this earlier,” I said. “It’s like my head isn’t in the game.”

      “You’re sick,” Serena said. “Give yourself a break.”

      “I’m going to check in on Firby and see how he’s doing, and then I’m going to ask if he remembers anything significant. Like maybe whether or not he remembers if the person forcing him was male or female.”

      Serena and I slowed our walking when three boys no older than twelve ran in front of us carrying sleds, paying us no attention as they talked excitedly among themselves.

      “I say you go over there and demand your money,” a boy in a red ski hat said. “You earned it.”

      “Yeah,” another boy in a green hat said. “You earned it.”

      “I can’t,” the third boy in a yellow hat said. “My mom said I can’t bother her. She’s older, and sometimes she forgets things. Besides, she’s never not paid me before. This is the first time.”

      “I still say you go demand your money,” Red Hat boy said. “Your mom will never know you confronted her.”

      “Her house creeps me out,” Yellow Hat boy said. “I hate going over there and delivering groceries. I’m always afraid she’s going to lure me in and steal me away, like the witch did to Hansel and Gretel.”

      The other two boys laughed.

      “Not me,” Green Hat boy said. “I like her house. Especially the fairy skaters.”

      I’d heard enough to know who they were probably talking about. “Are you guys talking about Eugenia Petalman?”

      All three boys whipped around to face us, their eyes huge and round.

      “Uh,” Green Hat boy said. “I don’t know. Maybe. Where did you two come from, anyway?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You practically ran us over. Didn’t you see us?”

      “Yeah,” Serena said. “You practically trip over us.”

      “Sorry,” Green Hat boy said. “Don’t tell my mom, okay? She’ll be mad at me for being rude.”

      I smiled. “It’ll be our little secret. Promise. Now, who were you boys talking about?”

      “Ms. Petalman,” Yellow Hat said. “I went by her place yesterday morning to get my money for delivering her groceries, but she wasn’t home. Mom said she’s older and probably forgot, and I shouldn’t bother her during this time of the year. But it’s five whole dollars, and a game I want goes on sale tomorrow.”

      I held up a hand. “Wait. You said you went by Ms. Petalman’s house yesterday morning? What time?”

      Yellow Hat shrugged. “Dunno. Morning.” He glanced behind me into the dark. “Could you get my money for me? Just go ask her?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “She’s over there by the Yule tree,” Yellow Hat said. “I think she’s looking for something, but I don’t know. When we asked if we could help her, she got upset and told us to go away.”

      I glanced at Serena, then back at the boys. “Are you boys going sledding?”

      “Yeah,” Red Hat said. “There’s a wicked cool hill on the other side of the park. Why?”

      “Serena and I will go talk to Ms. Petalman,” I said. “But it’s important you let us talk with her and not interrupt us, okay? When we have your money, we’ll come give it to you.”

      “Really?” Yellow Hat mused. “That’s awesome! Thanks!”

      The three boys took off running toward the hill, their sleds bouncing against their legs as they ran.

      “What’s going on?” Serena asked.

      “When we asked Eugenia for her alibi yesterday at the time of Liam’s murder, she told us she was at home the entire morning. Yet Yellow Hat just said when he went by to collect his money yesterday morning, she wasn’t there.”

      “Maybe she was upstairs or in the shower or something and didn’t hear the doorbell.”

      I shook my head, then stumbled as another wave of dizziness overtook me.

      “You okay?” Serena asked as she reached out and steadied me. “Maybe we should go back to the house, or maybe call and have Alex and Grant back us up?”

      “I’m fine. And I don’t think Eugenia was home. I think she was here in the park killing Liam, and the fact she’s over by the Yule tree searching for something tells me I’m right.”
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      “Do we at least have a plan?” Serena asked as we headed toward the edge of the woods where the town’s Yule tree now stood bare of any ornaments or lights.

      “I say we just confront her,” I said. “There are two of us and one of her.”

      “But you aren’t well, Shayla. I can see that.”

      “I’m well enough to fight,” I insisted.

      “Let’s just call—”

      “Shhh,” I said, cutting her off. “I think I hear Firby.”

      I closed my eyes and focused on the emotional pull I felt—a pain so intense, it felt like my heart was being ripped out of my chest. As everything around me fell away, and I focused solely on Firby, I physically heard the scared tree in my head.

      “Firby,” I said. “This is Princess Shayla. Black Forest King’s daughter. Do you remember me? I helped you after you fell yesterday?”

      “I remember you,” the voice said. “Please help me. I’m scared. The woman who hurt me is back. I’m so afraid.”

      “It will be okay,” I soothed. “I promise. My cousin and I are here to help you. Take heart, my noble friend.”

      “Thank you, Princess Shayla.”

      “We need to put a stop to this now,” I said, opening my eyes. “Firby is terrified.”

      Serena nodded. “Let’s do this.” She shook out her hands and jumped up and down. “Time to show Eugenia Petalman who’s boss.”

      “Darn right.”

      I strode past various holiday lawn ornaments on my way to where Firby resided. The wind had picked up again, and small drift clouds of snow rose and swirled in the air near my feet as I hurried to confront Eugenia.

      Serena and I came upon the older fairy kneeling on the ground and pushing snow around.

      “Did you lose something?” I asked innocently.

      Eugenia whipped around and stared wide-eyed at us. “Oh, no. I mean, yes.” She staggered to her feet and brushed the snow off her pants. “I came by to see how the Yule tree was doing after the incident yesterday morning, and I just noticed I dropped my lucky charm.”

      “Just now?” I asked.

      Eugenia nodded. “Yes. Just now. Why?”

      “Maybe Serena and I can help you find it,” I said. “What does it look like?”

      Eugenia licked her lips and looked over my shoulder. “Oh, it’s no big deal. I can always get another one. You feeling okay, Shayla? You don’t look well.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Why do you say that, Eugenia?”

      She gave me a small smile. “No reason. Well, I better get home. It looks like a snowstorm is about to blow in.”

      “What’s the charm look like, Eugenia?” I asked again, this time with a little more force.

      Eugenia narrowed her eyes at me. “Why?”

      “Is it of a woman with cupped hands holding a glowing crystal?”

      “You have it?” she spat. “Where is it?”

      I let out a bark of laughter. “It’s in police custody. We found it here at the scene of the crime. Give it up, Eugenia. We have you red-handed.”

      “You have nothing on me!”

      “Why did you do it, Eugenia?” Serena asked. “Why did you kill Liam Luckmore?”

      “Because he deserved it!” Eugenia cried. “He was going to take everything from me…even my home! I wasn’t going to let that happen. Not again! I did him a favor by selling him that Nutcracker, and how does he repay me? By suing me!”

      Eugenia lifted her hands and blasted me with a wave of magic so powerful, it lifted me off the ground and sent me flying backward. I landed with a thud on the ground…the snow cushioning my fall.

      I heard Eugenia scream, and I looked up in time to see Serena hurling fireball after fireball at Eugenia’s retreating form.

      While Aunt Starla was a witch, Serena’s dad had been a dragon shifter. Even though Serena couldn’t shift into a dragon like Doc could, she had magical manipulation of fire and could conjure up fireballs with rapid speed.

      I hopped up and sprinted over to where Serena was now crouched down behind a Yule lawn ornament.

      “She ran behind Firby,” Serena said. “I didn’t want to risk throwing fireballs at him and scaring him even more.”

      “Good thinking,” I said. “You keep pelting her from here, and I’ll circle around and—”

      I stopped talking when an immense wave of magic rushed past me and hit Firby square in his trunk. My head reverberated with the tree’s cry of alarm and pain. I whirled around and saw Simone Grassland running toward us.

      “Move aside!” Simone shouted. “She’s mine! I’m gonna kill her for killing my Liam!”

      “Stand down!” I shouted. “Don’t you dare throw another wave of magic at Eugenia Petalman! You just hit Firby! Stand down now, Simone!”

      “Never!” Simone cried as she flew past me.

      Sighing, I jumped up from behind the ornament and sprinted after her. Unfortunately, the bout of dizziness and nausea I’d been battling chose that moment to hit. I staggered and fell to my knees.

      “Shayla!” Serena shouted. “Are you okay?”

      Before I could answer, Simone’s body flew past me and landed in a heap three feet from me. Groaning, she rolled to her side and tried to stand.

      “Stay down!” I snarled. “I mean it, Simone! I’ll throw you in jail right alongside Eugenia if you don’t back off! We’ve got this under control.”

      “Could have fooled me!” Simone shouted. “Looks to me like a septuagenarian fairy is kicking your ass.”

      “How the heck did you even know to come here?” I demanded.

      “Locator spell. Duh!”

      “I have to say, Shayla,” Eugenia Petalman’s voice called out from behind Firby’s trunk, “you’re made of heartier stuff than I thought. By now, in most people, the poison would have been fatal.”

      I shook my head as if to clear it. Did Eugenia just admit to poisoning me? “Are you the reason why I haven’t been feeling well?”

      Eugenia laughed. “I slipped a heaping dose of belladonna into the chai I made you at my house last night, and then I gave you the jar to take home. It, too, had a ton of belladonna in it. Tell me, have the hallucinations kicked in?”

      “You vicious little fairy!” I muttered under my breath.

      Simone Grassland laughed caustically. “Yeah, you really got this under control, Shayla.”

      “What about the keychain?” I called out. “Did you plant that to frame Eddie Tidewell? I remember you telling me you’d heard Eddie and Liam fighting in the hallway during council meetings.”

      “I sneaked into the employee’s lounge one night during a council meeting. I didn’t know what I’d find that could frame Eddie, so when I found his keychain just sitting there, I knew it was meant to be. It even had his initials on it! I knew then all I had to do was wait for the perfect opportunity to kill that slimeball Liam and plant evidence to frame Eddie.”

      “I’m gonna kill you, Eugenia Petalman!” Simone cried out. “That slimeball was my meal ticket to a better life!”

      “I’m serious, Simone,” I said without looking back at her. “One more word from you, and I’ll throw you in a cell to sit for a week.”

      A painful scream filled the air, and I turned to glance at Simone. She was rolling around on the ground, thrashing about wildly. Frowning, I looked questioningly at Serena.

      Serena grinned. “I smacked her in the back with a fireball. I was tired of her mouth.”

      Laughing, I crawled over to where Serena was still hiding behind a lawn ornament. “Now, as I was saying before Simone came charging in like a bull in a China shop…how about you stay here and cover me as I circle around and try to take Eugenia out from the back?”

      “Are you sure you can? I mean, I just heard Eugenia say you’ve ingested enough belladonna to kill a person.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “Promise.”

      Serena sighed. “You better be. I already know I’m going to get an earful from Grant on the drive home tonight.”

      I grinned. “Then let’s make sure the lecture is worth it.”

      I jumped up and sprinted to the left, going wide of Firby. Eugenia stepped out from behind Firby’s trunk and lifted her hands. From the corner of my eye, I saw Serena pelt Eugenia on the left side of her body. Screaming, the elderly fairy patted her body, trying to put out the fire. I chose that moment to strike. Lifting my hands in front of me, I sent a wave of magic straight at Eugenia. She flew backward and hit Firby’s trunk.

      Between the fireballs on her left, and my magic pressing down on her…she didn’t last long. With one final surge of power, I threw everything I had at Eugenia. Staggering, the fairy fell to the ground. Before she could get up, I ran over to her, raised my fist high in the air, and brought it down hard and fast.

      Eugenia fell back onto the snowy ground…out cold.

      The minute she hit the ground, I shouted for Serena to call Grant and Alex. I didn’t have my Binder on me, and we needed to make sure we subdued Eugenia and her magic before she gained consciousness. I knew Alex always carried his Binder on him, even when he wasn’t on duty.

      “I called,” Serena said as she slid to a stop next to me. “They’ll be here in a few minutes.”

      “Good.” I sat down hard on the ground…leaned over…and threw up.
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      “This is your idea of running a quick errand and returning in five minutes?” Alex mused.

      After Serena had called Grant and explained what had happened, pretty much half the house descended upon us at the park.

      “I knew something wasn’t right when you were gone for so long,” Zoie said, “but I didn’t know if I should say anything to Dad or not.”

      I smiled weakly at her words. Mom and GiGi had waved off the need for an ambulance for me, insisting if they couldn’t nurse me back to health, then my dad could.

      Deputy Sparks had been called to haul Eugenia into the station while Alex reached out to PADA and requested an escort for Eugenia at their earliest convenience.

      “I can’t believe Eugenia killed Liam because he was suing her,” GiGi said. “That seems like a drastic and desperate move.”

      I nodded. “I thought so too. Especially when I could have sworn Clark Cabbot was our most promising suspect.”

      “I still think Black Forest King should look you over, Princess,” Needles said as he drifted onto my shoulder. “You could suffer serious side effects for quite a while with all the poison you ingested into your body.”

      “Needles is right,” Alex said. “I’d feel better if your dad looked you over.”

      GiGi made an unladylike sound with her mouth and waved her hands in the air. “Nonsense. Serenity and I can handle this. It’s just belladonna poisoning.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, it’s just belladonna poisoning. Do you hear how crazy you sound right now, GiGi?”

      “You’re sure you’re okay?” Mom asked, wrapping her arm around me and pulling me close.

      “I’ll be fine,” I promised.

      Needles shot up from my shoulder and did a double flip in the air. “I know I feel better just knowing you were actually sick and not knocked up by the gargoyle.”

      “I don’t know what the porcupine just said,” GiGi said, “but by the way he’s doing flips in the air and his wings are glowing like they are…I’m assuming he said something funny and inappropriate?”

      I grinned. “Yeah. He did.”

      Grant jogged over to where we all stood near the Yule tree. “I got Simone Grassland in a car. What are we charging her with?”

      “Interfering and obstructing a law enforcement officer for starters,” I said.

      Tamara Gardener walked over to where we were gathered. “I’ve checked over Firby, and he seems to be fine.”

      Tamara and her mother were two of the most talented green witches I knew. Tamara could grow and heal just about any plant on the island.

      I nodded. “I’ve been tapping into his feelings. He’s doing much better now.”

      “Hey, lady!” a youthful voice called out. “Did you get my five bucks?”

      I glanced over at the young boy in the yellow hat and smiled. “Alex? Do me a favor and give that boy five dollars. He’s the one who helped solve this case. He let me know Eugenia lied about her alibi.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Alex strolled over to where the three boys stood, their eyes wide as they took in everything going on.

      “I’m glad you solved this case before Brick and I leave in a couple days,” Zoie said.

      At the reminder she would be leaving for the next six months, a wave of sadness flooded me.

      “Oh, that reminds me,” Zoie said. “I forgot to tell you, Shayla. I flew out to see Black Forest King after lunch today, and he wants Brick, Harlow, Dad, me, you, Needles, GiGi, and your mom to visit him before Brick and I leave the island.”

      I glanced at Mom. “Do you know why?”

      Mom nodded. “I have my suspicions.”

      “Me too,” Needles said. “And it will be epic.”
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      “I’m pleased you are feeling better, Daughter of my Heart,” Dad said as I settled down in front of his trunk.

      “I am.” I leaned back against his trunk and closed my eyes. “I hope you weren’t offended Mom and GiGi didn’t insist I come here to have you look me over? But Mom said she and GiGi could handle the potion to get the poison out fast.” I opened my eyes and turned to stare up at him. “She said you might need to conserve your energy for tonight. Why is that?”

      “All in due time, Daughter.”

      Needles drifted down from Dad’s branches and settled on my shoulder. “Everyone is here, Black Forest King. Should we begin?”

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “What’s the big secret?”

      Dad chuckled. “You are as impatient as ever, Daughter. You really must be feeling better.”

      “Ha-ha, Dad.”

      I stood and levitated myself down to where everyone else was gathered. Needles flew from my shoulder and hovered near Zoie, Brick, and Harlow. I strolled over to stand by Mom, GiGi, and Alex.

      “I know you know something,” I said to Mom.

      Mom smiled and slid her hand into mine. “It’s a beautiful night tonight.” She looked up into the dark blue winter sky, now devoid of snow. “Perfect for what is about to happen.”

      “Thank you all for coming,” Dad said. “I know Zoie and Brick will leave the island in the morning to embark on their next adventure.”

      Brick and Zoie, their arms wrapped around each other, smiled and nodded.

      “But before you go, there is something that must be done to solidify the four of you—Needles, Zoie, Brick, and Harlow.”

      I had no idea what Dad was talking about, but Mom and GiGi must have because their faces were filled with excitement.

      “Could the four of you come stand near my trunk?” Dad asked.

      Zoie, Harlow, and Brick jumped up onto Dad’s massive roots and walked down until they stood at the base of his trunk. Needles hovered above them.

      “When Shayla was born, I sent Needles to watch over her because I could not be there for her like I wanted. As she grew, Needles stayed by her side until she left for the Paranormal Police Academy. When Shayla moved back to Enchanted Island, it was only natural for Needles to assist her in her job.”

      “And it has been my privilege, Black Forest King,” Needles said, his wings glowing purple and green.

      “But now it is time for another change. Another new adventure. One that involves Shayla’s family. A family she has started with you, Zoie.”

      Even though their backs were to us, I saw Zoie wipe a tear from her eye…and I did the same.

      “One limitation Brick and Harlow have is communicating with Needles. If you four are to function as a team, you need to communicate effectively. Which is why I have asked you all here tonight. Zoie, I have already granted you the wish of hearing Needles speak, but Harlow and Brick do not have that ability.”

      “They aren’t the only ones,” GiGi grumbled.

      “But they are not the only ones,” Dad said, as though hearing GiGi’s whisper. “The reason I asked GiGi and Serenity here tonight is so that they, too, could experience the ability to communicate with Needles. Right now, it is more a hinderance than helpmate, and it is time to fix that.”

      I glanced at GiGi and saw the look of surprise on her face. She must have known about Brick and Harlow getting the gift to hear Needles, but realizing that she would be included as well was a shock. I caught her eyes and grinned…then gave her a thumbs-up sign.

      “Zoie, would you link hands with Brick and Harlow, please?” Dad asked. “And Needles, would you rest on Zoie’s shoulder?” Once everyone had done what Dad asked, he continued. “As the Genius Loci of Black Forest, and as the keeper and watcher of Enchanted Island, I bestow upon you all here tonight the power and ability to communicate with Needles, my external partner within Black Forest. May he guide you and keep you safe, Zoie, Brick, and Harlow, as you three go out into the supernatural world and give a voice to those in need of justice.”

      The ground shook, and Alex reached down and squeezed my hand in a silent pledge of unity. This was the start of a new life for all of us gathered in Black Forest. A life of uncertainty…but a life also built on the bonds of family.
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      “That was a beautiful ceremony, Dad,” I said after everyone but Needles had gone home.

      “It was time,” Dad said.

      I could hear the strain in his voice.

      “Are you tired? I can leave.”

      “I am never too tired to speak with you, Daughter. I admit, bestowing power like that can drain me, but it was worth it. Now everyone who needs to hear Needles can hear him.”

      “Is that why Serena and Grant didn’t come?” I asked.

      “Yes. They can already hear Needles thanks to that odd magical glitch that happened when Needles was wounded.”

      “I’m going to miss Zoie when she leaves tomorrow,” I said. “I know it’s only six months, but it’ll be hard.”

      Dad chuckled. “Now you know a little of what I went through, and your mother as well, I’m sure. The pain is real. Always worrying about safety.”

      “Alex will be a mess, I’m sure.”

      “You will need to be strong for him,” Dad said.

      “I will.”

      “Here come the fireflies,” Needles said from my shoulder. “They must have escorted Serenity home safely.”

      “I hear GiGi and Byron set a wedding date,” Dad said.

      “They sure did. Samhain.”

      Dad chuckled. “I am not surprised.”

      The ball of light heading my way broke apart, and the dozens of fireflies giggled and flew around my head, their lights bright.

      “Hello, Princess!”

      “Wasn’t it a fantastic night?”

      “How was your Yule?”

      “We heard you caught the bad guy.”

      I held up my hands and laughed.

      “Before I leave to go back to my castle,” I said. “I have a couple gifts for you all.”

      At that, the lightning bugs once again broke out into shouts of glee. I bent down, opened my satchel, and withdrew dozens of bags of cotton candy.

      “Cotton candy!”

      “Our favorite!”

      “You’re the best, Princess!”

      I laughed. “Hold on. I have one more gift as well.”

      I withdrew a package of red Pop Rocks and dumped a couple out in my hand. “These are called Pop Rocks. They’re sweet, but they have a kick. Who’d like to try one?”

      They all rushed me, clamoring for the kernels in my hand. As they shoved them into their mouths, squeals of delight and surprise filled Black Forest. A couple fireflies even flipped in the air.

      “It’s magic!”

      “My mouth is sizzling!”

      “My mouth is tingling!”

      “My mouth is singing!”

      Dad’s chuckle filled my head. “Do you like the Pop Rocks, friends?”

      “These are the best!”

      “Thanks, Princess!”

      “Happy Yule!”

      “Happy Yule,” I said. “Thank you, little friends, for all you do for me and my family. I love each and every one of you.” I stood and hugged Dad’s trunk. “I must return to the castle. Zoie leaves in the morning, and I want to make sure I’m prepared emotionally for this next big adventure.”

      “You and Alex Stone will get through this, Shayla. It is a natural part of life. Until I see you again, be safe and be happy, Daughter of my Heart.”
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      Are you ready for the next book in the A Witch in the Woods series? Then click here and get Deadly Mixer: My Book. With Zoie away at PADA undergoing their stringent detectives’ training, Shayla and Alex are floundering a bit. So when a dead body is discovered during the New Years’ Eve celebration, the two empty-nesters are eager to figure out who the killer is.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Love the idea of a Valkyrie witch teaming up with a Fallen Angel to solve crimes? Then the paranormal cozy series, A Kara Hilder Mystery, should be right up your alley! This crime-solving duo not only works for their supernatural town of Mystic Cove, but they also work for the Paranormal Apprehension and Detention Agency—which means they travel a lot to take down bad guys. Find out what happens when a Valkyrie with magical abilities teams up with a Fallen Angel in Book 1, Sounds of Murder My Book

      

      Have you read the hilarious adventures of Ryli Sinclair and Aunt Shirley? This traditional cozy mystery series is always fast-paced and laugh-out-loud funny. But what else would you expect from Aunt Shirley—a woman who has at least two deadly weapons on her at all times and carries her tequila in a flask shoved down her shirt? Book 1 is Picture Perfect Murder! My Book

      

      Love the idea of a bookstore/bar set in the picturesque wine country of Sonoma County? Then join Jaycee, Jax, Gramps, Tillie, and the whole gang in this traditional cozy series as they solve murders while slinging suds and chasing bad guys in this family-oriented series. First book is Murder on the Vine! My Book

      

      Do you love the idea of a time-traveling, cold-case solving witch? Then Lexi and her side-kick detective familiar, Rex the Rat, are just what you’re looking for! Check out their first stop to 1988 in Time After Time My Book

      

      Or maybe you’re in the mood for a romantic comedy…heavy on comedy and light on sweet romance? Then the Trinity Falls series is for you! My Book

      

      Looking for a paranormal cozy series about a midlife witch looking to make a new start with a new career? Then A Witch in the Woods is the book series for you! A game warden witch, a talking/flying porcupine, and a gargoyle sheriff! Check out Book 1, Deadly Claws: My Book
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