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      “May I have one of your Samhain Soul Cakes, Serena?”

      I looked up from the display case and smiled at Gertrude Anise, one of the oldest yet kindest witches on Enchanted Island. Her jaundice skin, large hawk-like nose, and hairy warts also made her one of the scariest-looking witches on the island. She smiled, and I barely suppressed a grimace. The absentminded witch had forgotten her dentures again.

      “You sure can,” I said. “And you’re in luck. Since I’m closing the shop in a few minutes, how about I throw in the last two for free?”

      Gertrude banged her wooden staff on the ground and cackled. “Oh, Serena Spellburn, aren’t you just the sweetest thing.”

      I owned Enchanted Bakery & Brew with my best friend and roommate Tamara Gardener. We’d both grown up on the island, left to attend culinary school on the mainland, and after earning dual baking and pastry degrees, decided to come back and open our own shop. Of course, it took us a while to find a suitable building downtown, scrape up enough money for a down payment and buying supplies, but we finally did it. The bakery and coffee shop had been open for three years now.

      “Will I see you tomorrow night at the Samhain Celebration?” Gertrude asked.

      “You bet. Tamara and I are baking the pies for the pie eating contest.”

      Gertrude cackled. “I still remember what happened last year.”

      I winced. “Doesn’t everyone?”

      I rang her up, handed her the bag, and followed her to the door. With one last wave goodbye, I locked the door and turned the sign to CLOSED.

      Because I was in a hurry to clean up, I did something I don’t normally do…I used a little magic to make tidying up faster. Usually I enjoyed opening and closing the store. Tamara and I both did. We arrived around four or four-thirty to start prepping for the day, and then we closed the store at three. One of us cleans while the other counts the till and does office work or ordering. It was a system that had worked well for us.

      But today I had to be at city hall by four o’clock for a last-minute meeting. Mayor Stone wanted to make sure everyone was on the same page for the Samhain Celebration starting at sundown tomorrow.

      Once the till had been counted, I grabbed two cold coffees from the refrigerator, dumped in some ice, and headed out the back of the store to my car. Normally I’d just walk the two blocks to city hall, but since I didn’t want to waste time by coming back after the meeting to get my car, I decided to drive over.

      Enchanted Island had a population around ten thousand, give or take, with the downtown being the heart and soul of the whole island. You could pretty much find any store you needed—mainly because no one really ever wanted to leave the island to shop on the mainland. We felt safe here. And by “we,” I mean the nearly ten thousand supernaturals that called Enchanted Island home.

      Not everyone who lived here was a supernatural. Sometimes there was a generational gene skip in families, or as was the case with the new detective in town, Grant Wolfe, his dad had been adopted and raised on the island before moving away years ago. Now Grant was back as the new departmental detective. Even though we didn’t have a lot of crime on Enchanted Island, there was still enough to need law enforcement.

      I parked in the city hall parking lot and lifted my coffee in greeting when I saw Tamara standing near her boyfriend’s car. I didn’t particularly like Jack Luckett, but I loved my best friend, so I tried as hard as I could to support the relationship. Thankfully they were coming up on their one-month anniversary…pretty much the kiss of death. I’d known Jack Luckett my entire life, and he’d never had a relationship that lasted longer than a month. All that was left was the breakup.

      I was about to veer over to them, when I noticed the narrowed eyes and pinched lips on Tamara’s face. If that wasn’t a telling sign of her anger, the finger pounding to Jack’s chest was a dead giveaway.

      “That doesn’t look good.”

      I glanced over at Martin Wulfton. I hadn’t heard him sidle up to me. “Sure doesn’t. But I can’t say it’s a surprise.”

      A couple cars driving by slowed down to watch Tamara and Jack fight. I had no doubt the gossip mill would be hot tonight and by six o’clock everyone on the island would know about the argument in the middle of the city hall parking lot.

      “At least it’s over,” I said. “I wouldn’t say that to her, but I’m glad she’s finally seeing his true colors.”

      “I’m just sorry for Tamara.” He held the door open for me. “She doesn’t deserve that.”

      “He doesn’t deserve to live,” Daisy Woods said from behind the welcome desk. “He’s a thief that needs to be stopped.”

      Daisy had been Jack’s last girlfriend—or maybe the girlfriend before that…it was hard to remember. But she was newly dumped and obviously still bitter. Usually the petite blonde with short, curly hair, big green eyes, and infectious laugh was bubbly and cheerful. It was unnerving to hear her speak so harshly.

      “The mayor is waiting for you.” Daisy had been the mayor’s secretary now for about five years. She was a couple years older than me, but we traveled in the same circles. “Don’t worry. I’ll send in Tamara when she finishes raking that no-good loser over the coals.”

      I blinked in surprise at her language. “Do you know what the fight is about?”

      Daisy bit her lip and looked away. “I don’t really want to say. I’m sure she’ll want to tell you herself.”

      “Oh please,” a female voice said behind me, “like we don’t all know what that’s about.”

      Rose Winterbourne was every inch her name. Pale, alabaster skin, white-blonde hair that hung straight down her back, and ice-blue eyes. She had a penchant for wearing all white clothes. The only color she ever wore was her signature blood-red lipstick.

      “Jack is once again being Jack,” Rose said. “But really, who here is surprised? Jack is a user and a taker. He enjoys taking things that don’t belong to him. It’s in his nature to be a deceiver.”

      Now that I thought about it, I was pretty sure at one time Rose had dated Jack too. I was also pretty sure I was the only person on the island under forty and older than twenty who hadn’t succumbed to his charm.

      And that’s really what Jack had…in spades.

      Jack’s parents were both leprechauns. Not like the kind you see on TV. Jack doesn’t wear all green, or talk with an Irish accent, and he’s actually quite tall. Leprechauns were gifted, lucky, charming, but also cunning. And that was exactly Jack. He had a prosperous business, he was naturally charismatic and friendly…but he could also be devious. Jack’s deceitful nature wasn’t in his business dealings, though, it was in his relationships. Hence his tendency to attract women and then cheat on them.

      “Are we ready to get started?” Mayor Stone’s voice boomed out from his office.

      “Just about, sir,” Daisy said. “We are waiting for one more.”

      Mayor Stone appeared in the doorway of his office. He was a large man standing over six feet tall, wide, linebacker shoulders and chest, and was a solid two hundred fifty pounds. His black hair was threaded with silver, especially around the temples, and he was movie star handsome with dark blue eyes and a sharply chiseled face. “Show that person in when they get here. I’m ready to go.”

      The front door burst open, and a red-faced and red-eyed Tamara blew in. “Sorry I’m late, Mayor.”

      “Not late at all,” he said smoothly. “Come inside and we’ll get started.”
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      “You okay?” I handed Tamara the other iced coffee and sat next to her at the long oak table in the mayor’s office.

      “No,” she whispered. “But we can talk about it later.”

      Mayor Stone brought us to order, and soon we were discussing events like the three-legged zombie race, pumpkin carving contest, bobbing for poisonous apples, and other fun amusements for the kids and adults.

      “Serena and Tamara, you are down for six pies,” Mayor Stone said. “Is that right?”

      “That’s right,” I said. “We’ll bring them with us.”

      “Sounds great,” he said. “The contest starts at eight, so as long as I have them by seven-thirty that’s fine.”

      I smiled. “We’ll be at the festival by six, so plenty of time.”

      Mayor Stone nodded. “Very good.”

      The mayor spoke a little longer about where certain booths would be set up, what time workers needed to be at the park, and then finally adjourned the meeting. Tamara and I stood to leave, but the mayor called us over. Everyone else gave us knowing smiles and quickly exited the room.

      Mayor Stone was a gargoyle…which meant he was fiercely protective and watched over the town with the same loyal passion. He’d been our mayor for as long as I could remember, as had his father before him.

      “I was wondering what kind of pies you were making this year?” he mused.

      I hid my smile behind my coffee cup. I knew what he was politely hinting at. Last year, Tamara and I had made the mistake of baking cherry pies. Perfectly normal for a human pie eating contest. But not for a supernatural contest.

      When the elderly vampire, Stewart Bloodworth, had looked up and grinned a very fangy grin after he finished his pie—his very red cherry pie—the crowd of onlookers had forever been traumatized. Red pie filling covered his mouth and chin and globs had even plopped onto the table as he preened with excitement. Little kids screamed and called out for their parents, and a couple old ladies even fainted.

      It didn’t matter that vampires on Enchanted Island didn’t feed like they once did…the damage had been done. Poor Stewart had been devastated when he realized what had happened. Even his own family had stood by looking on in horror at their dad and grandpa.

      “We were thinking apple pies this year,” Tamara said. “We went over different scenarios and didn’t see anything bad happening with apple pie filling.”

      I snorted. I couldn’t help it. Mainly because Tamara was telling the truth. We thought of every supernatural that might enter the contest and figured we were safe with apple filling.

      Mayor Stone cleared his throat, but I could see he was trying not to smile. “Well, I think apple pies are a wonderful choice this year. We don’t want a repeat of last year.”

      And then we all burst out laughing.

      “Thank you for understanding,” he said when we’d settled back down. “See you girls tomorrow.”

      I locked arms with Tamara, and together we walked out into the front entrance. Daisy waved goodbye from behind the welcome desk as we stepped outside into the cool dusk air. It wasn’t quite five o’clock, but the sun was about to set. The street lights in the parking lot were on, helping to illuminate the four cars.

      “Meetcha back at home,” I said.

      We were almost to our cars when Tamara let out a sigh. “Looks like Jack left me a note.”

      I gave her a squeeze around her waist then looked over at her car three spaces down from mine. “You okay? Want me to get it?”

      “Would you?”

      “You bet.”

      We strolled over to her car, and reaching out, I dislodged and read the note aloud. “I know he took it. Your boyfriend is dead if he doesn’t give it back.”

      Neither of us spoke for about three seconds.

      “What the heck?” I demanded. “What’s going on? Is this about Jack?”

      “I don’t know,” Tamara admitted. “I guess so. But I don’t know what they’re talking about. Give what back?”

      I turned and looked her in the eye. “What’s going on? Why were you two arguing?”

      She sighed and laid her head on my shoulder. “You were right about him. I mean, I knew it deep down, but I wanted to believe him when he said he’d changed.” I waited silently for her to continue. “I caught him making out with Dawnya.”

      I sputtered. “Dawnya? You mean Dawnya from the Dairy Drive? What is she, twelve?”

      Tamara laughed. “Twenty.”

      “What a dirt bag. Want to put a spell on him tonight?” I wiggled my fingers in the air. “Maybe a little hex?”

      “No.” Tamara opened her car door. “Maybe?”

      I laughed. “That’s my girl! I’ll get out the spell book when we get home and see what we can come up with.”
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      I was more than a little shocked the next day when Tamara barreled through the front door of our bakery. Last night, after a long crying jag and a bottle of wine, she decided it would be better if she stayed home and baked the pies if I was sure I could open and close without her.

      “What I wouldn’t give to snap his pretty little neck,” Tamara growled as she cut the line in half, circled the counter, and grabbed her apron off a peg.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      I saw the eager faces looking for a morsel of gossip to take with them along with their goodies, but there was no sense trying to keep Tamara from venting. It wouldn’t do any good.

      “What’s going on is that Jack stopped by to get some of his things he left at our house,” she replied tersely as she tied the apron behind her. “And I wanted nothing to do with him.”

      “Good for you girl,” Millie Thornewhistle said. “That boy ain’t nothin’ but trouble. Always has been. I taught him all four years of high school English. The boy never could focus long enough to finish a story. Why should his life be any different?”

      I blinked in surprise. Mrs. Thornewhistle was probably on to something with that line of thought.

      “You left him alone at your house?” Rose Winterbourne asked. “That’s awful trusting of you. I’ll take a Samhain Soul Cake and an espresso to go.”

      Tamara turned to make the espresso while I gathered up Rose’s soul cake, put it in a bag, and handed it to her then turned to the next customer.

      “I took precautions, Rose. It’s okay.” Tamara slid the espresso to Rose, rang her up, then turned to make the next drink.

      We worked side by side for a few minutes, neither of us talking, rushing around and getting orders filled.

      “I don’t want to talk out of turn,” Berta Caston said, “but I think you should know, Tamara, that I recently overheard Daisy tell someone that Jack stole something from her and she wanted it back. It might not be wise to leave him alone at your house.”

      I frowned. “Daisy accused Jack of stealing?”

      “I’ve heard the same thing,” another lady whose name I couldn’t place spoke up. “I don’t know what it was, but she said he stole it and she wants it back.”

      Just like the note from last night said.

      Fifteen minutes later, after the customers had cleared out for the lunch rush, I leaned against the counter and smiled at Tamara. “You doing okay?”

      Her lower lip trembled. “I think so.”

      “Did you get the pies baked?”

      “I have two left. I’ll pop them in the oven when we get home.” She swiped at a tear in the corner of her eye. “I just couldn’t stay there any longer. He tried to give me some song and dance about how he was in big trouble, and he just needed a place to lay low.”

      “Did you tell him about the note on your car?” I asked.

      “No. I didn’t want to hear his lies anymore, so I told him to just get his stuff and get out. To be on the safe side, I put a ward over the house so he couldn’t take anything out that wasn’t his. Then I left.”

      “Good riddance.”

      Tamara snorted. “I could use a stiff drink.”

      “You know the strongest elixir we have here is black coffee.”

      “How about a double mocha?”

      I shrugged. “Why not. We’ve earned it. I think we’ve also earned an early day.” I started making the mocha. “Whaddya say we close early and go home and bake those last two pies? Maybe even have a glass of wine before we get ready to go to the festival tonight?”

      Tamara grinned. “Sounds good.”

      I’d just handed her the mocha when her phone dinged.

      “It’s a text from Jack,” she said.

      “What’s it say?”

      She gasped and tears filled her eyes. “Lucy look up.”

      My face went hot, and I had to take a couple deep breaths to calm down. When I got angry, my powers tended to surge. And that was never good. My dad died in a boating accident before I was born, and all I really knew about him was that on top of being a witch, his side also had dragon in their bloodline. Hence the last name Spellburn. Fire was my element.

      “Give me that phone,” I said between clenched teeth.

      “What’re you going to do?” Tamara asked as she reluctantly handed it over. More than once I’d let my hot head get control of me and Tamara had to rein me back in.

      “Give him a piece of my mind.” I quickly typed back the response: “Wrong girl, jerk! This isn’t Lucy.”

      A few seconds later another text from Jack. “I am my namesake.”

      I quickly typed back: “What? Jack the Destroyer? Jack the Homewrecker? Jack the Jerk? Don’t bother Tamara again, or I’ll make sure fire rains down from heaven onto you!”

      Another text. “I’m sorry.”

      My reply: “You’re gonna be sorry if you contact us again!” I handed her back the phone. “That should get rid of him once and for all.”
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      Tamara and I lived in a two-bedroom rental cottage about fifteen minutes from the bakery. There’s a half acre in the back to grow our own herbs and have both a vegetable garden and flower garden. Which is exactly what a green witch like Tamara needed.

      “I don’t feel him inside.” I unlocked the front door and probed the protection ward. If there was anything amiss inside the house, I would know. “He must be gone.”

      Our two cats, Hocus and Pocus, greeted us with stern meows…letting us know they were ready to be fed. “I’ll feed them. You turn on the oven and get it ready to go.”

      It was a little after two. Plenty of time to bake the pies, change into our costumes, and be at the festival by six.

      “What nursery rhyme character will you go as now?” I asked.

      The theme for the Samhain Celebration this year was nursery rhymes. That meant everyone would come dressed as their favorite character. Tamara and Jack were going as Jack and Jill…but not anymore.

      “I’ve decided on Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary.” She gave me a devious grin and handed me a glass of wine. “The bloodthirsty version.”

      I laughed. The thing about nursery rhymes, they were typically cloaked in half-truths and hidden meanings. The version Tamara referred to was the reference of Mary Tudor or Bloody Mary as she was known.

      “But don’t worry,” Tamara said, “I don’t want to scare kids, so I’ll carry flowers from the garden and not thumbscrews and other torture devices.”

      “Very big of you,” I deadpanned. “I’d hate for another bloody mishap like last year to follow us around for months afterward.”

      Laughing, Tamara slipped the two unbaked pies into the oven and set the timer.

      “I’m proud of you.” I filled the sink with water and squirted in a dollop of dishwashing soap. “It would have been easy to be sucked back in by Jack’s persuasive nature. I’m glad you left when you did.”

      “Thanks. You don’t have to do those dishes. I made the mess after all, so it’s only fair I do them. Besides, you know how much I love to look out the window and admire my garden.”

      I snorted. “Braggart. No, you sit down at the table and keep me company. I’ll do them up real quick.”

      “How about I top off our wine?”

      I held my glass out to her, took a sip, then slipped a bowl, a measuring cup, and a spatula down into the sudsy water. Picking up the rag, I grabbed the spatula and started to wash, gazing out the window into the garden. Tamara was right…it was a peaceful scene to view.

      Squinting, I lowered the spatula back into the sink and leaned closer to the window.

      “What’s the matter?” Tamara asked. “What’re you looking at? Do I have new blooms on the winter rose bushes?”

      I sucked in my breath and turned to her. Whatever look was on my face must have been telling, because Tamara stood from the table. “What’s wrong? Oh, my gosh! What? You’re scaring me!”

      “Call 911! Now!”

      “What?” Tamara demanded. “Why?”

      Without another word, I took off toward the back door, flung it open, and sprinted to the garden. When I got two feet from the body, I stopped dead in my tracks.

      “I’ve called 911,” Tamara yelled from the back door. “They want to know the emergency.”

      I could hear her voice getting closer. There was no way she could see this. Turning, I put my hands out to stop her. “Don’t! Don’t come any closer, Tamara. I mean it.”

      “What? Why? The operator needs to know what…”

      She looked around me and stared in horror at the crumpled body of Jack Luckett lying face down in the garden between the rose bushes and the daisies. Next to him lay one of our cobblestone pavers. Opening her mouth, she let out a blood-curdling scream that would make any B-movie scream queen green with envy.

      I barely had enough time to catch her before she hit the ground in a dead faint.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Grant Wolfe arrived five minutes after the entire Enchanted Island Sheriff’s Department. And yes, every lawman really showed up.

      I vaguely remembered Grant Wolfe from when he was a young teenager visiting his grandparents on the island. The last time I’d seen him he was probably thirteen or fourteen years old. Time had definitely been good to him. Gone was the slightly awkward teenaged boy with a shy smile…and in his place was a man with an athlete’s body, broad shoulders, and handsome face.

      I wasn’t sure why Grant and his parents stopped coming to the island when Grant became a teenager, but I figured it had something to do with the whole unfortunate mess of how Grant’s dad came to be raised on Enchanted Island. And I only knew the story because my mom told me when I mentioned one summer that Grant stopped coming for visits.

      Grant’s dad, Walter, had been raised on the island by Tom and Linda Wolfe. Tom’s younger brother, Walter’s biological father, chose to leave the island when he was just eighteen. The wolf gene had skipped over him, and he never felt he belonged on the island. So he left for the mainland, met and married a human woman, and a couple years later they had Walter. Unfortunately, they died when Walter was five, and so he came to the island to live with Tom and Linda. It was a known fact that Walter didn’t inherit the wolf gene either. I assumed that meant Grant was more human than werewolf.

      “I’m going to have you stay here in the living room, Ms. Spellburn,” Grant said, “while I speak to your roommate in the kitchen.”

      Tamara’s huge eyes found mine, and I could read the fear in them. I said a calming spell under my breath and pushed it to her. Immediately I saw the change in her demeanor. She mouthed “thank you” to me and followed along passively as Grant led her into the kitchen.

      Thirty minutes later, notebook clutched in his hand, he strode back into the living room and sat next to me on the couch. Hocus and Pocus wound their bodies around his legs and meowed loudly.

      “Been a long time,” I said quietly. “Do you remember me?”

      His hard brown eyes met mine. “I do. Vaguely. I think you were eleven or so the last time I saw you.”

      I smiled wanly. “Probably.”

      “You okay? Do you need a glass of water or something? I left Ms. Gardener in the kitchen with one of the other deputies. They seemed to know each other, and he was getting her some water.”

      “No thanks. Let’s just get this over with.”

      “First, I want you to tell me what you did today from the time you got up until the time you discovered the body. It was you who technically discovered the body, right?”

      “Yes.”

      And so I went through my whole day from sun up until the time I caught Tamara in my arms before she went down.

      “Let’s talk about the argument in the town hall parking lot yesterday, and then I want to ask you about those texts from the deceased a little more.”

      I groaned. “Did Tamara tell you about the fight?”

      He shook his head. “It’s a small island. I knew about the fight this morning by ten. I didn’t know the couple was Tamara and Jack, but it was definitely the topic of conversation wherever I went this morning.”

      “Dang gossipers,” I grumbled.

      “Tell me what you saw,” he said.

      “I pulled in a couple slots away from Tamara. I saw her and Jack. I lifted my arm in greeting because I had a coffee for her, but I could tell from the look on her face she was upset. Then others started arriving.”

      “Who?”

      “Let’s see. Daisy was already there because she works there, but Martin Wulfton and Rose Winterbourne were there for the meeting.”

      “The meeting with Mayor Stone?”

      “Yes.” I thought about that. “I think you should know two women, Daisy Woods and Rose Winterbourne, are furious with Jack. They pretty much all but threatened his life in my presence, and both women were at city hall yesterday.”

      Jack nodded and wrote their names down. “I think Tamara mentioned maybe one or both came into the shop today and said something about Jack.”

      I frowned. “I think today in the shop was Rose. Did Tamara tell you about the note left on her windshield after the meeting yesterday?”

      “Yes.”

      “Daisy works at city hall, and Rose attended the meeting. Both had access to Tamara’s car.”

      “Do you still have the note?”

      “It’s in my car,” I said. “Do you want me to go get it?”

      “No. I’ll have one of the deputies do that. The less you handle it the better. Maybe we can get prints from it.”

      I grimaced. “Yeah, I thought about that after I read the note.”

      He smiled. “Well, you probably don’t get a lot of crime on Enchanted Island, do you?”

      “No.” I blew out a sigh. “But, still, I did know better. In fact, if my cousin, Shayla, found out what I’d done, she’d never let me live it down. She’s a detective, too.”

      He frowned. “I don’t remember you having a cousin named Shayla.”

      “That’s because she was already gone by the time you’d remember her,” I said. “She’s twelve years older than me.”

      “Let’s talk about the text messages Jack sent Tamara,” he said. “About what time was that?”

      I scrunched my forehead in concentration. “I’d say around one-thirty since we arrived home a little after two. We closed the bakery early and came home to get ready for tonight.” I frowned. “Don’t you know the time of the text? I mean, didn’t you look at Tamara’s cell phone?”

      “Yes. I just wondered if you knew the time.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And I suppose you read the texts?”

      The faintest hint of a smile played at the corners of his mouth. “I did. Tamara says you were the responder to the texts.”

      I straightened my spine and lifted my chin. “That’s right. So you can’t pin that on Tamara. That was all me. Look, there’s no way Tamara could hurt Jack, much less kill him. It’s just not possible. She’s a green witch. Heck, she’s not even your typical green witch. She’s more like—like—I don’t know. I used to tease her when we were little that her family was more like hippie do-gooder witches. I mean, Tamara sets traps around the house for goodness sake. Even for spiders! She refuses to kill flies! She literally cannot hurt a fly. So there’s no way she killed Jack.”

      I ran out of steam, took a deep breath, and was about to go into another tirade, when Grant held up his hand. “I never said I thought Tamara killed Jack.”

      I jerked back in surprise. “What? You don’t?”

      “At this point, I’m merely getting information. I know the deceased and your roommate used to go out. They recently broke up rather publicly, he came here to get his things, she left. She went to the bakery you both own, served up orders, the two of you decided to close early, and then you start getting odd text messages from Jack. Does that sound about right?”

      “Yes.” I could hear the weariness in my voice. “I mean, that sounds about right.”

      “You’ve also told me that Tamara received a threatening note on her windshield yesterday, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not saying I believe or don’t believe Tamara,” he said, “but I do have to ask myself, if Tamara had killed Jack while he was here this afternoon getting his things…then who sent the cryptic text messages later on?”
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      My mouth dropped open. “Oh, I hadn’t thought about that. I mean, I guess it does sort of prove that Jack was alive when Tamara left.” The relief and joy that flooded my body was immense. “That’s great news!”

      He gave me a tight smile. “I didn’t say that’s what I believed. Could be Tamara stole the phone after she killed Jack, and you both sent the messages in hopes to cover Tamara’s tracks.”

      I gasped. “Of all the stupi—”

      “I know you saw the body,” he spoke over me. “There’s no way you could have missed how he was killed. It could just as easily be Tamara waited for him out in the garden, she confronts him, maybe he took things from the house he wasn’t supposed to, she gets mad, picks up the cobblestone paver and whacks him across the back of the head.”

      “There’s no way he could have taken anything from the house that wasn’t his,” I said smugly.

      Grant frowned. “How do you know?”

      I bit my lip. “What do you know about the island? I mean really know?”

      “I know I visited here when I was a kid. I know there was always something I couldn’t put my finger on, and I know I’m the only detective that applied for the position here, even though it pays twice what I made on the mainland.”

      “Did your—do you call Tom and Linda your aunt and uncle or grandparents?”

      “Grandparents,” Grant said.

      “Okay. Did your grandparents or parents ever talk about what makes Enchanted Island so special? Or maybe Sheriff Hawkins when he hired you?”

      Telling humans about the true nature of Enchanted Island was frowned upon, so I figured I’d hint around to see what he knew.

      “I know that most people on this island believe themselves to be witches or something like that,” he said. “I mean, you just called Tamara a green witch. So I know about the claim of witches. I don’t go in for that kind of stuff, but I’m not one to say another person is wrong for believing in it.”

      Oh boy. This is going to be tough.

      “You should know, the people that make up Enchanted Island are different than your average citizens in a town.”

      “How so?” he demanded.

      I frowned and thought about what I could and should say. “What if I told you before Tamara left this afternoon, she put a ward around the house so Jack couldn’t physically take anything inside the cottage that wasn’t his?”

      He snorted. “I’d say maybe Tamara believed she did, but—I mean, c’mon? A ward around a house? What does that even mean?”

      “How long have you been on the island now?” I asked.

      He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I don’t know. About three weeks, I guess.”

      “And you haven’t spoken to your grandparents? Or they haven’t spoken to you about maybe the way of things here?”

      He narrowed his eyes, and I could tell I’d struck a nerve. “Of course I’ve spoken with my grandparents. Not face-to-face contact since they’re on a month-long cruise in the Mediterranean, but we’ve spoken. ”

      I sighed. “Look, it’s really not my place to tell you about the ways of the island. That needs to come from your family.”

      “Okay. Fair enough. I’ll ask them specific questions about the island when they return.”

      “Good.”

      I was about to say something else when Deputy Sparks stepped into the room. “Sorry, sir. I just wanted to let you know that Sheriff Hawkins said I could go. I left Ms. Gardener with him in the kitchen.”

      Grant stood, causing Hocus and Pocus to flee the room, hissing in anger. “Thank you, Sparks.”

      Sparks smiled. “I really need to split. My wife and kids will kill me if I’m late for the festival tonight. Are you going, sir?”

      Grant turned to me. “Are you guys going?”

      “Of course. We’re supplying the six pies for the pie eating contest, and besides that, we’ve never missed a Samhain Celebration.”

      Grant turned back to Sparks. “I guess I will see you there. Has all the evidence been bagged and taken down to the station?”

      “Yes. Sheriff Hawkins has it all.”

      Grant and I walked into the kitchen and saw a weeping Tamara crying on Sheriff Hawkins’ shoulder. Sheriff Hawkins and my dad had been best friends growing up, and since Dad’s death, he and my mom have formed a bond. Not a romantic bond, but one of mutual friendship and companionship. Sheriff Hawkins was like a dad to me. He was also good friends with the Gardeners, so I figured the sheriff would be rational and know we had nothing to do with Jack’s murder.

      Tamara stepped back so I could give the sheriff a hug.

      “How’s my girl doing?” he asked. “You okay? Holding up good?”

      I blew out a breath. “Yeah. I guess as well as can be expected.”

      “Darn shame about Jack,” Sheriff Hawkins said. “Maybe not a total surprise, but still a darn shame. His parents will be devastated.”

      Tamara started to cry again, and Sheriff Hawkins handed her a hanky from his pocket. “Now you just dry up those tears. We’ll figure out what happened, don’t you worry. I have every confidence in Detective Wolfe.”

      “One thing I don’t understand,” I said to no one in particular. “Why was Jack even anywhere near the garden? He never went out there. He was highly allergic to flowers and would complain every time he walked inside the house.”

      Tamara lifted her head from the hanky. “You’re right. Why was he out there?”

      “Could be a piece to the puzzle,” Grant said.

      “I collected the note out of Serena’s car that was left on Tamara’s windshield,” Sheriff Hawkins said. “Have you finished your questions?”

      “I have,” Grant said. “And I’ve decided that I will be attending the Samhain Celebration tonight to watch over these two ladies.”

      I snorted. “Tamara and I don’t need watching over, Detective Wolfe. Believe me, we’re more than capable of handling ourselves.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Grant said in a voice that left no doubt he was placating me. “But has it not occurred to you that Tamara might be in danger? If Tamara didn’t kill Jack, then someone is going to an awful lot of trouble to make it look like she did. Plus, they’ve left a threatening note on her car.”

      “But I thought you said—”

      “I’m not ruling anything out,” Grant said patiently. “It’s my job right now to gather the information, look for clues, and figure out who killed Jack Luckett.”

      “He’s right, Serena,” Sheriff Hawkins said. “Let him do his job. I need to run and get ready for tonight. Your mom will have my hide if I’m late picking her up. Oh, and Dr. Drago said he’d get right on the body.”

      “Dr. Drago?” Grant mused. “There are some odd last names on this island.”

      “Dr. Drago is actually a distant relative on my dad’s side,” I said. “Drago means dragon.”

      Sheriff Hawkins gave me a sly smile. “It may take a while before Detective Wolfe is a true believer.” He patted Tamara’s hand and quietly left out the back door.

      Tamara sniffed, wiped her eyes, and looked at me. “I think Daisy and Rose will both be there tonight. If I remember from last night’s meeting, Rose is handing out drinks, and Daisy is running the maze.”

      “These are the two women who have both claimed Jack stole something from them?” Grant asked.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Get whatever you need for tonight,” Grant said. “You can’t stay here.”

      “What?” I demanded. “What do you mean?”

      He gave me a hard look. “I mean this is a crime scene. A dead body was found just five yards from your back door. You can’t stay here tonight.”

      “What about Hocus and Pocus?” Tamara asked.

      “They’ll be fine here for one night,” I said.

      “Okay. Let’s just gather the pies, get our costumes, and go back to the bakery to get ready,” Tamara suggested. “We can decide where to spend the night later.”

      Luckily Deputy Sparks had been inside the house when the oven timer went off, so the two pies were able to be saved.

      “Fine,” I said. “But just so you know, detective, you have to come dressed in a costume or you can’t attend the festival.” That wasn’t exactly true, but I was feeling a little snarky. “The theme this year is nursery rhymes. I hope you have something handy.”

      “What’re you going as?” he asked.

      “Little Bo Peep,” I said.

      He grinned. “Then I have just the outfit.”
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      “Oh, I get it!” Tamara cried from the front of the store. “It’s very clever.”

      Grant had followed us to the bakery with the instructions he would be back around six to follow us to the festival, and we were to stay with him the whole time.

      I finished putting on my lipstick and stepped back to assess my costume. It was a strapless, pink prom dress with a lace bodice and fluffy ruffles that fell all the way down to the floor. There was also just enough boning in the bottom half of the dress to make the dress poof out. Clutched in my right hand was a white shepherds hook complete with a bright pink bow. Since my blonde hair was cut in a short, stacked bob, I’d glued a bright pink bow to a headband and stuck it on my head.

      Calling it good, I walked out from the back of the bakery and frowned when I saw Detective Grant Wolfe. I had no idea what he was supposed to be. Unlike Tamara, I didn’t get it at all.

      Before I could ask who he was, he gave me a low whistle. “Look at you. That dress is…very becoming in a bodice-ripping romance cover sort of way.”

      I rolled my eyes and tried not to laugh. “Read a lot of those, do you?”

      He grinned. “I may have glanced at one or two in my lifetime.”

      “Who are you supposed to be?” I asked, willing myself to stop imagining him reading steamy romance novels.

      He spread his arms wide and did a small circle. He had on dark blue jeans and a tight, dark blue t-shirt that clung to his body in a very good way. In his hand was a walking stick. “I’m Little Boy Blue.”

      I scoffed. “No, you aren’t. Look at me. I actually look like a shepherd girl. You look nothing like Little Boy Blue.”

      “I beg to differ. I’m dressed all in blue and carrying a shepherd’s staff.”

      “You’re carrying a walking stick,” I argued.

      “I think he looks good,” Tamara said. “And it’s funny, ya know?”

      I sighed. “Whatever. Let’s just go. It’s only two blocks away, we can walk over.”

      He handed me his card. “Put my cell number in your phone. I’ll do the same for you. Just in case we get separated tonight.”

      I pushed aside the butterflies that suddenly popped up inside my stomach at the thought of having his phone number, grabbed my phone off the counter, and saved it in my contacts.

      We each took a basket holding two pies and made our way to the Samhain Celebration held at the city park. There were at least two hundred people already crowded inside the blocked-off area.

      “This is amazing,” Tamara said. “Look, over there. The Coventon Triplets are dressed as Three Blind Mice.”

      I pointed in a different direction. “And is that Mrs. Mystic over there carrying a shoe and dragging her six children behind her with a rope?”

      “Wow,” Grant said, “everyone goes all out for this, don’t they?”

      “It’s a celebration. Samhain represents the end of the harvest and the start of winter.” I waggled my eyebrows at him. “And it’s also when the veil to the other side is the thinnest. Who knows what could happen tonight?”

      He gave me a strange look I couldn’t interpret. I’m sure he thought I was insane for “believing” in the supernatural, but it was only a matter of time—minutes really—before he discovered the truth. The majority of the games and booths at the festival were enchanted with magic in some way.

      “Let’s drop off these pies to the mayor and then have some fun,” I said. “The maze and the haunted house are my favorites.”

      We found Mayor Stone a few yards from the pie eating contest booth, politicking and laughing with other residents of the island.

      He clapped his large hands in glee when he saw us and motioned us toward the booth. “These look delicious as always.” He gave me a wink. “And no surprises like last year, right? Promise?”

      I laughed. “These pies are fine. No one will go screaming or fainting when they’re eaten.”

      “Good! Good!” He clamped his hand down on my shoulder and jostled me good-naturedly. “I don’t think my heart could take another year of that.” He sobered instantly. “I was sorry to hear about Jack Luckett. I can’t tell you how awful I feel knowing someone here on this island killed that boy.”

      “Don’t worry, Mayor,” Grant said. “I’m here tonight both as a bodyguard for the girls, and to also ask a few questions of two particular people.”

      “I trust you’ll have this taken care of soon then,” Mayor Stone said.

      We said goodbye and promised to stop back at eight for the contest. I steered us toward one of the food and drink booths for our first stop. The fact Rose Winterbourne happened to be working was a total coincidence—or at least that’s what I told myself.

      As the three of us stood in line, Grant broke the silence. “I’m dying to ask. What was all that about last year screaming and fainting?”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him about the whole blood-like scene from last year, then realized Grant wouldn’t understand because he didn’t believe in vampires or anything else supernatural.

      “Nothing. It was just some—”

      “Can I help you?”

      The anger and hostility in Rose Winterbourne’s voice was unmistakable, but not shocking.

      “Is everything okay, Rose?” Tamara asked.

      “No, it’s not.”

      Not wanting to let her spoil our fun, I quickly ordered a Spiced Pumpkin Punch.

      “Me too,” Tamara added.

      “And for you?” she asked Grant.

      “I guess I’ll have the same.”

      “That’s three Spiced Pumpkin Punch drinks,” she repeated.

      As Rose turned to fill our order, Grant raised an eyebrow. “Do you ladies know her? She seems a little hostile.”

      I leaned over to whisper in his ear and almost moaned when the scent of his cologne tickled my nose. “That’s Rose Winterbourne. One of the suspects.”

      He pulled back from me nodded. “Got it.” He leaned in to whisper back, and this time I did moan a little when his breath caressed my outer ear. “I’m going to ask her a few questions, please don’t interfere.”

      I was about to argue, but Rose plunked three glasses on the wooden edge of the booth. “Did you also want them slightly frozen?”

      “Please,” Tamara said.

      Rose picked up one of the glasses, closed her eyes, and whispered something under her breath. A few seconds later, the rim of the glass produced tiny ice crystals. It wasn’t until I heard Grant gasp that I realized this was probably the first time he’d seen someone work magic. Rose, oblivious to Grant’s reaction, quickly froze the other two drinks.

      “How?” Grant asked as he tilted his cup and gawked at the now frozen slushy. “How did you do that?”

      Rose rolled her eyes. “I’m a Winter Witch.”

      “Okay,” Grant said slowly.

      Rose’s eyes turned hard. “We like our ice.” She turned to Tamara. “Just ask Jack.”

      Tamara gasped and took a step backward.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard by now about Jack.” My own anger spilling out in the words. “So we can’t ask Jack.”

      “He stole my ice and never gave it back,” Rose said. “Now, if you don’t mind, there’s a long line behind you.”

      “I actually do mind,” Grant said. “As I’m the acting investigator looking into the death of Jack Luckett, I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      “Make it quick,” Rose said. “I have a line forming behind you.”

      Grant didn’t even turn around to look. “Where were you today from noon to three?”

      Rose crossed her arms over her white apron and glared. “About twelve-fifteen I was standing in line at Enchanted Bakery & Brew getting an espresso and Samhain Soul Cake. From there I went straight home to get ready for tonight.”

      “Did you stop and talk to anyone?” Grant asked. “Maybe someone on the street?”

      “No.”

      “Does anyone live with you?” Grant asked. “Husband? Kids?”

      “No. I live alone.”

      Grant frowned. “Neighbors?”

      “No. I live about fifteen minutes from town.”

      “So there is no one who can corroborate your story that after you left the bakery you went straight home?” Grant asked.

      Rose shrugged. “Guess not. But if you want to talk to someone who had it out for Jack, why don’t you go bother Daisy Woods? I hear she threatened Jack’s life plenty of times.”
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      We fell out of line and went to find a vacant picnic table. Grant was going to have to sit down for the rest of the Enchanted Island talk.

      “What’s going on with the frozen hocus pocus thing?” he demanded, still staring at his drink wearily.

      “Let’s sit down here,” I said. “Tamara and I can fill you in. I really wanted you to talk to your grandparents and hear it from them, but I can see there’s no time.”

      We sat down at a picnic table, our backs against the tabletop so we could still survey the crowd walking by. Unfortunately, the boning in my dress reacted to the movement, and I was momentarily humiliated when the bottom half of the dress flipped up. Luckily, I was quick enough to slap it down before Little Bo Peep gave passersby a peep show they’d never forget.

      Once I was back under control and Tamara and Grant stopped laughing, I took a huge gulp of my drink to ease the heat of embarrassment in my face.

      “It’s safe to drink?” Grant asked.

      I smiled. “Completely.”

      “And that was what?” he asked with only a hint of derision in his voice. “Some kind of witch magic?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Okay. And do you two have tricks like that?”

      I sighed. “It’s not a trick. And I think this is going to be too difficult to explain. You need to experience it…the island, the people here.”

      He eyed Tamara and I wearily. “And what do you two—”

      “Don’t even finish that question,” I said. “It’s insulting to think we would perform for you like circus monkeys.”

      The tips of his ears turned pink. “I wasn’t—I mean, I didn’t…” He trailed off. “Okay. Sorry. This is just a little…odd.”

      Tamara laughed. “I’m sure it is. Almost everyone here on the island is different in some way.”

      “You mean not fully human?” Grant said.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “That’s a good way to put it.”

      “Oh man.” Grant stood and paced back and forth in front of us. “My grandparents?”

      “That’s for them to tell you,” I said gently.

      He scrubbed his hands over his face. “This is all so bizarre.”

      “I know,” I said. “That’s why I can’t believe someone didn’t prepare you when you took this job.”

      Grant stopped pacing and closed his eyes. “A few have tried, I think, but I didn’t want to hear it. Even Mayor Stone encouraged me to speak to my grandparents the minute they get back, but I just thought he wanted me to make a connection so I stayed on the island.”

      I chuckled. “It might have been a little more than that.”

      “The encounter with Rose back there,” he said. “Why was she so angry about the fact Jack took her ice and never gave it back? Is that something to do with her witch thing?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      “I’ve been trying to figure it out too,” Tamara said. “I have no idea what she was talking about. Jack wouldn’t need to steal ice from her.”

      “Let’s finish our drink and go see Daisy over at the outdoor maze,” I suggested. “See if she gives us some strange cryptic message.”

      We quickly finished off our drinks and threw the cups in the trashcan.

      “So is Daisy a witch too?” Grant asked.

      I grinned. “You’ll see the type of magic Daisy can do.”

      “You two should go inside the maze alone,” Tamara said. “This way you can show him without me getting in the way.”

      “No way,” I said. “We stick together.”

      “I agree,” Grant said. “I’m here to watch over both of you, but especially you, Tamara.”

      Tamara rolled her eyes. “I promise to just sit and wait for you. Maybe stand in line for caramel popcorn, but that’s it. Promise.”

      “I don’t know,” Grant said. “I don’t like it. Something could go wrong.”

      Tamara grinned. “I’d promise not to talk to anyone weird, but as you’re discovering, that would be impossible.”

      “Ha ha,” Grant said. “Why don’t we…” His voice trailed off when he got his first good look at the outdoor maze. “What’s this?”

      “The maze,” I said smugly.

      I knew what he was implying. From the outside, Daisy’s maze consisted of a straight line…a six-foot tunnel. The hay bales were stacked three high, four wide, with a large tarp thrown over the top and down the sides where people entered and exited. Daisy stood guarding the entrance.

      “Just wait,” I said. “Don’t judge yet.”

      “I’m going to sit right here,” Tamara said. “Maybe get popcorn for us, but then I’ll come straight back here.”

      Grant cleared his throat. “I don’t mean to sound condescending, but I don’t think it’s going to take us that long to go through this maze. You probably won’t even get to sit before we’re done.”

      Tamara and I just grinned at each other.

      “C’mon, detective.”

      I grabbed his arm and practically dragged him to the maze where a long line was already forming. It took a few minutes before we were finally next in line…so we spent it making small talk and waving over at Tamara sitting on a bench.

      Daisy Woods looked awful. Her eyes were red and swollen, and there were little splotches of red all over her face and neck. She smiled when we finally reached her, but the smile never reached her eyes.

      “I guess you heard about Jack?” I said.

      She nodded and swiped at her nose.

      “Daisy, my name is Detective Wolfe, and I’d like to ask you where you were today from noon to three?”

      Daisy’s mouth dropped. “What? Where was I? Why?”

      “Standard question,” Grant assured her.

      “I was here helping my family with the maze.”

      Grant’s eyes flickered to the tiny maze. “For three hours?”

      “Well, no. I think I left the park around one-thirty. I stopped at Grover’s Odds & Ends and picked up this spider for my costume.” She pointed to a realistic spider perched on her shoulder. Since I knew Grover enchanted his toys, I wasn’t the least bit shocked when the spider suddenly shifted on her shoulder. “Then I went home.”

      I felt Grant stiffen next to me, but to his credit, he didn’t utter a word—or scream.

      “Little Miss Muffet?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “I guess now you’ll never get back what Jack stole from you,” I said.

      “What?” It took a couple seconds before dawning spread over her face. “Oh yeah. I guess not. But maybe I can learn to move on without it.” She drew the tarp aside and motioned us inside. “There’s a long line behind you.”

      The minute Daisy dropped the tarp, we were engulfed in darkness. I reached for Grant’s hand without thinking, then tried to let go…but he wrapped his fingers around mine and gave me a light squeeze.

      “We need to take a couple steps,” I whispered.

      He chuckled. “Okay. I was thinking more like seven steps in a straight line before we reach the end, but we’ll go with two.”

      We took a couple steps forward, and suddenly the inside of the maze was transformed into a huge magical forest just after twilight. Dozens of lightning bugs twinkled and zipped by us in their own game of tag.

      “What the—”

      Laughing, I dropped his hand and dashed behind a tree. “Come find me!”

      I had no doubt the fullness of my dress stuck out in every direction behind the tree, so I followed a pair of lightning bugs to another bush and crouched down low. They giggled with delight at my game. I put my finger to my mouth and their bodies glowed even brighter.

      “How is this possible, Serena?”

      Shrieking, I stood and nearly toppled over. This sent the fireflies into peals of laughter again and they somersaulted in the air with delight.

      “I didn’t even hear you,” I said.

      “Law enforcement. You aren’t supposed to. Now, how is this possible?” He waved a hand in the air to indicate the night forest, and one of the lightning bugs landed on his fingertip. “Holy—how?”

      “Daisy’s parents are both Woodland Fairies,” I said. “This is their gift of thanks.”

      The forest floor shifted under our feet, and the three dozen or so lightning bugs fluttered around us before zooming away.

      “That’s our cue,” I said. “We just follow the light to leave.”

      He grabbed my hand and we took a couple steps in the direction of the fireflies before once again being thrown into the pitch black night.

      “Now what?” Grant asked.

      “Just reach out your hand and the tarp will open and let us out.”

      We stepped outside back into the chaos of kids running around and playing games at the booths and parents looking exhausted chasing after kids. The smell of popcorn and sugar hung in the air.

      “That was amazing. Let’s go get Tamara though,” Grant said. “I don’t like the idea of leaving her alone for very long.”

      We walked back up the side of the tiny maze. I was going to tell Daisy it was another wonderful year inside, but when we passed the entrance, her sister, Willow, now stood guard. At the same time, I noticed the bench where we’d left Tamara was empty—except for her bouquet of flowers, now trampled and missing blooms, with a note underneath.
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      “Don’t touch it.” Grant extracted his phone. “I need to call it in before I open it.”

      “We’re wasting time,” I said. “What if there’s a clue in there! Did you notice that Daisy wasn’t at the maze entrance when we walked by?”

      He held up his hand and continued to talk in the phone for a few more seconds before saying goodbye and turning back to me. “It has to be done this way. And, yes, I noticed she wasn’t there. I want you to do something for me.”

      “Okay.”

      “You mentioned earlier today how odd it was for Jack to have been in the garden. The place where his body was found, was it near the daisies? I’m not a big flower guy, so I don’t know.”

      I closed my eyes and brought up the garden. That was more Tamara’s territory, but I had a general idea of where things were planted. “It’s hard to say. Tamara keeps the vegetable and herb garden in a different location due to soil and sun exposure. The roses are along the white picket fence so they have a place to climb, and then she plants the daisies and other flowers sort of in front of the roses. But where Jack fell? Yes, I’d say he fell right in front of a section of roses and daisies.”

      He blew out a breath. “That still doesn’t narrow it down.”

      I slapped my forehead. “I can’t believe it took me that long to put it together. I just realized what you were asking.”

      He handed me a small notebook he took from his jeans’ pocket, complete with a mini pen attached. “I want you to write down the text messages you got from Jack. Verbatim if you can remember them that way. I’m going to look at the note.”

      As he took out a pair of latex gloves from his back pocket, I couldn’t help but marvel. “It’s like you got Mary Poppins’ endless pockets.”

      He snorted. “I was a boy scout. I always come prepared.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “I want you to listen to me. I’m in charge here. I know what I’m doing. I need you to keep calm. If you don’t think you can do that, there’s no shame in walking away right now and letting me finish this on my own. In fact, it’s exactly what I should do.”

      “You may find this difficult to believe, detective, but this wouldn’t be my first assist in a murder investigation.”

      I could tell he wanted to say more, but he shook his head. “That’s for later.” He opened the note and read aloud. “I know Tamara has what Jack stole from me. Give it back if you ever want to see your friend again. And ditch the cop, or I swear she’s dead.”

      “Oh, toadstools!” I felt like I’d been punched in the gut.

      Again, Grant extracted his phone and made another call. It was only a few minutes, but it gave me enough time to get hold of myself.

      “Toadstools?” he mused after he hung up.

      “My mom didn’t let me curse, so I had to improvise.”

      “So here’s a new development. The sheriff says you’ve actually been deputized and have helped him out on a few occasions.”

      “That’s true. Usually it’s for mundane things and when they’re shorthanded at the station.”

      He frowned and cocked his head to the side. “You’re gonna have to fill me in later. I can’t wait to hear this story. Anyway, the sheriff also assures me you will be an asset here. He said we are to do what the note says to an extent. But I need you to follow my orders exactly. Understood?”

      I nodded, still trying to calm my fear inside.

      “Did you get those clues down for me?”

      I looked down at my scribbled notes. “Yes. In the first one, he called Tamara by the name Lucy. He said, ‘Lucy look up.’ And then in the second one he said, ‘I am my namesake.’ The third one just said he was sorry.”

      “Lucy look up,” Grant repeated. “First, do you know anyone named Lucy?”

      “No.”

      “Who or what do you think of when I say the word ‘Lucy’ to you?”

      I shrugged. “Lucy from the Peanuts strip. Maybe something to do with football? Wasn’t she the girl who always moved the ball when Charlie Brown would go to kick it?”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, I think so. Who or what else?”

      “Maybe I Love Lucy?” I mused. “Like Lucille Ball.”

      “Was Jack into those kinds of thing? Comics and television?”

      I snorted. “Jack was into Jack.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “He did like music,” I said. “I do remember that.”

      “So maybe we think of bands or songs about Lucy. And what about the namesake clue?”

      I threw my hands in the air. “I don’t know. I replied back something like Jack the Homewrecker.”

      “Harsh, but okay. What other Jack names can you think of?”

      About that time a boy and girl walked by holding hands. They were both carrying pails in the crook of their other arms. “Jack and Jill. Jack Sprat. Jack and the Beanstalk.”

      Out of nowhere a ball skidded across the grass and hit Grant’s legs. He bent to pick it up as a little girl around six ran our way, her pigtails flying out behind her. She was dressed in a gold sheet that was sewed so her arms and legs each had their own holes. When she slid to a halt in front of us, she threw her arms and legs out wide, making her look like a flying squirrel.

      “Who’re you supposed to be?” Grant asked as he threw the ball in the air and caught it.

      “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.”

      “How about a trade,” he said. “You sing the song, and I give you back the ball?”

      “Okay!”

      I was only half listening. My mind was focused on Lucy songs. It wasn’t until the little girl got to the end that I snapped to attention. “I got it!”
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      “Whaddya got?” Grant asked as he tossed the ball to the girl.

      With a toothy grin—minus one front tooth—she sprinted back over to her parents.

      I was shaking so hard, I couldn’t speak. Grant took my hands in his and looked me in the eye. “In this together. You’re doing great. Now, what did you discover?”

      “Twinkle Girl gave it to me in her song. Talked about a diamond in the sky. Which brought me to—”

      “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds,” we both finished.

      “Very popular Beatles song,” I said.

      “Diamonds?” Grant frowned. “Jack stole diamonds from someone?”

      My heart fell to my stomach as I turned and looked around the park. “I know who the killer is too! I just don’t know where Jack hid the diamonds!”

      “You are doing amazing, Serena,” Grant said. “But we take this a step at a time. So the first clue tells us he stole diamonds. And now we work on the second clue.”

      “What about the killer? What about Tamara? Shouldn’t we be—”

      “No,” Grant said firmly. “We need to solve this first before we can get a plan around for saving Tamara. We don’t even know where she is.”

      “Oh, I can find her.”

      He frowned. “How? We have no idea where she’s being held.”

      “I can do a location spell,” I said. “I’ve done them plenty of times.”

      “Again, let’s cross that bridge when we get there. Let’s get the second clue. Jack told Tamara he’d stolen diamonds, now let’s think about where he’s hidden them.”

      “Well, we don’t have a beanstalk in the garden, so that’s out,” I said. “Jack, Jack, Jack.”

      “Jack Sprat?”

      I ran through the nursery rhyme in my head. “No. I don’t think Jack hid diamonds on a platter.”

      “And you don’t have a pail at the house?” Grant asked. “Maybe he hid them in a bucket?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. I think we have one in the garage.”

      “Okay. Other Jack names you can think of?”

      “Jack Be Nimble?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Do you have a candlestick in your house?”

      “Yes, we have quite a few of them,” I said. “And I guess if it’s a small diamond, he could somehow hide it there. Maybe in the wax?”

      “Isn’t there a Jack Horner nursery rhyme?” Grant asked.

      I quickly ran the lyrics through my head and screamed. “That’s it! I know where the diamond is!”

      Grabbing his hand, we sprinted across the park over to where Mayor Stone stood standing guard over the six pies Tamara and I baked. We were both winded when we stopped in front of the mayor.

      “Did you guys just compete in the three-legged zombie race?” Mayor Stone asked.

      Shaking my head, I laid my hands on the mayor’s chest. “Please forgive me for what I’m about to do.”

      Without waiting for a reply, I passed an apple pie to Grant and then grabbed one for me and started to dig. Mayor Stone started shouting as pie crust and pie filling flew everywhere. When our first round was a bust, we each grabbed another pie.

      “Now see here,” Mayor Stone said, “I demand to know what’s going on?”

      By now we had a crowd, but I couldn’t waste time explaining. Not when I had a diamond to find and a best friend to save. Grant had just grabbed another pie when my palm wrapped around something hard.

      “I got it!” I cried as I held my closed fist in the air, flinging the last of the filling off.

      Grant took the diamond from me and used his shirt to wipe the diamond clean before displaying the stone in his opened hand. I’d never in my life seen a diamond so big. It took up his whole palm.

      Grant whistled as Mayor Stone’s tirade died down. “I’ve never seen a diamond this big.”

      “Me either,” Mayor Stone said. “And it was in the pie?”

      I laughed, but it was more of a hysterical laugh because I couldn’t believe this was happening. “Just like Jack Horner. I ran through the rhyme in my head, and I got to where he sat in a corner eating his Christmas pie, then he sticks in his thumb and pulls out a plum. And that’s when I knew! Jack must have went into the kitchen after he packed his stuff, and either he heard or saw the killer and decided to hide the diamond. Tamara had told me he was desperate. He said someone was after him because of something he’d taken and he was afraid for his life. So he hid the diamond in one of the uncooked pies Tamara had on the counter.”
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      “Great job, Serena,” Grant said. “You said you know who the killer is?”

      “I do.”

      “Good. Now, let’s go get a car and finish this. ”

      I turned to Mayor Stone. “I’m so sorry I ruined the pie eating contest again this year. Please forgive me.”

      Mayor Stone waved his hand. “Don’t you go worrying about that. I don’t know what’s going on, but I hope you tell us soon, Serena.”

      “I will, promise!”

      Grant grabbed my hand, and together we raced across the park toward the bakery. We were almost to the edge of the park when I spotted Daisy sitting on a park bench eating a corn dog.

      “Wait.” I stopped and pointed at Daisy. “I’m pretty sure I know who the killer is, but I’m curious as to what Daisy meant when she said Jack stole something from her.”

      Without saying anything, Jack all but dragged me to the bench. A startled Daisy watched us with huge eyes as we practically ran her down.

      “Daisy, I don’t have time to explain,” I panted, “but what did you mean when you said Jack stole something from you?”

      Daisy’s green eyes flew to Grant and her face turned pink. “Oh, it’s nothing.”

      “Daisy,” I said between gritted teeth, “I’m only asking because it’s important.”

      “Matter of life and death,” Grant said. “Promise. And nothing you say goes beyond here.”

      Tears pooled in Daisy’s eyes, and her bottom lip trembled. “He stole my heart. He stole my self-worth. He made me think I was special, only to cheat on me with Tamara. He never even told me it was over.” Tears fell down her cheeks, and she wiped them away. “He took way more from me than I was willing to give…and I don’t know how to get it back.”

      I closed my eyes, sighed, sat down beside her, and batted down my dress. “I’m really sorry, Daisy. Jack was a jerk. We all knew that. But you can’t let your self-esteem be wrapped up in what someone else thinks of you or how someone feels about you. You have control and power over that, not some random person in your life.”

      “I know,” she whispered. “I just need some time to get over it.”

      On impulse, I leaned over and gave her a hug. “Stay strong.”

      I leaped up from the bench and motioned for Grant to follow me. In two strides he caught up with me and together we jogged back to the bakery, me cursing the dress the whole way. We were almost to my car when my cell vibrated. Without missing a beat, I reached down and yanked it out of my strapless bra.

      “Whoa.” Grant shook his head as if clearing it. “What the—where—why?”

      “How else was I going to carry a phone?” I looked at the text and then thrust the phone at him. “It’s bad.”

      Grant took the phone, stopped next to my car, and read aloud. “You better have found it by now. Meet me at the cemetery in fifteen minutes or I start cutting Tamara.”

      “Get in,” I growled. “Time to show this witch just who’s boss.”

      Grant dropped down next to me in the passenger’s seat and buckled his seatbelt. He didn’t say anything as I beat down the bottom half of my dress enough to where I could move the steering wheel safely. “I didn’t argue about you driving because I’m well aware you know the island way better than I. But I’m going to insist you buckle up. It’s the law.”

      Grinning, I strapped myself in, which also helped keep the dress from springing back up. “I wouldn’t admit this to just anyone, but I’ve been waiting years to take her down.”
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      “It’s Rose Winterbourne, isn’t it?” Grant asked.

      I nodded and pulled out onto the deserted street. “Yes. I knew for sure when we pulled the diamond out of the pie. She’d said earlier that Winter Witches love their ice, and everyone knows ‘ice’ is—”

      “Another name for diamonds,” Grant finished. “Very clever. Maybe you should be the detective?”

      I snorted. “That’s more my cousin Shayla’s job. She’s the detective in the family.”

      “I need to meet this Shayla,” Grant said. “Especially if she’s the reason this isn’t your first murder investigation.”

      “Just don’t bring it up around Mom,” I said. “She wasn’t too happy with Shayla, and it wasn’t even Shayla’s fault.”

      “Now that we know who the killer is and where she’ll be, I want you to stay in the car when we get inside the cemetery. I’ll call for backup, and we can get this done nice and quick.”

      I threw back my head and laughed. “You have no idea what you’re going into. Trust me, you’re gonna need me.”

      “Listen, Serena, I appreciate all you’ve done so far, but now I need to do my job. I don’t want to come off like—”

      “You’re being a pompous know-it-all jerk?” I turned left onto Hallowed Drive. “Look, I also know Rose, and she’s not bluffing when she says she’ll cut Tamara. Winter Witches are a lot like their name—very cold and unemotional. They also can do some crazy things with water, ice, and snow. Please just call the sheriff and tell him to bring the Binder to the cemetery and hurry. I don’t know how long I can hold her off.”

      “The Binder?” Grant asked.

      “Sheriff Hawkins will know.”

      Sighing, Grant fished out his cell. “I’m going to need a crash course in all things witchy if I plan on staying in this position.”

      “But you do plan on staying, right?”

      He smiled. “Yeah, I guess I do. I mean, seriously, how can I go back to arresting regular humans after taking down a witch?”

      “You haven’t taken down anyone yet, cowboy.”

      He winked. “That’s Little Boy Blue to you.”

      I glanced at the clock while Grant spoke to the chief. My time was up. I drove through the archway of the cemetery entrance and passed the first tier of graves. In the distance I could see Rose’s car.

      Grant disconnected the call. “Sheriff Hawkins said he’ll be here in about ten minutes. I think we should just wait for my backup. That’s protocol.”

      “I don’t think so. We’re out of time, and I’m not letting Rose hurt Tamara.”

      “Fine. I’ll go in…you wait here in the car.”

      I snorted. “How’re you going to take her down?”

      “I’m the law here. I even have the badge and handcuffs to prove it, remember?”

      I sighed in frustration. “Rose is a Winter Witch. You saw a little of what she is capable of tonight. Your metal handcuffs won’t work. I remember once when we were teenagers, her older sister got busted for shoplifting. After Deputy Hexton handcuffed her, Rose’s sister waited until his back was turned and then did some kind of spell that froze the metal cuffs. Rose ran over with an ice hammer, tapped the cuffs, they shattered, and both girls took off down the street.”

      “No way,” Grant said. “Science tells us the point at which metal can freeze is—”

      “This isn’t science, it’s magic! There’s a difference, Detective. You need to learn that simple fact before it kills you. Why do you think I told you to have the sheriff bring the Binder? Simply handcuffing her isn’t going to work.”

      “Fine,” he said between gritted teeth. “What do you suggest?”

      “I’m going to let you out here. Rose’s car is up ahead. Your job is to stay hidden behind a tombstone or whatever and either draw Tamara away or somehow get her attention so she knows to come to you.”

      “I can do that,” Grant said. “In fact, that was going to be my suggestion, only you were going to be in the car. Now that you aren’t, what will you be doing?”

      “I’m simply going to keep Rose distracted until Sheriff Hawkins shows up with the Binder. From there, you guys can take over.”

      “But how will you distract her in a way that won’t get you killed? You said yourself she’s a powerful witch.”

      “I said she’s a Winter Witch.” I sighed. “Okay, just so it doesn’t freak you out, I might as well show you now. Whereas Rose can call up snow and ice and things like that, well, I haven’t exactly told you everything about me.”

      His eyes widened. “What can you do?”

      “Both my parents were witches, but my dad’s side also had dragon in their lineage.”

      “Dragon?” Grant mused. “As in those mythical creatures that blew fire and kidnapped princesses?”

      I snorted. “Something like that. My element is fire. It’s within me at all times, and I can call it up whenever I need.”

      “Show me,” he whispered.

      I turned my hand over, palm up, and a few seconds later a small fireball hovered about two inches above my palm. Grant’s mouth fell open.

      “What the—it’s hot. I mean, of course it’s hot.” He laughed self-consciously. “I mean, it’s literally fire.”

      “It is.”

      He shook his head. “This will probably take me a while to wrap my head around. But Sheriff Hawkins said I could trust you, so I am.”

      “I’m only going to keep her busy with a silly little fire versus ice fight until the Sheriff can contain her.”

      “With this Binder thing?”

      “Yes. It’s sort of like a force field. Nothing can penetrate it. Which means everything inside the bubble can’t get out.”

      “Unbelievable.”

      “This is where you get out,” I said.

      “You know this is highly irregular, right?” Grant said. “Most civilians don’t just insert themselves into an investigation and volunteer to bring down the bad guy.”

      I smiled wickedly as he opened his door. “I’m not a civilian…I’m a witch. You should remember that.”
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      “That’s close enough,” Rose said as she held the pointed end of an icicle to Tamara’s throat.

      I had no doubt that icicle was as sharp as any knife would be—probably more so. Because the cold from the icicle would also burn Tamara’s skin.

      “Do you have it?” Rose demanded.

      “I do,” I lied.

      Grant still had the diamond, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.

      “Give it to me!” In her anger, Rose’s hand slipped and she made a small slice in Tamara’s neck. Tamara whimpered as a slow trickle of blood oozed out from the cut.

      Movement caught my eye, and I saw Grant crouch down behind a tombstone almost directly behind Rose. Everyone was in place, it was time to get the show started.

      “Not until you let Tamara go,” I said.

      “Let Tamara go?” Rose cackled. “How about I let her go…in pieces? Which piece do you want first? Her ear?”

      As Rose lifted the icicle toward Tamara’s face, I struck. I called up the fire that always simmers inside me and threw my first fireball. I didn’t want to chance it hitting Tamara, so I aimed low, hoping to catch Rose off balance enough she’d let go of Tamara and Grant could nab Tamara.

      And that’s exactly what Rose did. She pushed Tamara to the ground and barely had enough time to react with her own ball of ice before my fireball struck her. I watched in relief as Grant grabbed hold of Tamara’s shoulders and dragged her behind a nearby headstone.

      “So you want to play, Serena?” Rose taunted. “That’s fine. I don’t mind making you bleed before I take back what is mine!”

      Before I could even blink, Rose let loose with both hands, sending razor-sharp ice shards my way. I conjured up the largest fireball I could and sent it flying, then did a half spin until I was hiding behind a tall, white crumbling old tombstone. The two ice shards I didn’t get with my fireball made a tinkling sound as they shattered against the headstone.

      “You knew Jack was at our house alone because you heard Tamara mention it when she came into the bakery,” I said. “Isn’t that right?”

      “Yes. I drove past your house and saw his car. My plan was to go inside, kill him, and place the blame on Tamara. But he saw me outside sitting in the driveway and took off out of the house for the garden, making me chase him down and kill him.”

      “So it was just a coincidence he fell between the daisies and the roses?” I mused.

      “Apropos though, right?” she scoffed.

      Grant must have circled wide, because suddenly he and Tamara were now crouched three monuments down from where I stood. He put his fingertip to his lips.

      “Rose!” he hollered. “You need to give this up. We have you surrounded. You aren’t going anywhere. We know you killed Jack to try and get the diamond.”

      “The diamond that belonged to me!” she screamed. “He thought he could charm his way into my life, steal from me, and not suffer the consequences. Well, no one takes what’s mine. No one!”

      She started throwing ice shards again, both hands a blur as she let them loose one right on top of the other. She moved slowly toward where Grant and Tamara were hidden, and I saw that as my opportunity.

      Once again I brought forth a fireball that was double the size of my hand. I had no idea I could even do that, but in my rage and terrified state, I guess anything was possible. I waited until I knew she was totally focused on getting to Grant and then stepped out and threw my fireball directly at the side of her face. I hit my mark, and Rose screamed in pain.

      Unfortunately, only her right hand went to her face, the left hand was still throwing little ice spears. Grant chose that moment to stand up from behind the headstone, and two of the ice shards caught him…one slicing through his outer arm, and the other impaling him in his side.

      I screamed his name and then let my rage take over. I have no idea how many fireballs I hurled Rose’s way, but it was enough that she couldn’t counter my attack. It wasn’t until Sheriff Hawkins called my name and touched my arm that I realized Rose was down and had stopped fighting back.

      I heard myself crying when I came back from wherever my mind had taken me during the fight. I turned my head and saw Grant on the ground, Tamara kneeling by his side, her hands hovering above his injured side.

      I ran over and dropped down next to her as Sheriff Hawkins engaged the Binder over Rose. “How bad?”

      “His arm will be fine,” Tamara said. “It’s his side I’m worried about. I don’t think it pierced anything vital, but he’s bleeding a lot. Mom and I can heal him though.”

      “Freakin’ hurts,” Grant mumbled. “Burns.”

      “I know,” Tamara said. “The burning sensation is actually the cold burning your skin. The cut on your shoulder will heal fine in a day or two, but I’m going to need to do a little extra to your side. The ice sliced you open pretty deep. ”

      Grant winced. “No offense. But shouldn’t I see a doctor?”

      Tamara ran her hand lightly over Grant’s brow. “My mom is a healer. She’s taught me everything she knows. But your side is pretty bad, and it needs to be handled right now. Are you okay with me helping you?”

      Grant’s painfilled eyes locked on mine. “It’s okay?”

      I sniffed and nodded. “Yes. Tamara’s mom and her grandma are both healers. I can’t tell you how many times Tamara has doctored me over the years. She knows what she’s doing.”

      “I’m just going to give you a little something for right now,” Tamara said. “Then we’re going to transport you over to my mom’s house not far from here. Her garden is four times what mine is, and she’ll have everything you need to heal quickly. I’m going to do both a numbing and soothing spell.”

      I saw an immediate change to Grant’s face. “Thanks. You’re right, it does feel better.”

      “Just close your eyes and rest now,” Tamara said. “We’ll take care of everything else on our end.”

      Hawkins clamped down on my shoulder. “How is he?”

      “Okay,” I said. “Tamara wants to take him to her mom’s house.”

      “Heck of a way to be introduced to the people on this island,” the sheriff said. “I tried to talk with him about it a couple times, but he just refused to believe.”

      “I know.” I said. “Can we hold off on making any statements about what happened out here until we get him settled?”

      Sheriff Hawkins glanced back at Rose, bound in the bubble but still raging, and nodded. “She ain’t going anywhere for a while. There is a silver lining…I finally get to see that cousin of yours when she comes to haul Rose away. It’s rare she visits anymore.”
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      “So that’s it?” Grant said, sitting up in Tamara’s old bed. “This secret supernatural agency that your cousin is a part of comes and takes away the bad guy? No paperwork to fill out and file? No statements to attorneys? No court trials? Nothing?”

      I smiled at his confusion. “That’s it on your end, yes. We don’t—we can’t deal with bad guys like they do in the human world. It wouldn’t work.”

      “So what happens from here?” Grant asked.

      I knew he wasn’t ready for that answer.

      I shrugged. “My cousin will travel to the island and take Rose with her, and we’ll go on with the rest of our lives.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “You aren’t telling me something.”

      “How’s the arm and side?” I asked.

      He didn’t say anything for a long moment. “It’s good. I can’t believe how good it feels, to be honest. I also can’t help but think you and Tamara are in the wrong fields. You should be in law enforcement, and Tamara should be in medicine.”

      I laughed. “Now you sound like our parents. Nope, baking has always been our dream.”

      “Sure has.” Tamara walked in the room and handed Grant a cup. “Now drink up.”

      Grant looked down at the cup and grimaced. “Can’t I have coffee? Surely coffee has healing powers of some kind?”

      Tamara laughed. “Drink the tea. Trust me, it’s going to heal you faster than the coffee.”

      “You look cute in that pout, Detective Wolfe,” I teased.

      “Don’t push your luck, Spellburn,” he growled then took a sip of the liquid. “What is this?”

      “Invisibility tea,” Tamara said.

      “Yeah, right.” Grant took another long drink. “It’s actually pretty good.

      Tamara walked over, wrapped an arm around my waist, and leaned her head against my shoulder. “Mom says he should be healed enough to go back to his place tomorrow.”

      “I bet he’ll be happy about that,” I said.

      “I’m right here,” Grant said. “You don’t have to talk about me like I’m not in the room.”

      I chuckled. “Something tells me Detective Wolfe wasn’t the best patient your mom has ever had.”

      Playing along, Tamara nodded. “Yeah, he was kind of a pain in the butt sometimes.”

      “I can hear you.” He finished the tea and set the cup on the nightstand. “You know that right?”

      “How long will he be like that?” I asked.

      “Like what?” Grant demanded.

      Tamara shrugged. “I’ve never given someone that kind of tea before. He was my guinea pig.”

      Grant lifted his arm, stared at it, then glanced over at us. “Tell me you’re joking? You can see me right? You can hear me?”

      “Well, it works.” I glanced around the room. “Do you suppose he’s still in the room or gone out exploring?”

      “I’m right here!” Grant screamed.

      “You know,” Tamara mused, “we could make a killing on this tea. Say wives want to just get away for a minute, no interruption, no hounding questions from husbands or kids. Drink the tea, and poof they’ve got alone time.”

      Turning, I reached over and shut off the light. “Yeah, we can make a mint off this. Now we just need to see how long it lasts.”

      As I closed the door behind me, I could still hear Grant inside sputtering. “I’m still here! I’m not invisible! I know you can see me!” Pause. “Right? You can see me, right? Serena!”
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      Soul Cake Recipe

      This is not an overly-sweet dessert. The soul cake was given out to the children and adults who went door to door singing and saying prayers for the dead on Halloween, All Saints’ Day, and All Souls’ Day.

      

      Ingredients:

      2 Cups Flour

      1 TSP Baking Powder

      1 TBSP Cinnamon

      1 TBSP Pumpkin Spice

      1 TBSP Nutmeg

      ½ Tsp Salt

      1 Cup Brown Sugar

      1 Large Egg

      ½ Stick Butter (softened)

      ½ Cup Milk

      ½ Cup Dried Cranberries*

      ½ Cup Dried Blueberries*

      ½ Cup Walnuts (or Almonds)

      *You can really use any dried fruit like apricots or currants. Just don’t use those candied fruits.

      

      Assemble:

      Pre-heat oven to 400 degrees.

      In a bowl combine the six dry ingredients and whisk to blend. In a mixer, combine the sugar, egg, and butter. Mix. Next add the dry ingredients. Slowly add in the milk. The mixture will be “tacky but loose.”

      Add in the fruits and nuts. Mix well with hand.

      Prepare your cookie sheet (I use a non-stick, so I don’t need to add oil, spray, or butter…but you may need to). Since the mixture is loose, you can’t really roll the cookies, you just need to spoon them out onto the cookie sheet.

      Bake for 12 minutes. The cookies will have a fluffy, cake-like feel.
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      “I know it’s last minute,” Daisy Woods said as she gently snagged the Peppermint Mocha from my hand, “but I just came up with the idea this morning. Basically, I’m asking a few shops in town to donate from their store. I’ll set up a raffle table tomorrow in the park during Christmas Kickoff, and then Mayor Stone will draw the winner of the basket tomorrow night after the Yule Parade of Lights & Christmas Tree Lighting ceremony.”

      “I think it’s a wonderful idea,” my best friend, Tamara, said.

      Tamara and I co-owned Enchanted Bakery & Brew. We’d both grown up on Enchanted Island, left to attend culinary school on the mainland, and after earning dual baking and pastry degrees, decided to come back and open our own shop.

      Daisy let out a little squeal. “Yay! I just came from Tinker’s Antiques, and Mr. Tinker said he’d be glad to supply the basket and a little something extra from his shop. My sister, Iris, is donating fresh flowers which I’ll collect from her tonight before she closes.”

      I glanced down at our display case. “Then we will donate Enchanted Bakery & Brew gift certificates, and a couple goodies from the case.”

      “Perfect!” Daisy bit her lip. “I know how busy you are right now during the holiday season, but do you think we could meet around five at Tinker’s Antiques?”

      During the month of December, Tamara and I doubled our output.  We still officially closed everything down at three, but from three-thirty to five, we opened the shop for the pick-up and carry-out holiday orders we took all month long. We were so busy, Tamara’s older sister, Piper, always gave us a hand during this time. Otherwise, we’d never be able to fill all the extra orders.

      “Yes, she can,” Tamara said. “I can hold down the fort for ten minutes alone. I’ll be fine.”

      Daisy grinned. “Thanks! I better run. It’s three o’clock now, and I still need to talk to Beatrice Warton over at The Craft & Candle. She’s running the store now that her mom has retired.”

      “I didn’t know Liza Warton retired,” I said. “When did that happen?”

      “About eight or ten months ago,” Daisy said. “She decided to focus solely on her beauty line, leaving Beatrice to run the store.” She leaned in close. “Don’t tell anyone I said this, but I’m glad Beatrice is now in charge. It’s…lighter. Airier. You know what I mean?”

      I nodded. “I know exactly what you mean.”

      The Wartons were known to dabble in black magic when it suited them. Beatrice had long come out against what her family practiced, but the stigma was still attached to her. Of course, that didn’t stop citizens from frequenting The Craft & Candle to snatch up Liza’s popular homemade facial and body creams.

      I followed Daisy to the door and flipped the sign to CLOSED, giving us that half hour to set out the pre-arranged orders. Once that was done, I counted the till while Tamara swept the floor. Usually if we were in a hurry, we’d use a cleaning spell to help us along, but we weren’t going anywhere for another two hours.

      By four, we had a steady flow of customers rushing in to pick up their pre-ordered holiday treats of pies, cakes, cupcakes, and even specialty breads. At a quarter till five, I hung up my apron and called it a night.

      “You’re sure you can finish up here while I run over to Tinker’s Antiques?” I asked.

      “Shoo,” Tamara said. “I’ll warm us up some soup and bread when I get home.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Picking up the gift certificates and boxed pastries, I closed the front door and made my way to Mr. Tinker’s store. Enchanted Island had a population around ten thousand, with the downtown being the heart and soul of the whole island. You could pretty much find any store you needed—mainly because no one really ever wanted to leave and shop on the mainland. We felt safe here. And by “we,” I mean the nearly ten thousand supernaturals that called Enchanted Island home.

      At the corner I made a left onto Charmed Street and waved when I saw Sheriff Hawkins and Detective Wolfe roping off the edge of the street and curb for tomorrow night’s Yule Parade of Lights.

      Not everyone who lived on the island was a supernatural. Sometimes there was a generational gene skip in families, which was the case with the new detective in town, Grant Wolfe. His dad, Walter, had been adopted and raised on the island by his aunt and uncle before he finally moved away years ago. Now Walter’s son, Grant, was back as the new detective, and I’d already helped him take down a bad guy at the Samhain Festival two months back.

      Until that night, Grant had no idea about the true nature of Enchanted Island. Grant’s dad had been raised on the island by Tom and Linda Wolfe. Tom’s younger brother, Walter’s biological father, chose to leave the island when he was just eighteen. The wolf gene had skipped him, and he never felt he belonged on the island. So he left for the mainland, met and married a human woman, and a couple years later they had Walter. Unfortunately, they died when Walter was five, and so he came to the island to live with Tom and Linda. Walter didn’t inherit the wolf gene, so I had to figure Grant didn’t either.

      “Are you roping off the edge of the sidewalks this year?” I asked.

      Sheriff Hawkins nodded. “Thought this might help to keep the little ones from running into the street.”

      Last year, one of Mrs. Mystic’s boys ran out into the street trying to get candy. Luckily Mrs. Anise had been thinking and did a levitation spell and saved the boy’s life.

      “I’m still not sure how a piece of string is going to keep the kids from crossing,” Grant said.

      Sheriff Hawkins gave me a wink. “I had Mrs. Anise put a little spell on it. Go ahead, Grant. Touch it.”
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      Grant snorted. “Never mind. Forget I asked.”

      “Why Detective Wolfe,” I said in my best syrupy-sweet voice, “are you chicken? Bwaawk. Bwaawk.”

      Grant scowled. “I’m not chicken…I’m cautious.”

      I laughed. “Want me to touch it?”

      I knew whatever spell Mrs. Anise had worked, it would never harm kids.

      “I’ll do it!” Grant said exasperatedly. “I’m just working up the courage.”

      Sheriff Hawkins and I laughed, but a few seconds later Grant reached out and touched the bright orange string. It let out a low whistle and then Mrs. Anise’s warbled voice filled the air. “You better stand back before I turn you into a toad and take you home with me!”

      I laughed. “That’s awesome! Trust me, any kid who hears that will think twice before crossing the line.”

      “Whatcha got there?” Grant asked, eyeing my pastry box.

      “It’s for a raffle the City Hall is doing tomorrow,” I said. “Mr. Tinker is donating the basket, and a bunch of us shopkeepers are donating to fill it.”

      “That’s thoughtful,” Grant said. “I don’t suppose you have any extra cinnamon rolls you’d like to get rid of?”

      “Or double chocolate muffins?” Sheriff Hawkins added.

      I laughed. “You boys stop by the bakery first thing in the morning before the crowd rolls in, and I’ll fix you up!”

      “You’re the best, Serena,” Sheriff Hawkins said.

      Grant gave me a wolfish grin. “Yes, she is.”

      I told myself to get a grip. I was still a little miffed Grant hadn’t asked me out after our last case together.

      “You ready for the crazy of tomorrow?” I asked Grant. “This will be your first time to experience Christmas on the island, right?”

      He nodded. “Yes. My parents never visited during this time of year, only during the summer. So this will all be new to me.”

      Sheriff Hawkins clasped Grant on the shoulder. “It’s a full day of fun and festivities!”

      “Didn’t we just have that at the Samhain Festival in October?” Grant asked.

      “This is different,” I said. “Tomorrow for Christmas Kickoff, the shop keepers will open their stores early with big sales, the park will have face painting, festival food, and craft booths set up for those merchants without a store. Then when it gets dark, we will have the Yule Parade of Lights here on the streets and end with the mayor lighting the tree in the park. Huge celebration.”

      “Sounds exhausting,” Grant said.

      “Sounds exciting,” I countered.

      “Hey everyone!” Daisy called as she hurried down the sidewalk, her arms loaded with fresh flowers from her sister’s flower shop and candles from The Craft & Candle.

      “I see you got more items,” I said.

      “I definitely made out,” Daisy said. “We should have a nice basket to raffle tomorrow.”

      “Let me get the door for you ladies,” Grant said.

      Mr. Tinker’s store had two large display windows up front with a recessed door in the middle. While his window displays were always amazing throughout the year, at Christmastime they were simply breathtaking. I wasn’t sure how he managed, but every year was better than the last. Grant pressed down on the levered door handle and gently pushed the wooden door open.

      “You two have a great rest of the night.” He looked into my eyes. “I’ll take you up on that cinnamon roll and coffee tomorrow morning. It sounds like I’ll need it.”

      I grinned. “Oh, now it’s cinnamon roll and coffee is it? I guess I can do that for you.”

      Grant shut the door, and immediately Daisy pounced.

      “Are you two dating?” she demanded. “I mean, I saw y’all snuggled up nice and cozy at the Samhain festival, but I didn’t realize—”

      “We’re not seeing each other,” I said. “I mean—no, we’re not. We don’t even know each other that well.”

      “Me thinks thou doth protest too much!” Daisy said in a sing-song voice.

      I laughed. “Whatever. Let’s give this stuff to Mr. Tinker. I don’t know about you, but I’m going to need extra sleep tonight to prepare for tomorrow.”

      “I hear ya. I love this time of year, but it’s so draining.”

      I stood on my tiptoes and looked around the room. The very silent room. Antiques were crammed into every nook and cranny of the store, on shelves, on the walls, in display cases…it was almost impossible to walk without tripping over something old and beautiful. To my left was a massive display of vintage Santas and elves.

      “Mr. Tinker, are you in here?” I called out. “It’s Serena and Daisy.”

      Silence.

      “He said five, right?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe he’s in his back office,” I suggested.

      Daisy fell into step behind me as I turned and headed toward the back of the store. “Looks like his light’s on.”

      “Good,” Daisy said. “These are beginning to get heavy.”

      I raised my hand and knocked softly on the ajar door, causing it to slowly creak open. Startled, I jumped backward and knocked into Daisy.

      “Hey, watch it!” she exclaimed.

      “Sorry. I just—I wasn’t expecting—it’s Mr. Tinker.”

      Daisy’s head peered over my shoulder, and she screamed in my ear. “Is he dead?”

      I glanced down at the broken snow globe on the floor, the blood seeping from his head, and nodded. “Yeah. I’m pretty sure he’s dead. We need to go get Detective Wolfe.”
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      “Who would do this to poor Mr. Tinker?” Daisy mused. “He was a nice, harmless old man.”

      I blinked back tears as the paramedics wheeled Mr. Tinker out the back of the store. “I have no idea.”

      Grant strolled over and placed his hand on my arm. “Could I have you two come with me while I ask you questions? We don’t need to be back here. The sheriff  is going to need to collect evidence anyway, and we don’t want to contaminate the scene any more.”

      “Sorry,” I said weekly. “We weren’t even thinking about any of that when we stood in his office.”

      “We were just so shocked.” Daisy’s voice broke off in a sob, and I was afraid she was going to lose it again. I’d just gotten her calmed down. “I mean, he was just lying there with his head smashed. Who does that?”

      “That’s what I’m going to find out,” Grant said. “Did he have a wife or kids? Someone I need to call?”

      I shook my head. “No. Mr. Tinker never married.”

      “He was married to this shop.” Daisy sniffed and wiped her eyes. “He was here almost every day. It was his life.”

      “There may be brothers or sisters, but I really don’t know,” I said. “But no wife or kids.”

      “Thanks,” Grant said. “I’ll be sure to ask the sheriff . Still trying to learn the family names on the island. And Tinker? I take it he was a…”

      “Fairy,” Daisy and I both said.

      “Fairy.” Grant smiled. “Still takes me a bit to wrap my mind around all this paranormal or supernatural stuff.”

      I bit my lip to keep from smiling. Grant had received his introduction to the reality of the island two months ago in a cemetery, trying to help me fight off a pissed-off winter witch.

      “Daisy, why don’t I start with you,” Grant said, “and you tell me what happened after I left the two of you here in the store.”

      Daisy was fairly accurate in her description of what transpired. I was happy she left out the part about asking if Grant and I were dating.

      “And then Serena said we needed to go get you,” Daisy concluded.

      Grant lifted his head and sniffed. “What’s that smell?”

      I shrugged and looked at Daisy. “What smell? I don’t really smell anything.”

      “Me either,” she said.

      Grant grimaced. “Smells musky yet floral. It’s making my stomach roll.”

      Daisy and I exchanged looks again and shrugged.

      “Maybe it’s my sister’s flowers she donated?” Daisy suggested.

      Grant shook his head. “No, that’s not it.”

      “It’s an old shop,” I pointed out. “It could be anything.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m sure it’ll dissipate soon.” He glanced down at his notes. “Did either of you see Mr. Tinker today?”

      “I did,” Daisy said.

      “Walk me through that,” Grant said. “What time was it? Was anyone else in the store?”

      “I guess it was around two-forty when I came in, because I was at Serena’s bakery right before it closed at three,” Daisy said. “Kyle Night was over by the glass displays looking at jewelry.”

      “Okay. What was Mr. Tinker doing? Was he helping a customer when you came in? Was he behind the cash register?”

      Daisy’s eyes widened. “He was on the phone. I remember that. He was on the phone with Mrs. Songbird. He was telling her to calm down and not worry, that the Yule Log was fine.” Daisy turned to me. “I could hear her, and she sounded hysterical.”

      “Why is that important?” Grant asked me.

      “The Yule Log has been in the—well, really the Bearer family, which is Mrs. Songbird’s maiden name—for well over three centuries. It’s an important piece of history to the island. Every year Mrs. Songbird gives it to Mr. Tinker to display in his window for the Yuletide season. Well, technically the month of December, but we don’t split hairs here.”

      “Okay,” Grant said. “So you’re telling me it’s an old log?”

      I scoffed. “It’s a very important old log, yes. It represents thankfulness to Mother Earth.” I frowned. “Wait. Daisy, are you saying the Yule Log was already here in the store?”

      “Yes. Mr. Tinker put up the display yesterday in the window.”

      “No.” I shook my head emphatically. “No. No.”

      “Umm…yeah,” Daisy said. “I know it is. I told Mr. Tinker when he got off the phone how much I loved the two displays this year, it really—”

      I didn’t wait for her to finish. Pivoting, I ran as fast as I could to the front of the store, dodging furniture and leaping over small items when necessary. The whole time I could hear myself chanting, “No. No. No.”

      “What’s going on?” Grant demanded close on my heels.

      When I saw the display windows, I came to an abrupt stop. I don’t know why I hadn’t noticed it when I first walked in the store, but while one window was beautifully decorated in vintage 1950, with the popular red Chevy truck hauling a Christmas tree in the back…the other window, which typically displayed the Yule Log, was empty.

      Sheriff Hawkins, carrying an evidence case in one hand, opened the store’s front door, took one look at my face, and sighed. “What’s wrong now?”

      I pointed to the empty window space. “Mrs. Songbird’s Yule Log is missing!”
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      “You go on home now, Daisy” Sheriff Hawkins said. “You’re going to have a busy day tomorrow. If we need you for anything else, we’ll let you know.”

      I plunked out a quick text to Tamara, telling her I was with Grant and not to worry, I’d be home later. I received an immediate text back telling me to be good and watch where he put his hands.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Where does she want me to put my hands?” Grant murmured in my ear.

      I flattened the phone to my chest and whirled. “That’s private, Detective Wolfe.”

      He grinned. “I apologize. So listen, I think I have everything I need here.” He looked down at his notepad. “Daisy was able to give me at least one potential witness or suspect to interview. I should probably find this Kyle Night and pay him a visit.”

      I groaned. “There’s probably something you should know.”

      “Let me guess. Kyle Night is a kelpie who swims in the sea and—contrary to his name—only comes out in the daytime. Therefore, I can’t interview him tonight?”

      “Ha ha. Sarcasm will get you nowhere.” I gave him a cheeky grin. “Besides, it’s the Silkstones and the Seamans who make up most of the kelpie and siren population. And they have no problem traveling around during the day or night.”

      “She’s right,” Sheriff Hawkins said as he walked over to where Grant and I stood. “But what exactly is she right about?”

      Grant shook his head. “I have a pretty good lead on a person who was in the store when Daisy was in around three.”

      “Who?” Sheriff Hawkins asked.

      “Kyle Night,” Grant said.

      Sheriff Hawkins frowned. “I was afraid of something like that the minute Serena said the Yule Log was gone. Looks like we got us a robbery-homicide.”

      “You think the whole crime centers around the Yule Log?” I asked.

      Sheriff Hawkins nodded. “I do. I guess I always figured it would come to something like this.”

      “I have a tentative timeline.” Grant glanced at me. “Ms. Spellburn, I don’t think we’ll need you any more tonight if you’d like to go home.”

      I snorted. “You may need me more than you realize.”

      “Go ahead, Grant, and let us hear what you have to say,” Sheriff Hawkins said.

      Grant’s brows drew together.

      “Deputized, remember?” I said. “It’s okay.”

      I knew Grant still wasn’t comfortable with my involvement in police matters, but Sheriff Hawkins was the dad I never had, and as far back as I could remember, I’d been tangled in some way with his job. The sheriff  and my dad had been best friends, and when my dad died in a boating accident right before I was born, he stepped up and helped my mom. Sheriff Hawkins loved his job and he taught me early on about procedures. I think it was his hope I’d go into law enforcement someday. But baking was in my blood…well, baking and dragon’s blood.

      Grant opened his book. “We know Daisy Woods was in this store around two-forty today. Mr. Tinker was on the phone, and there was at least one more person in the store, this Kyle Night. So two or three people saw Mr. Tinker alive around three. Serena, you found him dead around five. So we have a two-hour window we need to account for. I want to start with Kyle Night, see what he knows.”

      I groaned. “I hate this. Kyle is a good kid. He’s only like twenty-three.” I looked at the Sheriff Hawkins. “Surely he wouldn’t be caught up in the feud, you think?”

      “What feud?” Grant demanded.

      Sheriff Hawkins patted my shoulder. “Go ahead and tell him the story around the Yule Log while I make sure everything is closed down in back.”

      I nodded. “Okay. So I’m not sure how many great-great-greats I’d need to go back, but it’s been about three hundred seventy years. Enchanted Island has pretty much always been a peace-keeping island. The families that set up here fled the mainland due to persecution. It was around 1650, before the Salem Witch Trials, and with more and more supernaturals living in the colonies, their true identities were coming to light. The one stipulation to fleeing to the island was that the supernaturals had to pledge to put any wrongs they felt done to them or their families aside for the good of all the people.”

      “With you so far.”

      “Like I said earlier, Mrs. Songbird’s family are the Bearers. They’re one of the oldest fairy families who still watch over the lands on the island making sure the forest creatures and the vegetation are cared for. One day, as the story goes, Mrs. Songbird’s great-great-great-great—”

      “I get the picture.”

      I grinned. “I’ll say her great-grandmother, Portia Bearer, stumbled across a small tree that had fallen midway between her property and the Night property. She claimed there was something special about the wood, that it called out to her in the middle of the night. So she dragged it to her cottage, cut the log and branches for firewood, but kept the bulk of the small trunk intact.”

      “Weird. Quick question…the Nights would be?”

      “Vampires.”

      “Of course.”

      I hid a smile. “And it’s not weird. In those days, whether it was on the mainland or on the island, families had to fight to stay alive every winter with little food and cold temperatures, and Portia wasn’t married yet. This already-fallen log was a miracle as far as she was concerned. More wood equaled more heat.”

      “You’re right,” Grant said. “I wasn’t thinking about times back then.”

      “Anyway, it was well known the Nights hated the Bearers because for years on the mainland the vampires would hunt in the woods for—well, blood from the animals. The Bearers and other fairies would chase them down and try to stake the vampires for crossing into their protected lands.”

      “So the fairies were like little vampire slayers?”

      I laughed. “You could say that. Like I said, one December night, Portia Bearer found the log midway on the Bearer and Night property and brought it home. She attached ribbons and charms to the log to make a Yule Log as a way to say thank you to the tree and to Mother Earth. One of the charms she attached was a charm she’d also found lying in the woods some years back. It supposedly belonged to a leprechaun who’d dropped it in the forest one day and didn’t realize it until it was too late. He tried to get the charm back from Portia, but she refused.”

      “Which made the leprechaun angry, no doubt.”

      I nodded. “Yes. And the Yule Log has been passed down to the first-born daughter all these generations later.”

      “So Mrs. Songbird is going to be extremely unhappy when I call and tell her the family Yule Log is missing?”

      I snorted. “That’s an understatement.”

      “Now that I know the story, I’d say I have two glaring suspects—assuming the leprechaun family Portia took the charm from over three hundred years ago still lives on this island?”

      “They do. You would need to speak to Laverne Swindell.”

      “Of course I would. Thank you for enlightening me, Serena.”

      I chuckled. “Always glad to help, Detective Wolfe. But now I need to go home. I’m exhausted, and tomorrow will be an even longer day.”

      “Let me walk you to your car,” Grant said.

      I waved him away. “No need. I’m perfectly safe here. Tell the sheriff  I’ll see him tomorrow.”

      “Night, Serena. Text me when you reach your car.”

      I nodded. “Will do.”

      Closing the door to Tinker’s Antiques, I stepped out into the cold night air. It was still the first part of December, but the temperature was cooler than normal. The dark sky was lightly spitting snow down on the island with no real accumulation.

      It wasn’t until I was at the bakery and getting into my car that I felt the first twinge of being watched. Looking around, I tried to see where it was coming from. Nothing…but the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I closed my eyes and whispered a reveal spell to see if I could figure out who was stalking me, but I still had nothing. Either I was totally misreading the signs…or someone out there was blocking my reveal spell.

      I was betting on the latter.
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      “Are you sure you got enough sleep last night?” Tamara asked for the fifth time. “You look exhausted.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I unlocked the back door to the bakery and followed her inside. “I just need a big cup of coffee, and then I’ll be good to go.”

      “Coming right up.” Tamara hung her purse on the wall peg, took down her apron, tied it around her waist, and headed toward the front of the store. “I’ll whip up a double mocha with an extra shot while you get the ovens turned on.”

      This was my favorite part of the day. Walking into the store with my best friend, whipping up succulent treats while it was still dark outside, and just spending the day soaking up the aromatic smells of sugar, chocolate, and wheat. A heady combination.

      This year Piper agreed to stand outside and hand out free sugar cookies as citizens participated in the Christmas Kickoff. Tamara had spent hours yesterday in the kitchen baking cookies shaped like Christmas trees and snowmen. All that was left was for her to divide the royal icing, add colors, and decorate. While she did that, I started making the dough for the cinnamon rolls.

      At six o’clock, I shoved the three trays of cinnamon rolls, two trays of double chocolate muffins, and two trays of cranberry-orange muffins into the display case and hurried over to turn the CLOSED sign to OPEN.

      “I’m glad the snow didn’t accumulate overnight,” I hollered to Tamara. “It might have put a damper on today’s festivities.”

      As I neared the door, my heart lurched. Something was stuck to the glass door. Flicking my fingers at the light switch, I used a little magic to light up the store as I unlocked the front door. I was about to reach up and yank the paper down when I remembered there might be fingerprints.

      I turned up my palm and produced a small fireball. The heat would do me good since I didn’t have my coat, and I needed the light to read. “Count yourself lucky you still have your tongue. Careful what you say to the nice detective or you might be next.”

      Rage flooded my body, and I instantly felt my insides heat up. Never a good sign. When I got angry, my powers tended to surge. My dad’s family had dragon in their bloodline, and fire was my element. I could call it up in an instant. Unfortunately, I usually called it up when I was angry.

      “Hey there, Serena,” Sheriff Hawkins called out as he and Grant crossed over to me. “Looks like we’re just in time this morning. Figured we’d beat the early morn…” His voice trailed off. “What’s wrong. You don’t look well.”

      I stepped aside, brought my fireball up, and let them see the note on the door.

      Grant swore. “You didn’t touch it did you?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course I didn’t touch it. Do you forget I do have a little training in your field?”

      “I’m sorry,” Grant said. “It’s just an automatic question.”

      I blew out a sigh. “I’m sorry too. I’m just freaked out a little.”

      “I’ll run to my Blazer and get an evidence bag,” Sheriff Hawkins said.

      “You can put that out,” Grant said. “I have a light handy.”

      I closed my hand and the fireball disappeared.

      “Serena?” Tamara mused as she opened the door. “What’s going on out here? What’s on the door?”

      “Careful of the note,” Grant cautioned.

      “Are you kidding me?” Tamara demanded once she’d seen the note. “Who did this? Who do I need to fight?”

      I threw back my head and laughed. A big belly laugh…and it felt good. “Thanks, I needed that.”

      Tamara scowled. “It wasn’t meant to be funny.”

      “I know.” I wrapped my arms around my best friend and gave her a squeeze. “Thanks.”

      “You two girls stand back,” Sheriff Hawkins said as he sidled up next to us with an evidence bag. “Let me get this out of the way.”

      I crossed over to Grant. “I didn’t say anything last night in my text to you, but I think someone was watching me as I walked to my car.”

      Grant nodded but said nothing for a few seconds. He just kept nodding his head. “Notice how calm and rational I’m being right now? It’s all for show. Why the heck didn’t you tell me?”

      I threw up one hand. “I don’t know. I just thought it was my imagination.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Grant said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have mentioned it this morning.”

      I sighed. “Okay. Maybe I did a reveal spell last night and couldn’t see anyone.”

      “Meaning?” Grant asked.

      Tamara gasped. “Meaning someone cloaked who and where they were! Serena, why wouldn’t you say anything?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t know it would escalate to this.”

      Sheriff Hawkins closed the evidence bag and pursed his lips. “You’re gonna hate me askin’ this, Serena, but do you think you can call in your mom to help out at the store today? I could really use your help here. I have Deputies Sparks and Hexton already assigned to cover the stores and park today, while I cover the rest of the island.”

      “Sheriff, I can’t,” I said. “I can’t leave Tamara to—”

      “You most certainly can!” Tamara exclaimed. “Piper should be here any minute, and if your mom and my mom come in, we’ll be more than covered. Finding out who killed Mr. Tinker and who stole the Yule Log is more important.”

      “I agree,” Sheriff Hawkins said. “Serena, you know the suspects, the family feud, the island, and you might even be able to tune in to who threatened you.”

      I groaned. “This is so not fair.”

      “I bet we can be back by noon,” Grant said.

      “Keep your head about you,” Sheriff Hawkins said to me, “and remember everything I’ve taught you.”

      Five minutes later, I followed Grant to the Enchanted Island Sheriff’s Department Blazer and hopped inside. I handed him a cup of hot coffee and settled back to think about everything so far.

      “It’s almost like someone is playing with us,” I said.

      “Come again?”

      “The note. There was emphasis on ‘count’ and ‘lucky’ as though they were trying to confuse us as to who the writer was.”

      Grant nodded and took a sip of his coffee. “I noticed that too. Extremely vague clue.”

      “Turn here,” I said. “We’re about five miles away. So I should probably tell you a little about the land out here. The first house will be Mrs. Songbird’s. This is the original land Portia Bearer was granted when she moved to the island over three hundred years ago. The Bearer family has always lived on that land.”

      “Mr. Songbird didn’t mind moving to her land?” Grant asked.

      “It was known whoever married Bronwyn Bearer would live on her land. But it’s a moot point now. Mr. Songbird passed away about ten years ago. Hunting accident.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “So anyway, the Bearer land consists of over thirty acres of prime real estate. They were given the land because Portia was the most qualified at that time to watch over the coveted Midnight Belladonna.” I held up my hand. “And before you ask, I’ll let them tell you about it. Anyway, they have thirty acres here, and then bordering their land is the Night land.”

      “Why am I not the least bit surprised two feuding families would live side-by-side?” Grant deadpanned.
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      “It’s this driveway right here.” I pointed to a small opening between two oak trees. “Goes back about half a mile.”

      We bumped along silently through the woods until we pulled up in front of a small stone cottage. While ivy climbed both sides of the house, the most striking feature was the living roof.

      “What on earth?” Grant mused.

      “Cool right?” I opened the door, hopped down, then grabbed my purse since it had gloves and evidence bags. “The Bearers have grown vegetables and flowers on their roof for centuries. Long before green roofs were even popular.”

      Grant frowned. “Before what was popular?”

      I laughed. “Never mind.”

      The front door swung open and Mrs. Songbird motioned us inside. She had a thin, slender build and barely reached my shoulders, yet strength and power radiated from her. She was dressed in a floor-length black house dress and a gray cardigan. Her long, black and silver hair hung loosely down her back.

      A quick glance told me nothing had changed since the last time I’d been in the large one-room cottage. Herbs and flowers dried from the wooden rafters overhead, the hardwood floor was covered in hand-sewn rugs, and a massive walk-in fireplace in the kitchen was already cooking something in a cast-iron pot.

      “Good morning, Serena,” Mrs. Songbird said. “And you must be the detective I spoke to on the phone?”

      “Yes. Grant Wolfe.”

      The two shook hands.

      “Any news this morning about Mr. Tinker’s killer or my Yule Log?” Mrs. Songbird asked.

      “Not yet, Mrs. Songbird,” Grant said.

      “Call me Bronwyn, please. Come, let’s sit in the kitchen. My daughter, Brenna, should have the tea ready.”

      “I just set it on the table,” Brenna Songbird said. “Serena, it’s nice to see you. I haven’t been to the bakery in a while. With blooming season going on, I’m taking the graveyard shifts, so I don’t get out much in the mornings.”

      Grant and I sat down at a table I knew was at least two hundred years old. No one said a word until Bronwyn poured the hot tea and we all cradled the mugs in our hands.

      “I’m not sure what more information I can give you about the Yule Log other than what I said last night.” Bronwyn brushed a tear from the edge of her eye. “I’m terribly sorry about Mr. Tinker, but I’m heartbroken about the Yule Log. It’s been in our family for over three hundred years, and this is the first time…”

      Her voice trailed off as she looked toward the fireplace.

      “We’re all taking this rather hard,” Brenna said. “Bailey, my younger sister, offered to take Mom’s shift this morning so she could be available to help in the recovery of the log. I do the graveyard shift from about eleven until seven. Mom usually relieves me around seven.”

      Grant set his mug down on the table. “What’s with all these shifts, and what is Midnight Belladonna?”

      Bronwyn set her mug down on the table. “The Midnight Belladonna only blooms on our land. It’s the whole reason the Bearers were given this land over three hundred fifty years ago. We were entrusted to make sure the plants live and thrive, but do no harm.”

      “Harm?” Grant mused.

      “The Midnight Belladonna only blooms once a year for about two weeks. But when it blooms, it’s very dangerous. Poisonous. It always blooms around the first two weeks of December. Because there’s no set date, my family and I start watching the flowers around the end of November, just to be safe.”

      Grant frowned. “How many flowers are we talking? And if they’re dangerous, why haven’t they been destroyed?”

      Brenna gasped. “We don’t kill flowers just because they may be dangerous in the hands of the wrong person. The Bearers are watchers, caregivers over the land. We don’t kill.”

      “Okay,” Grant said, “how many flowers are we talking?”

      “Five now,” Bronwyn said. “About ten months ago one of the plants was stolen. Since it wasn’t in bloom, it wasn’t as harmful. Sadly, whoever stole the flower has probably killed it by now because they’d have no idea how to care for it. We let the sheriff  know, but nothing ever came of it. With the flowers in bloom right now and extremely dangerous, none of us will be leaving the land the next few weeks.”

      “I know this doesn’t really get us closer to who killed Mr. Tinker and who stole your log,” Grant said, “but I’m curious to know what would happen if the Midnight Belladonna was stolen when it was in bloom?”

      “Picked when it blooms,” Bronwyn said, “it could kill. It’s loaded with poison.”

      Grant sighed. “So another thing to be on the lookout for.”

      Bronwyn smiled. “Detective, that job has fallen to my family, and we take that job very seriously. There is no need to trouble yourself over the safety of the flowers right now.”

      “What’s so dangerous about it?” Grant asked.

      “If ingested when fully bloomed, even the tiniest bit, it can cause immediate death,” Bronwyn said. “When it’s not in blooming season, which was when the plant ten months ago was stolen, I really don’t know. I’m not a scientist or researcher.”

      “Show the detective the letters, Momma,” Brenna said.

      Bronwyn rose from the table and walked over to the wooden kitchen island.

      “That’s the largest fireplace I’ve ever seen,” Grant said. “Takes up nearly the whole wall and it has to be—what? Five feet deep?”

      Brenna laughed. “It’s how they used to build them. Since it heated the whole house and most of the cooking was done in the fireplace, it had to be spacious enough that the women could maneuver around safely inside.”

      “Here are the notes I’ve received over the last two days.” Bronwyn handed the letters to Grant. “This is why I called Mr. Tinker yesterday to check on the Yule Log.”

      Grant slipped on a glove I handed him, opened the first letter, and read aloud. “You take from me, and I take from you.” He laid it down on the table and selected the next one. “I have a stake in that log.” He picked up the last letter. “You’ve led a charmed life up until now.”

      “Do you know the story of the Yule Log?” Bronwyn asked.

      Grant nodded. “Serena told me.”

      “So you know the Nights and the Swindells have always been a threat to me and my family.”

      Brenna sighed. “Mom, times have changed. Your generational conspiracy theories aren’t relevant any more. Kyle and his dad wouldn’t do that.”

      “I think it’s the Nights,” Bronwyn said, as though her daughter hadn’t spoken. “They’ve always hated the Bearers and have always felt the log belonged to them. I believe they finally took it back, and Mr. Tinker paid the price with his life.”

      “We will be questioning the Nights,” Grant said. “We have a witness who states Kyle Night was in Mr. Tinker’s store around three yesterday.”

      Brenna gasped. “No! It’s not possible.”

      “I’m afraid so,” Grant said. “If you can think of anything else I need to know, please don’t hesitate to contact me. I understand how important this log is to you and your family. I’ll do everything in my power to see it’s returned.”
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      “I assume since we’re right next door,” I said, “we’ll go see the Nights next?”

      Grant grinned. “Nope. Let’s go see Laverne Swindell next.”

      “Word of warning,” I said. “She’s kind of—well, she likes to hit on men. I only tell you that because you’re about the right age for her to start fawning over.”

      “Fawning over?” Grant mused.

      I grinned. “Yeah. Laverne Swindell is kind of a resident cougar. She’s about fifty-five, but likes to date men in their thirties. That’s about your age, right?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’m not thirty yet.”

      I shrugged and grinned. “Probably close enough for her. Besides, serves you right for throwing a wrench in the questioning plan. I don’t see why we can’t save time and just question the Nights next.”

      “I have a suspect in mind,” Grant said exasperatingly. “My next step is to eliminate the others. So next I want to talk with Laverne Swindell. I don’t care if she’s next door or thirty miles away. She’s next in line.”

      “Fine,” I huffed, snapping my seatbelt on. “We’ll go fifteen minutes in the opposite direction then swing back this way later.”

      “Glad you see it my way.”

      I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest. His reasoning, while probably spot on, would cost me precious time away from the bakery.

      Fifteen minutes later, Grant turned left onto Bewitched Drive and then made a right onto Haunted Lane. I frowned when I realized he knew exactly where to go.

      “How did you know she lived around here?” I asked.

      “I recognized the street name when I pulled her information last night. My grandparents live around the corner on Mystic Drive.”

      “That’s right. I’d forgotten.”

      Laverne Swindell lived in a two-story mint green house with white shutters and a black door. Snow-covered bushes surrounded the façade, while a cobblestoned sidewalk led to the front. There was no porch, just a straight shot into the house.

      Grant lifted his hand to knock on the door then winced. “Do you hear that?”

      I looked around. “No. What?”

      He inserted a finger in his ear then wiggled. “I guess it was nothing.”

      In the distance, two dogs barked, and I couldn’t help wonder if they were hearing the same thing Grant was.

      This time when Grant lifted his hand, he knocked heavily three times. We didn’t have long to wait before the front door opened and Laverne Swindell stood in the archway dressed in a red and yellow kimono.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen Ms. Swindell around town, but I would bet the bank the last time I’d seen her she didn’t look near as lovely as she looked this morning. Her blonde hair was piled on top of her head, and her fifty-something face was sans makeup, wrinkle free, and glowing.

      Flickering a dismissive gaze my way, she slowly looked Grant up and down, licking her lips. “Well, hello there. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      Grant cleared his throat. “Ms. Swindell, my name is Detective Grant Wolfe. This is my civilian partner for the day, Ms. Serena Spellburn. I need to come in and ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind?”

      “You may enter.” She took a step back and we stepped inside the foyer. “Is this about Mr. Tinker being murdered and my family’s charm being stolen from us years ago?”

      “This is about Mr. Tinker and the theft of Mrs. Songbird’s Yule Log.”

      “I know nothing about it,” she said. “I wasn’t even aware of the incident until my cousin contacted me about an hour ago.”

      “Then I guess we won’t take up much of your time, Ms. Swindell.”

      “You can call me Laverne.” She shifted, and her robe slid down one shoulder. “And you can take up as much of my time as you like, officer.”

      “Detective,” Grant corrected. “Where were you yesterday afternoon between two and five?”

      “I had nothing to do with the murder or the theft. But I will say Portia Bearer—the girl who stole that charm from my family centuries ago—had no right to it. Maybe this is just karma coming back finally. You ever think of that?”

      “Ma’am, I’m not going to ask you again,” Grant said. “Where were you between two and five yesterday afternoon?”

      Laverne crossed her arms under her chest, jutting her breasts up and out. It was all I could do not to laugh outright at the look of pure panic that crossed Grant’s face. I’d tried to warn him. “I was alone here at my house most of the afternoon. Then I drove to The Craft & Candle to pick up my standing order.” She waved her hand in front of her face. “Unfortunately, this beauty isn’t one hundred percent natural, and I must pay an exorbitant amount of money to the Wartons to keep me looking this way.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask what products she used, because I had to give it to her…she looked fabulous.

      “What time were you there?” Grant asked.

      She sighed. “Detective, I have no idea.”

      “Surely you can look at your receipt and see, can’t you?” Grant asked. “Aren’t times usually stamped on receipts?”

      Her nostrils flared, and I could tell she was angry, but somehow the fake smile stayed plastered on her face. “I’m sure you’re right. I bet the time is stamped on the receipt. How smart of you to think of that.”

      I bit my lip to keep from laughing at her obvious attempt at snark. If Grant was affected by her words, he didn’t let on.

      “Unfortunately, I can’t think of where my purse is right now.” She fluttered her lashes. “Maybe you can stop by later tonight. I’m sure I’ll have found it by then. Or if you have to work the parade and lighting ceremony tonight, maybe I can buy you a cup of hot cocoa?”

      Grant gestured to a brown leather purse sitting under an antique entry table at the end of the hallway. “Would that be the purse down there?”

      Laverne scowled but didn’t bother to turn around to see where Grant pointed. “Wait right here.” She pivoted, her sheer kimono curling around her legs, and marched down the hallway, her head held high.

      “She’s lovely.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, she’s always been a little bit of a spitfire. I tried to tell you. But I have to say, she does look amazing. I’ve got to find out what cream of Liza’s she’s using.”

      His eyes ran over my face. “You look amazing just like you are. You don’t need any of that stuff.”

      I felt my face flush. It was the first time Grant had outright complimented me since we spent time together during Samhain. I had waited for him to make another move after that, for him to ask me out, but he never did. “Thank you.”

      He opened his mouth, and I could tell he was about to say something else, but Laverne came stomping back up the hallway. She stopped in front of him and thrust a piece of paper at him. “I made my purchase from The Craft & Candle at three-forty. Satisfied, Detective?”

      He didn’t say anything, just removed the paper from his face. “And where did you go after you left The Craft & Candle?”

      “Home. I came straight home.” She threw up her arms. “See, there’s no way I could have killed Mr. Tinker and stolen my family’s charm back.”

      “I never said what time Mr. Tinker was killed,” Grant said. “Is there anyone who can verify you were home around four o’clock?”

      “I live alone, Detective Wolfe. Who would be able to verify that? My cat? Because if you can find a way to communicate with her, you’re more than welcome to ask her.”

      I snorted, then slapped my hand over my mouth. “Sorry. It just struck me as funny.”

      He turned to me. “So as crazy as this island is, you’re telling me it’s not possible to communicate with a cat?”

      I shrugged. “Not as far as I know. Laverne? Do you know anyone who—”

      “Of course not!” she snapped. “I was being sarcastic.”

      I grinned. “My bad. Sorry, Detective Wolfe, I’m afraid the witness was being sarcastic and it’s not possible to question her cat.”

      Grant’s mouth twitched, but he didn’t smile. “In that case, Ms. Swindell, I believe that’s all the questions I have for now.  I’ll be in touch if I have any more.”

      We hadn’t taken three steps out of the house before the front door slammed shut.

      “Hit a nerve?” Grant mused.

      “Seems that way. Or maybe she’s just miffed you didn’t fall at her feet like she wanted.”

      Grant grunted.

      I hopped inside the Blazer and buckled my seatbelt. “Now are we going to the Night house?”

      “Yes. I want to know what young Kyle was doing at Tinker’s Antiques yesterday afternoon.”

      “By the way,” I said conversationally, “I actually think my cousin, Shayla, can communicate with animals. Animals and plants.”

      “Plants?” Grant shook his head. “Never mind. Of course she can.”
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      Fifteen minutes later, we were once again passing the Songbird place, and I was trying not to curse under my breath at the ridiculousness of driving back and forth like we were.

      “So I take it the Night house is around here?” Grant asked.

      “Yes. You’ll go around this curve up here and then take a right at the next driveway.”

      Unlike the Songbird’s rutted driveway, the Night’s driveway was paved smooth. Also unlike the Songbird’s small stone cottage that was set back deep in the woods, the Nights had knocked down the trees around them and built an imposing stone castle complete with turrets and climbing ivy. The only thing missing was a moat.

      Grant whistled. “Is this original too? Like the Bearer cottage?”

      “Yes, for the most part. The Nights have lived on this land for over three hundred years, just like the Bearer family on theirs.”

      “How old is Kyle, do you know?”

      “Around Brenna’s age,” I said. “About twenty-three or so.”

      “Mom? Dad?”

      “Dad. Kyle’s mom died about three years ago from cancer. I remember because Tamara and I had just moved back to the island.”

      “What does dad do?”

      “He does something with stocks or trading or something like that,” I said. “Big money. The Nights have always been wealthy though.”

      Grant pulled to a stop in the circle drive and shut off the engine. “More modern than Mrs. Songbird’s cottage.”

      “Oh, yes. There have been extensive renovations over the years to keep the castle up-to-date but still keep the authentic look of the castle.”

      Grant rang the doorbell, and a few minutes later the front door was opened by a tall, thin man with a drastically receding hairline. With a loud sigh he stepped back from the door and ushered us inside. “I figured you were bound to show up sooner or later. Let’s get this over with.”

      “Are you Mr. Night?” Grant mused.

      “Yes.”

      “My name is Detective Grant Wolfe, and this is Serena Spellburn. She’s—”

      “I know who Serena is, Detective Wolfe,” Mr. Night interrupted. “Her family goes back generations on this island, just like mine.” His mouth turned up on one side. “I can’t say the same for your family, Mr. Wolfe. That’s unfortunate.”

      The sting hung in the air. I wasn’t quite sure what to say to ease the awkwardness, but luckily Kyle Night did that for me.

      “Hey, Dad,” Kyle called from the top of the stairs, “I thought I heard…” He trailed off when he saw us standing in the spacious foyer.

      “I’m sure they’re here about the murder of Mr. Tinker,” Mr. Night said, “and the disappearance of the Yule Log that originally belonged to our family before stolen by the Bearer family.”

      Kyle swallowed, and I swear I practically heard the gulp from where I stood. “Yes, sir.” Kyle quickly descended the stairs and stood in front of us. “It’s a shame what happened to Mr. Tinker. He was a nice old man.”

      “You knew him?” Grant asked.

      Kyle shook his head emphatically. “No. I mean, yes…but no not really.”

      “Mr. Night,” Grant said, “could we maybe go someplace to talk?”

      Mr. Night sighed. “Fine. And you can call me Archibald.”

      Grant frowned and looked down at his notebook. “I thought your first name was Vlad?”

      “Technically, yes,” Mr. Night said.

      Kyle laughed. “Every Night son is named Vlad. Heck, I’m probably like Vlad the thirtieth. We always go by our middle names. You can call me Kyle.”

      Archibald motioned for us to follow him farther inside the house. We crossed the expanse of the tile floor into some sort of fancy sitting room. The dark furniture looked old and yet oddly delicate. Not really the kind of thing I thought Mr. Night would go for, which meant they were probably family heirlooms.

      “Please sit,” Archibald said. “Can I get you two something to drink?”

      “No, thank you,” Grant said. “We won’t take up too much of your time.”

      Kyle strolled over to the fireplace and leaned against the edge, hands in his pockets. He had yet to make eye contact with anyone in the room.

      “Good, because I don’t have much time to spare. I’m a very busy man.” Archibald hitched the front of his pant legs and sat down on the black and red velvet settee. “Let me just say for the record that I had nothing to do with Mr. Tinker’s murder. I quite liked the man. But as far as the Yule Log is concerned, I am not the least bit heartbroken over its disappearance. Those murderous Bearer women hunted down my kin and killed us without provocation. As far as I’m concerned, they get whatever comes their way.” He spread his hands wide. “Now, ask your questions.”

      “Actually,” Grant said, “my questions are more for your son than you.”

      Archibald’s head snapped back. “My son? What does Kyle have to do with this mess?”

      “I have a witness placing your son at the scene of the crime yesterday.”

      “What?” Archibald stood and faced his son. “What is this nonsense?”

      Kyle cleared his throat. “It’s not nonsense, Father. I was at Tinker’s Antiques yesterday around three. I was—I was looking at jewelry.”

      “Why?” Archibald seemed totally nonplused.

      “For a Christmas present.”

      Raw sorrow passed over Archibald’s face as he sank back down onto the settee, and I had to blink back the sudden onslaught of tears. “Son, that makes zero sense. Why would you be looking at jewelry? Your mother has been dead now for three years.”

      “I just was,” Kyle whispered.

      “Did you purchase anything?” Grant asked.

      Kyle shook his head. “I didn’t see what I was looking for.”

      “Which is?” Archibald demanded.

      “I’ll know it when I see it,” Kyle said.

      “What time did you leave?” Grant asked.

      “Around three-fifteen.”

      “But you didn’t purchase anything?” Grant pressed. “You don’t have a receipt showing what time you left?”

      Kyle averted his eyes. “No, I’m sorry. But I can tell you when I left, Mr. Tinker was in the back helping the other customer.”

      I felt rather than saw the change in Grant’s demeanor.

      “What other customer?” Grant asked.

      “Ms. Warton. She was in the back of the store looking for something. At least I think that’s what she was doing.”

      “So you’re telling me,” Grant said, “when you left the store at three-fifteen, Mr. Tinker was alive and talking with a Mrs. Warton in the back of the store?”

      Kyle’s face turned red. “Well, actually Ms. Warton isn’t married. She never was. Um, but yeah, she was in the store. She came in around three.”

      “And what is Ms. Warton’s first name?” Grant asked.

      Kyle’s eyes widened. “I’m not sure, maybe Linda or Lila.”

      “You mean Liza Warton?” I asked.

      Kyle nodded emphatically. “Yes. I hadn’t seen her in almost a year, so it was kind of a surprise to see her. I said hi when she walked by, but she didn’t acknowledge me.”

      Grant stood, and I followed suit.

      “Thank you for your time,” Grant said. “Right now that’s all I have. If I need to ask any follow up questions, I assume you will speak with me?”

      Kyle pushed himself off the chimney. “Of course, sir.” He glanced up at the ceiling before making eye contact with Grant. “I am truly sorry for what happened to Mr. Tinker, but I’m even sorrier for what happened to the Yule Log. I know how much that log means to Mrs. Songbird.”

      “Excuse me!” Archibald exclaimed as he leaped from the settee. “Don’t you dare feel sorry for that woman! Her kind killed our family. Don’t you ever forget that.”

      Kyle’s neck turned pink and his eyes dropped to the floor. “Yes, sir.”
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      Back in the Blazer, I clicked my seatbelt and waited for Grant to say something as he pulled out of the circle driveway.

      “Well, that was awkward,” Grant said.

      I chuckled. “Yes, it was. And it’s only going to get worse for the Nights and Songbirds.”

      Grant glanced over at me. “Whaddya mean? And why are you smiling?”

      My mouth dropped open. “Oh, c’mon? Tell me you don’t see what is going on there?”

      Grant frowned. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Brenna and Kyle?”

      “What about them?” he asked. “You mean the fact they’re going to have to carry on the centuries-long feud?”

      I laughed. “No! I mean they’re in love. It’s a true Romeo and Juliet story.”

      “What? No way.” Grant frowned. “How did you get that?”

      I snickered. “Have you never been in love before, Detective Wolfe?”

      And just like that, the air seemed to leave the car.

      “Grant?” I whispered.

      He cleared his throat. “No, Serena, I’ve never been in love before.”

      An awkward silence filled the car, and we drove on for a few more miles.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I just assumed—you know?”

      “What? That I’ve been in love before?”

      I let out a soft snort. “Well, yeah. I mean, you’re almost thirty.”

      He laughed dryly. “How many times do I have to tell you I have another year or two before I hit thirty? But I get what you’re saying. Do you know where Liza Warton lives?”

      “Yes. Go back to the main road and turn left.”

      He was silent a few more seconds. “Have you? Been in love, I mean?”

      I sighed and looked out the window. “Once.” I scoffed. “Or at least I thought I was. Cameron was a fellow chef at the school Tamara and I attended. He was what I thought I wanted. A fellow chef, smart, funny…human.”

      “Human?” Grant mused. “You wanted to fall for a human? Why?”

      I shrugged. “I thought it would be less complicated. And I think secretly I wanted to know what it was like to just be like everyone else.”

      “What happened?”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. “It’s too painful.”

      “I’m a good listener.”

      I smiled, eyes still shut. “I’m sure you are.”

      When I felt Grant squeeze my leg, my eyes flew open.

      “I mean it,” he said. “You can tell me anything.”

      I turned and faced him. “Okay. We’d been seeing each other for a few months. And it was nice, ya know? No pressure about the relationship because we were both busy with school. He said he respected the fact that I wanted to spend so much time perfecting my recipes with Tamara, and that he needed time alone too so he could focus.”

      I stopped talking because I couldn’t speak past the sudden lump in my throat. The pain of the betrayal was still there, but now instead of sorrow I felt anger. True anger at what Cameron had done.

      “Then what happened?” Grant prompted.

      I sighed. “One night, he stayed over and—and while I slept, he went through my things. He found my chef’s journal, something every pastry chef has, and took photos of my recipes.”

      “I’m almost afraid to know how you found out what he’d done.”

      I snorted. “For our class final, we had to dazzle our instructor with a dessert using certain ingredients. They were pretty much basic ingredients, but we could also add whatever we wanted to make the dessert pop. Well, he created the same recipe I did…only there was one problem.”

      “What?”

      “My recipes all have at least one magical secret ingredient complete with a spell added…sometimes they have two. The basic recipes have been handed down through the generations, but the magic is never written down because it comes from the heart. He had no idea. So when the time came for the instructor to taste the desserts, not only was his missing key ingredients, but the presentation was all off. But mine was over-the-top good. The instructor couldn’t stop raving about it.”

      “I bet that didn’t go over well,” Grant said.

      I snorted. “Can you believe Cameron accused me of purposely sabotaging him?”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. He claimed I didn’t hide my book of recipes hard enough because I wanted him to find them and use them and fail the class! I deliberately withheld certain ingredients so he’d fail.”

      Grant grinned. “Did he fail the class?”

      I grinned back. “Almost.”

      We sat there in silence for a few seconds, and I marveled at how freeing it felt to tell that story.

      “Then what did you do?” he demanded. “Did you report what he’d done.”

      “No. I stopped seeing him, obviously, and when Tamara and I finished our degrees, we left and came back to the island.”

      “So he still has your recipes?” Grant asked.

      I shrugged. “Maybe. But they won’t do him any good without the missing ingredients and the spell that binds them together.”

      Grant emitted a low wolf-like growl, and I blinked in surprise. When he didn’t acknowledge the sound, I pretended not to notice.
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      “Turn right at the next road,” I said. “Then follow it until you get to the crossroads and take a left on Magick Drive.

      “Is there anything specific I need to know about the Wartons?”

      “Liza is around my mom’s age, but they weren’t friends because the Wartons are known to dabble in black magic.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Simply put? Witches use their powers for good. Those who deal in black magic use their powers for evil. The Wartons have walked that gray line for as long as I can remember, but from what I understand, Beatrice is trying to change their reputation. My mom did tell me once that Liza left the island to attend college, and I think she even has a degree in science or something like that.”

      “I’ll be sure to ask.”

      “She came back to the island and opened her shop, The Craft & Candle. She makes her own products. I recently learned she retired about eight months ago and her daughter, Beatrice, is running the store full time now.”

      “So Liza Warton has a daughter but never married?” Grant mused.

      “That’s right. It was pretty scandalous at the time. Liza refused to name the father of the baby, and she raised Beatrice on her own. The driveway is up ahead on the left.”

      Liza Warton lived in a modest two-story brick house with black shutters, black window frames, a dark roof, and a black front door. Even the pillars on the front porch were painted black.

      “You’d think with all the black it would be creepy,” I said, as we walked up the walkway, “but I actually think it’s quite beautiful.”

      The front door opened and a stunning woman with long, wavy red hair stood in the doorway. I guessed her to be in her late thirties. Her youthful, rosy complexion set off her captivating lilac eyes. “Can I help you?”

      “We’re here to see Ms. Warton,” Grant said.

      “I’m Ms. Warton.”

      I squinted and cocked my head. “We’re looking for Liza Warton.”

      The beautiful woman laughed. “My dear, Serena. It hasn’t been that long has it?”

      I frowned. “Liza?”

      “Of course, dear. Who else did you expect to answer the door?”

      “Uh…no one. You look—well, you look amazing.”

      She flipped her red hair over her shoulder. “Why thank you. It’s nice hearing a compliment come from someone so lovely as yourself.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. The last time I’d seen Liza Warton, she looked her age. But that had been over a year ago when I’d been in her shop. I didn’t usually shop at The Craft & Candle simply because I didn’t care for the Warton image. Now I wish I’d paid more attention to the anti-aging crap she tried to sell me that day.

      “Ms. Warton,” Grant said, “my name is Detective Grant Wolfe. I have a few questions I’d like to ask you.”

      Ms. Warton gasped. “Is it Beatrice? Has something happened to my daughter?”

      “No, ma’am,” Grant said. “Can we come in?”

      “I’m in the middle of working on my formulas,” Ms. Warton said. “Is it really necessary you come in?”

      “No, ma’am, we can stand out here and speak if you wish,” Grant said smoothly.

      “Call me Liza, Detective.”

      “Liza, we have an eye witness putting you at Tinker’s Antiques yesterday afternoon.”

      “Yes, I was there. Probably around three or four o’clock.”

      “Why were you there?” Grant asked.

      “Well, it is almost Christmas, Detective. I do need to buy gifts for family members.”

      “Are you aware Mr. Tinker was murdered yesterday?”

      Ms. Warton gasped. “Why no, I was not. How dreadful!”

      “Can you tell me, specifically, what time you left the store?” Grant asked.

      “Ummm…let me see. I guess it would be around three-fifty or four o’clock. I only remember because Mr. Tinker mentioned he still needed to find a basket and gift to give to someone who would be there in an hour. I think he mentioned people stopping by around five. But that’s just a guess. I don’t know for sure.”

      “The witness I spoke with placed you there around three, and you say you left around four. That’s nearly an hour inside the store. Did you buy anything?” Grant asked.

      “I did, yes.” She put her finger to her lips, eyes twinkling. “But they’re Christmas presents so I can’t tell you.”

      “Do you have a receipt?”

      Ms. Warton frowned. “I suppose I do somewhere. Hold on and let me see if I can find it.”

      She stepped back inside her house and closed the front door. I didn’t even have time to question the odd behavior before the door swung open and Ms. Warton stepped back outside, handing Grant a receipt. He nodded and handed it back to her.

      “When you left at four,” Grant said, “Mr. Tinker was alive?”

      Ms. Warton gasped. “Most definitely.”

      “Did anyone else enter the store while you were in there?” Grant asked.

      Liza pursed her lips. “I don’t believe so.”

      “Did you see the Yule Log in the window when you entered the store?” I asked.

      “Mrs. Songbird’s prized possession?” Liza asked. “Yes, I did. Stunning as always.”

      “Serena tells me you sell your own skin care line in your store,” Grant said.

      “I do.”

      “Did you attend college on the mainland?” Grant asked.

      “I did. I received a bachelor’s degree in Chemistry.”

      I thought Grant was going to ask her another question, but instead, he handed her his card. “If you think of anything else that might help in the investigation into Mr. Tinker’s murder and the theft of the Yule Log, I’d appreciate it.”

      Liza gasped. “The Yule Log? You mean Mrs. Songbird’s familial log is missing?”

      “Did I forget to mention that?” Grant said.

      “Yes, you did,” Liza said. “The poor woman. She must be going mad. I know how much that log means to her family.”

      “Well, if you remember anything that will help in the investigation,” Grant said, “I’d appreciate you letting me know.”

      “Of course, Detective.”

      Liza closed the door, and we walked back to Grant’s vehicle. He started the car and pulled out onto the road. Once again I waited for him to start the conversation.

      “I smelled it,” he said.

      “What?”

      “The smell I smelled on Laverne and in Mr. Tinker’s shop. I smelled it on Liza Warton.”

      “That is so weird,” I said. “I haven’t smelled anything. But what would be Liza’s motive to kill Mr. Tinker and steal the Yule Log?”

      “That I don’t know. There’s no crazy long-standing family feud between Mr. Tinker, Bronwyn Songbird, Archibald Night, Laverne Swindell, and Liza Warton is there?”

      “No. Not that I know of.”

      “Liza Warton’s property isn’t near any of the others,” Grant mused, “so it can’t be a land dispute.”

      “Maybe the sheriff  was right,” I said, “and the murder had more to do with the Yule Log than of Mr. Tinker himself.”
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      “It’s almost one,” Grant said. “Do you want me to drop you off at the bakery?”

      “Please. I’m sure they could use the help.”

      “I’m going to follow up on some leads at the office,” Grant said. “You still plan on attending the Yule Parade of Lights and the Christmas tree lighting tonight?”

      I nodded. “I am. Are you?”

      “I’ll be working. Unless there’s a crack in the case.”

      “Then I guess I’ll see you tonight,” I said.

      He grinned. “Maybe we can grab a cup of cocoa or something.”

      I grinned back. “Maybe.”

      Ten minutes later, I gave Grant the evidence we’d collected, waved goodbye, and hurried inside the bakery. Piper wasn’t at the front door, so I figured we’d given away all the Christmas cookies.

      “There you are,” Mom called from behind the counter. “Just in time to help Tamara in the back.”

      I wove around the eight or nine customers inside the store, gave Mom and Tamara’s mom each a kiss on the cheek, then headed to the kitchen. Hanging my purse on the peg, I grabbed my apron and hurried over to Tamara.

      “I guess we’re out of cookies?” I asked.

      Tamara groaned. “It was a madhouse out there. I think Piper gave away her last cookie right before lunch. She decided to head over to the park to see what was going on and to do some Christmas shopping. But enough about that. What’s going on with the investigation?”

      I motioned her closer. “I personally don’t think it’s Kyle Night. After we finished talking to both the Songbirds and the Nights, I feel pretty confident I know what’s going on there.”

      “You mean something outside of the feud?” Tamara asked. “What?”

      I grinned. “I think Brenna Songbird and Kyle Night are in love.”

      Tamara gasped. “No! I can’t believe it. Their parents are going to freak.”

      “Understatement.”

      “So who does that leave?” Tamara mused. “Laverne Swindell?”

      “Well, she was in town yesterday around four, so it’s plausible.”

      “But you don’t think so?” Tamara asked.

      “I honestly don’t know,” I said. “But get this…Liza Warton was at Tinker’s Antiques too. She’s probably the last one to see him alive.”

      “What motive would Liza Warton have to kill Mr. Tinker and steal the Yule Log? That makes no sense.”

      “I know. I’m truly stumped. Pun intended.” I picked up a cupcake and started frosting. “There’s something else.”

      “More?”

      “I think Detective Wolfe may have the wolf gene inside him.”

      “What?” Tamara set down the cupcake she was decorating. “What makes you say that? I mean, that’s serious, Serena.”

      “I know. Today when we were out, he picked up on things I couldn’t and…well, and a human couldn’t either. He noticed a high-pitch frequency and he kept smelling a certain scent I couldn’t discern.”

      “Someone needs to tell him. The next full moon happens in a week and a half, right before Christmas.”

      “I know. I want to ask him if he’s noticed any changes, but I’m afraid to. You know how weird he still is about accepting all the magic involving the island.”

      “Maybe you should,” Tamara said. “He needs to know. Or at least let his grandparents know.”

      Could it be possible that Grant did, in fact, have the wolf gene? He’d been on Enchanted Island long enough to channel that capability if it was there, just lying dormant all these years. Was there something about the island—away from the human world—that made it so Grant’s gene was no longer dormant? You either had it or you didn’t. If he did have the gene, he’d be the first in his line to have it, seeing as how it skipped his dad and grandfather. But stranger things had happened.

      We worked until two, then closed down the bakery to go home and relax a few hours until we needed to be uptown for the Yule Parade of Lights and Christmas Tree Lighting ceremony.
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      “Good evening, Ms. Spellburn. Don’t you look lovely.”

      I turned and smiled up at Grant. “Why thank you, Mr. Wolfe. Nice of you to say so.”

      I’d taken a little extra care with myself tonight in anticipation of seeing him. My dark skinny jeans were tucked into black knee-high boots with a forest green sweater and a black knee-length cardigan. My matching red scarf and gloves made me feel very Christmas-y.

      “I have to help direct traffic after the parade and then again after the Christmas tree lighting,” Grant said. “But maybe after that we can get a hot chocolate?”

      “I’d like that.”

      Tamara bumped my hip with hers. “I see my mom. I’m going to go talk with her.”

      “I actually need to go,” Grant said. “I’ll text you when I have a free moment.”

      Tamara and I had just crossed the street when someone bumped me from behind. I turned to say I was sorry…and stared into the angry face of Laverne Swindell.

      “Sorry,” she said stiffly. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “It’s okay.” I didn’t want to let her sour my good mood. “No big deal.”

      “I didn’t realize you were seeing Detective Wolfe,” Laverne said.

      I frowned. “Is that a problem?”

      She stared daggers at me for a few more seconds. “Anything new with the investigation?”

      “Even if there was,” I said, “I couldn’t tell you.”

      She leaned in close. “Little thing like yourself should probably be careful where she wanders at night.”

      I frowned. “Were you following me last night, Laverne? Did you leave that little present for me this morning on my door?”

      She leaned back and shrugged. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. You have a nice night and enjoy the festivities.”

      Tamara sidled up next to me and grabbed my hand. “Everything okay here?”

      “Just fine,” Laverne said. “I was just telling Serena to enjoy her night.”

      Tamara and I watched her flounce away.

      “She sure is something.” Tamara handed me a couple Glowstick necklaces and bracelets. “Get dolled up. It’s dark enough for the parade to start any minute now.”

      The Yule Parade of Lights went off without a hitch. This year’s theme was A Magical Candyland Christmas, and while each lighted float represented a character from the board game, the hook was each float had to have an actual edible food to pass out. Grandma Nutt—Nana—sat rocking and waving to the crowd next to her peanut brittle house while her helpers hurled baggies filled with peanut brittle to the crowd, Princess Lolly and her helpers tossed lollipops to the kids, Queen Frostine and her court passed out cupcakes, and even Lord Licorice got involved by trying to make kids take the licorice he and his evil minions threw out…of course, they were all rejected and even a few got tossed back! But the best surprise was the final float holding King Kandy—Mayor Stone—waving next to a massive gingerbread castle, while on the street next to the float dozens of Gingerbread Kids scrambled to hand out gingerbread cookies under adult supervision.

      “That was awesome.” Tamara looped her arm around mine, and together we followed the crowd to the park where Mayor Stone would throw the switch and light the tree to signal the start of the Christmas and Yule season.

      We spotted Grant standing about ten yards back from the tree and stopped next to him. He grabbed on to me when the crowd threatened to run me over.

      “That was the best parade I’ve ever been to,” Grant said.

      “Wait until you see the tree,” I whispered.

      Five minutes later Mayor Stone—still dressed as King Kandy—walked up the wooden platform in front of the tree and addressed the crowd. Once he finished his speech, he reached over and flipped the switch, and thousands of lights illuminated the tree. I could hear the oohs and aahs around me.

      “What the—is that…” Grant’s voice trailed off in awe.

      Rising to the top of the tree were two dozen lightning bugs. They perched atop the tree in a star formation, and then ten seconds later transformed into an angel, after that it was a snowman. On and on it went.

      “Yes,” I murmured. “Those are the fireflies that chased us around the forest in the Halloween maze during Samhain. Every night they will return to be the tree topper.”

      “I don’t think this night could get any better,” Grant said.

      “Hold that thought,” I said.

      Tamara and I knew what was about to happen.

      “Is that—are those sleigh bells I hear?” Grant mused.

      No sooner had the words left his mouth when squeals of delight, from kids to adults alike, permeated the air. I pointed upward for Grant to see. Flying high in the sky were eight reindeer pulling a waving Santa in a sleigh.

      “Are those flying reindeer?” Grant asked. “Like actually flying reindeer?”

      I laughed. “Of course. What else would you expect on Enchanted Island? It is a magical place to live, remember?”

      “Flying reindeer,” Grant said, his head still lifted to the sky. “I’ve seen it all now.” He dropped his head and pulled me closer to him. “You’re right. I shouldn’t expect anything less on this magical island.”
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      The Bad Boys theme song blared in my ear. Groaning, I reached for the cell phone next to my bed.

      “Hello?” I croaked.

      “It’s me, Grant.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Seven.”

      “You’re aware this is the only day of the week I get to sleep past four in the morning, right?”

      He cleared his throat. “Yes. And I’m sorry to wake you.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “But I have a development in the case. Are you interested?”

      I perked up at that. “You know I am.”

      He chuckled. “I thought as much. Pick you up in ten minutes.”

      I threw back the covers, raced to the bathroom to brush my teeth and fluff my hair, then changed into jeans, thermal shirt, and zipped up my red parka. I was about to make coffee when Grant’s vehicle pulled into my driveway.

      “So what’s up?” I asked, as I hopped inside the warm Blazer.

      “I received a frantic phone call from Mrs. Songbird. I’m not exactly sure about the facts, but I got the impression her daughter was watching over the Midnight Belladonna flower this morning when she happened upon the Night property and saw the Yule Log.”

      I gasped. “You’re kidding? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Maybe we had this all wrong.”

      “Love is never wrong,” I said.

      We drove in silence the rest of the way. As we rode up the bumpy driveway, I could make out Mrs. Songbird and Mr. Night in the back pasture yelling and pointing fingers at each other. Not wasting any time with parking and walking to where they were, Grant veered off and drove the fence line to where everyone stood.

      “Be careful,” he said as he turned off the engine. “You never know how this kind of thing will go. It could escalate quickly.”

      The Yule Log, heavily damaged, rested on a fence post. Ribbons were shredded, and not a single charm or decoration hung from the log. Kyle and Brenna stood huddled together, their arms wrapped around each other, looking miserable.

      “You two need to calm down,” Grant said. “And then, Brenna, I need you to tell me what’s going on.”

      Brenna looked up at Kyle then cleared her throat. “I was on watch until early morning, and I—I heard a noise. I decided to walk over to where I heard the noise. It was near the Night property line.”

      “You’re not welcome near our home, young lady,” Mr. Night said.

      “Dad!” Kyle hissed. “Stop!”

      “Don’t you talk to my daughter that way,” Mrs. Songbird said.

      Grant held up his hand. “Enough. Continue, please.”

      “So I—I cut through the property like I normally—I mean—” Brenna started to cry. “I’m sorry. I usually walk that way in the mornings.”

      “What’s going on?” Mrs. Songbird asked. “There’s no need for you to go anywhere near the Night property, Brenna. What are you saying?”

      Kyle reached over and hugged Brenna close. “Brenna and I have been seeing each other for about six months now. Seriously seeing each other.”

      “What!” both parents exclaimed.

      “I forbid it!” Mr. Night yelled.

      “How could you do this, Brenna?” Mrs. Songbird asked.

      “We didn’t want to tell you because we knew this would be your reaction,” Brenna said.

      “I’ve asked Brenna to marry me,” Kyle said, “and she’s said yes.”

      “Over my dead body!” Mr. Night said.

      “That can be arranged,” Mrs. Songbird replied. “It wouldn’t be the first time my family has taken out a Night family member.”

      “Enough!” Grant exclaimed. “Are you two listening to yourselves? You’re acting like children. Neither one of you even knew the original perpetrators of said offense. Right? I mean, you didn’t know your great-great-great grandma, and you didn’t know your great-great-great grandpa. So how about you put this childish behavior on hold until after we figure out who murdered Mr. Tinker, who stole the Yule Log, and why both were done. How’s that sound?”

      No one said anything for a full five seconds.

      “You’re right,” Mrs. Songbird said. “I’m sorry, Detective Wolfe.”

      “As am I,” Mr. Night said.

      “Now,” Grant said, “how about I get the full truth, Brenna. Tell me everything.”

      Brenna nodded. “During the nights, while I watch over the Midnight Belladonna, Kyle walks out to keep me company. Usually he leaves and hides right before Mom or my sister comes to relieve me, and then I walk him home to our shared property line near his house. Only this morning, as Kyle was getting ready to go hide, we both heard this loud noise. We decided to see what was going on. As we neared the Night fence line, we saw the Yule Log sitting just like it is now on a post.”

      “Destroyed,” Mrs. Songbird sniffed. “There are huge gouges in the wood, the ribbons are shredded, and even the charm is gone.”

      “I didn’t do this,” Kyle said. “If the charm is gone, maybe Ms. Swindell might know something abo—”

      “I found it!” Bailey Songbird came barreling out of the woods as though the devil himself were chasing her. “I found it!” Her hand waved back and forth in the air as she sprinted to us.

      “My goodness,” Mrs. Songbird murmured, “what’s gotten into that girl?”

      Bailey finally reached us, bent over at the waist, sucking in air, her one arm still waving high. “I got it. I saw something swaying from a branch in a tree, and when I went over to see what it was, I found it!”

      Grant opened her hand and withdrew the item. Everyone gasped.

      “It’s the charm!” Mrs. Songbird and Brenna exclaimed.

      “How did it get in a tree?” I mused. “What exactly is going on here?”

      “Speaking of what’s going on,” Brenna said, “Bailey, you need to get back to the Belladonna plants.”

      Mrs. Songbird waved her hand in the air. “The Midnight Belladonna will be fine for a while. We’re all right here. No one is going to try and steal them again, especially with the police here.

      I gasped. “That’s right! I forgot a plant was stolen.”

      “Yes,” Brenna said, “about ten months ago.”

      “About the same time—” I broke off and grabbed Grant’s arm. “I know who it is!”

      “Me too!” He turned to the others. “Stay here! Do not move from this location. Serena, with me. I’ll call for backup as we go. Brenna, are the plants straight ahead or—”

      “Yes, sir. Straight ahead,” she said, fear creeping into her voice. “There will be a small clearing in the trees about a quarter of a mile in. You can’t miss it. Please be careful.”

      “You all stay here!” Grant grabbed my coat sleeve, and together we took off into the woods. I kept pace as he called into the sheriff’s station for backup, my mind whirling as to why the killer would steal the plants and how that connected with Mr. Tinker’s murder.

      “You got the binder?” I asked when Grant hung up.

      Grant patted the circular device attached to his belt in front of his gun. “Carry it with me at all times now that I’m certified to use it. You know her supernatural powers best. How are we going to approach this?”
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      Liza Warton carefully placed a Midnight Belladonna plant in a portable cooler, stood, and glared at Grant and me. “I should have known you two would figure it out before I could get away from here.”

      “You were sloppy,” I said. “Left too many clues.”

      Liza scoffed. “Like what?”

      I wanted to keep her talking and slightly distracted so she wouldn’t notice what Grant was doing. “Oh please, your first big mistake was retiring to work at home so quickly after you stole the flower. Huge red flag.” It actually hadn’t been, not until the moment I put it all together, but Liza didn’t need to know that.

      Liza’s face contorted. “I need this! These idiots have no idea what they even have here! They don’t deserve to watch over the Midnight Belladonna. It’s too important.” Her body started to shake, and I almost took a step backward out of fear. “The plant I stole almost a year ago is about to die. Drained of all its uses. I need more! And I’ll stop at nothing to get it!”

      “So killing Mr. Tinker and stealing the Yule Log was just—”

      “A means to an end,” Liza said coldly. “I needed attention to be diverted from this magical place, and what better way than to steal the Yule Log and have the Nights, the Swindells, and the Songbirds all fighting. Do you have any idea what this beauty can do?” She patted her cooler. “The many powers it has?”

      “I don’t,” I said. “That’s the part that’s stumping me.”

      “Look at my face,” Liza said. “Not even a magical glamour can keep a face looking this good!”

      “I still don’t understand,” I said.

      “I knew the Midnight Belladonna was a poisonous plant,” Liza said. “I just didn’t understand what all it could do until I got it to my lab. There are trace amounts of botulinum found in the stem. It can leave certain body parts—like the face—paralyzed. Now I can find out what other secrets it contains with an actual bloom on the plant.”

      “According to Mrs. Songbird, one drop from the actual blooming flower will kill you,” I said.

      Liza scoffed. “What does she know? She’s not a scientist. Think of what all this plant will be able to do. Both the stem and the flower have powerful elements. My beauty line will know no limit!”

      “Your beauty line?” I mused. “All of this is for your beauty line?” I gasped when I finally put it all together. “You’re poisoning people through your face cream?”

      “Beauty has a price, my dear,” Liza said bitterly. “You’ll come to understand that someday.” She smirked. “Or maybe not. I can’t let you or that nosey detective leave here alive. Sorry about that.”

      While I’d been distracting Liza, Grant had circled around behind her, but he still wasn’t close enough to stun her with the binder. Time to go with Plan B.

      “You know I’m not going to let you simply kill me, Liza,” I said. “I’m not going down without a fight.”

      “Then a fight you’ll have.”

      She spread her arms wide, closed her eyes, and started to chant. The ground under my feet shifted and cracked, and I almost went sprawling to the ground.

      “Oh crap!” I cried.

      “What?” Grant yelled out.

      “I think she’s summoning a demon,” I said. “Black magic, remember!”

      I heard Grant cursing, but I tuned him out. I had to knock Liza down before she finished her summoning spell, or I had no doubt Grant, I, and everyone else on the property would be dead in a matter of minutes.

      A distant moaning howl from under my feet almost had me peeing in fear. It was only a matter of seconds now before the demon would surface. Knowing I needed to shut her up, I centered myself, conjured up a silencing spell, and slapped it on her. When her voice cut off mid chant, she grabbed hold of her throat and screamed in rage…only nothing came out.

      Hoping for the element of surprise, I brought up a fireball in each hand and sent the first one flying, hitting Liza square in the chest. She staggered backward then brought up her own hands. I didn’t know Liza well enough to know her witchy strength, but I had no doubt it would be twice as strong as my magic.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Grant make a run for Liza. More out of fear for him than anything, I threw the second ball of fire, but before it could make contact, Grant set the binding shield around Liza, causing the fireball to explode against the invisible field.

      The ground under my feet stopped moving, and Liza beat angrily against the forcefield holding her captive. The thing about the binder was that the minute it was deployed, all powers of the person inside were stripped. Liza couldn’t draw up any power or call any demon. Since she couldn’t hurt us any more, I released the silencing spell.

      Walking slowly toward her, my whole body shaking from the adrenaline rush and outright fear, I stopped and smiled. “Your other mistake was the charm. Laverne Swindell would never leave behind the charm, no matter what. Big mistake…huge!”

      Liza screamed with frustration and beat harder on the invisible walls holding her captive. “I’ll hex you and your family! I’ll curse you so badly no one will ever go near you!”

      For half a second her threat felt like ice down my spine.

      “Wrong,” Grant said to Liza. “I know how this next part works. Serena’s cousin, Shayla, who works for this secret supernatural agency will come take you away and you’ll never be able to harm anyone ever again.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “All hexes or curses will be null and void.”

      “I hear the sirens,” Grant said. “Backup should be here shortly.”

      Frowning, I turned my head but didn’t hear anything. Yep, someone was going to have to talk to Grant soon before the next full moon.
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      “Thank you both for coming,” Mrs. Songbird said as she handed me a string of popcorn. “Archie and I both appreciate it.”

      Archie?

      “Yes,” Mr. Night added. “We want to apologize for our behavior and show you that we’ve put our differences aside for the sake of our children.”

      Brenna laughed. “We told them if they didn’t get along, they’d never see their grandchildren.”

      Mrs. Songbird’s face flushed. “That might have helped bring us around.”

      Kyle handed Grant a dozen orange slices. “You can go ahead and hang these.”

      “Why use twine for the loops?” Grant asked.

      “The birds can use the twine for their nests,” Mrs. Songbird said.

      Starting at the top of the pine, I carefully wound the string of popcorn around the tree, careful not to overlap the string of cranberries that already adorned the tree.

      “Thank you for asking us to help,” I said. “I love decorating trees outside.”

      It had been a week since the showdown with Liza, and a lot had changed both for The Craft & Candle and for Brenna and Kyle.

      When Beatrice Warton found out about her mom, she immediately closed the store. When my cousin, Shayla, came to pick up Liza and haul her away, she not only took Liza with her, but every bottle of the poisonous face cream was confiscated too. A few days later, a lot of Enchanted Island citizens begged Beatrice to reopen the store. Since she’d taken over the shop months ago, things had turned around for the better, and people were willing to back her no matter what her mother had done. To show how much I believed in her, Tamara and I had both bought candles and incense from her. I had no doubt Beatrice would continue to shine at The Craft & Candle.

      As far as Brenna and Kyle were concerned, they defied their parents’ orders, stayed together, and made the announcement of a spring wedding. The two parents only had days to come to terms with the decision and either be okay with it or risk losing their kids forever. They chose love rather than past history bitterness.

      “It’s our duty to care for the animals,” Brenna said. “So we always try to feed them during the winter months by decorating the trees with edible food.”

      “This is the first year Dad and I have done this,” Kyle said. “But what a better place to do it than on our adjoining property line.”

      “I need more apples covered in peanut butter and birdseed,” Mr. Night said. “I just put up my last one.”

      “Why don’t you do the honor, Archie, and set out the Yule Log?” Mrs. Songbird mused.

      I gasped. “The Yule Log is okay?”

      Mrs. Songbird smiled. “Sort of. We decided to salvage what we could to keep the tradition going. But instead of using the log selfishly as a reminder of what Portia’s good fortune did for the Bearer family, we are passing the Yule Log to Brenna and Kyle knowing the log actually brought the families together after centuries of fighting.”

      Mr. Night set the gouged, ragged looking log with its shredded ribbons and lack of adornments and charms in a cradle next to one of the pine trees. “From now on, this log will represent peace and harmony between the Bearer and Night families.”

      I wasn’t the only one that wiped a few tears away after Mr. Night’s declaration.

      “What about the charm?” I asked. “Why didn’t you put it back on?”

      “In order for this to be a true forgiveness log,” Mrs. Songbird said, “the peace offering had to be extended to all families. I gave Laverne Swindell the charm yesterday.”

      “I bet she was shocked,” I said.

      Mrs. Songbird laughed. “Shocked doesn’t even begin to describe it. But I’m glad we did. Maybe now things can be better with that family too. I am not blaming Portia or forgetting what she did for this family…I’m just making changes where changes need to happen. I’d like to think she’d be okay with the modifications made here today.”

      “I agree,” Grant said. “Life is too short to stay angry and bitter.”

      Grant and I stayed a while longer before bowing out. Tamara had promised to have stew and homemade bread ready by the time we came home, and I still needed to run by the store and get a bottle of red wine.

      As we journeyed back to the Blazer, Grant slipped his hand into mine as we walked along silently. We’d just reached the vehicle when a swift breeze blew around us.

      Grant lifted his head and sniffed. “You smell that?”

      My hand stilled on the door handle, and a bad feeling washed over me. I’d almost forgotten we only had a few days until the next full moon. “No. What is it?”

      Chuckling, Grant shook his head. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear I smelled citrus and popcorn in the air. But that’s silly.”

      Note to self…talk with Grant’s grandparents immediately!
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      “I’m thrilled you decided to go with us tonight,” Mom said. “I just hope you aren’t too tired after working all day at your bakery.”

      I laughed, linked arms with my mom and Aunt Serenity, and the three of us barreled down the snowy sidewalk of Enchanted Island. “When have I ever been too tired to shop? Especially Christmas shop?”

      Not that I had much choice. Even though there were still four more days until Christmas, my family did most of their celebrating on Christmas Eve with a huge dinner party and presents for family and friends. So I only had three days to find all my last-minute items.

      “Besides, you know we close the bakery at three every day,” I added. “We just stayed open tonight until four o’clock so everyone could pick up last-minute dessert items for their Yule dinner.”

      Aunt Serenity snorted. “And, little sister, I don’t really consider Grover’s Odds & Ends the high point of Christmas shopping.”

      Mom laughed. “Agreed, big sister.”

      “But I do need to buy some of that weird candy Shayla likes,” Aunt Serenity conceded.

      I clasped my hands together in excitement. “So is Cousin Shayla coming home for Christmas then?”

      Aunt Serenity frowned and shook her head. “I don’t think so. She’s still on assignment last I knew.” She sighed. “I’m so proud of her, and I know she loves her job, but I just wish I could see her more often.”

      “I understand,” I said. “A couple weeks ago when she made that quick stop here to Enchanted Island to pick up Liza and haul her away, she pretty much said the same thing to me. To be honest, Aunt Serenity, Shayla looked exhausted.”

      My cousin, Shayla, worked for this secret governmental agency called the Paranormal Apprehension and Detention Agency. It was all very vague and hush-hush. What I knew was that when she arrested a bad guy or girl, that was pretty much it. There was no trial, no appeals, nothing. If you were a supernatural caught in the commission of a felonious crime using your powers for wrongdoing, you were immediately stripped of those powers and locked away. No second chance. My cousin, Shayla, made sure of it.

      “She’s not the only one exhausted these days,” Aunt Serenity said. “For the first time in a long time, I’m feeling my age.”

      “Oh, poo!” Mom said. “You aren’t that much older than me.”

      Aunt Serenity sighed. “I am too, Starla. It’s about time you recognized that. There are the exact same years between me and you as there is between Shayla and Serena.”

      My aunt was right. Twelve years separated Mom from her older sister…and twelve years separated me from my cousin Shayla.

      “I’ll be sixty in a couple months,” Aunt Serenity continued. “And I feel it.”

      “I just turned twenty-seven,” I said. “So that means…” I counted in my head. “Shayla is thirty-nine right now, but will turn forty in April. Only four months away.”

      “You can’t stop the wheel of time,” Aunt Serenity said. “No matter how much you may want to.”

      “Stop this melancholy nonsense,” Mom said. “You sound like GiGi.”

      GiGi was my cantankerous grandma—GiGi for short. She pretty much kept to herself out at the cottage near the cliffs on the northeast side of Enchanted Island. My whole life GiGi had been stubborn and ornery. But still, a real hoot to be around. She always says exactly what she feels.

      “It’s Christmastime,” my mom continued. “A time to revel in joy and happiness.”

      Aunt Serenity snorted. “Don’t tell that to Treena Oakley. She might just rip your hair out, dear sister.”

      “Treena Oakley?” I mused. “What about her?”

      My mom gasped. “You mean you haven’t heard? It’s almost old news now.”

      I shook my head. “Guess not. We’ve been so busy at the bakery, I hardly have time to talk with customers.”

      My best friend and roommate, Tamara Gardener, and I owned the local bakery and coffee shop in town, Enchanted Bakery & Brew. We’d both grown up on Enchanted Island, left to attend culinary school on the mainland, and after earning dual baking and pastry degrees, decided to come back and open our own shop. We’d been going strong for over three years now.

      “No one can say exactly who called it off,” Mom said, “but after four years together, Treena and Grover split up last week!”

      We crossed the street to the shops on the other side. Since nearly all of the island was made up of supernaturals of some type, you could pretty much find any store you needed—mainly because no one really ever wanted to leave and shop on the mainland in human stores. We felt safe here. And by “we,” I mean the nearly ten thousand supernaturals that called Enchanted Island home.

      “Weren’t they engaged?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Mom said. “This would have been Grover’s second marriage and Treena’s first. From what I hear, the poor girl is devastated.”

      We stopped in front of Grover’s Odds & Ends. It was a sort of throw-back to the old five and dime stores. You could pretty much find anything from vintage clothing, to games, to knickknacks, to candy. The drawing point was the fact that nearly all the merchandise was enchanted in some way by Grover.

      As a fellow witch, I didn’t really need my items enchanted. I could do it myself. But for those non-witches on the island, it was a cool concept.

      “I don’t want to be insensitive,” I said, “but I never understood that match. What could they have in common? I mean, he’s known as Grouchy Grover for a reason.”

      Aunt Serenity giggled. “I agree with you. Treena could do so much better. I’ve never been a Grover Burns fan myself.”

      “Not many people are,” Mom said as she opened the door to the store.

      “You can say that again,” an angry, yet familiar, female voice said.

      I turned and stared into the furious face of the normally sweet and kind Mrs. Mystic. “Is everything okay?”

      “It most certainly is not!” She held up an Elf on the Shelf doll. “I bought this thing a couple days ago, thinking it would keep my six kids entertained and well-behaved. Ha! Instead, it’s made my life a nightmare!”
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      Not wanting to miss out on the sparks that were sure to fly, I motioned for Mrs. Mystic to go ahead of me then stuck close to her side…or as close as I could without being thought of as a creeper.

      The store was busy with parents frantically shopping for last-minute toys. But even still, it wasn’t hard to find the owner, Grover Burns, standing toward the rear of the store gesturing to another man whose back was to me. Grover wasn’t the sort of witch you could easily overlook. He stood well over six feet tall. His dark hair hung limply to his scrawny shoulders, and if he weighed over one hundred sixty pounds, I’d eat my first training wand. Right now, his piercing dark eyes stared daggers at the man in front of him.

      I darted around Mrs. Featherington, turned at the end of the aisle, and positioned myself so I could overhear the conversation.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” Grover Burns said. “I’m not sure now if I want to sell. I’m thinking maybe Treena and I—well, I just don’t want to sell right now.”

      “You assured me we had a deal,” the other man insisted.

      Grover narrowed his eyes. “I’m not going to repeat myself, Mr. Swift. We’re done here.”

      Recognition dawned on me who the other man was—real estate mogul Maxwell Swift. He was a wealthy man with many business holdings on Enchanted Island.

      “Now you listen to me, Burns. I’m not—”

      The front door flew open with a bang, making me jump in the air, and cutting off Maxwell Swift’s tirade. Clyde Moonstone stood in the doorway, his hulking body heaving, clutching a wooden sidewalk sign with a chalkboard center advertising ten percent off Christmas merchandise at Grover’s Odds & Ends.

      “I’ve had enough!” Moonstone’s voice rang out, causing the whole store to go quiet. “I’m done with you putting your sign on my sidewalk in front of my store. You hear me, Burns?”

      My head swiveled back to Grover Burns.

      “I think we all hear you, wolf,” Grover said with an obvious sneer in his voice. “I don’t know who keeps moving the sign to the front of your store, but it’s not me.”

      “Lies!” Moonstone growled. “You and I both know it! You do it again, and I’ll snap off both your hands so you’ll never be able to move or enchant anything again.”

      A collective gasp filled the air. I hadn’t been this entertained in a long time. I was almost sorry I hadn’t brought popcorn.

      “Get out! Get out! Get out!” Grover yelled.

      I stopped smiling when I saw the magic begin to build at Grover’s fingertips. No way was this going to end peacefully. But before I could figure out how to put a stop to the imminent fight, Mr. Moonstone raised the wooden sign in the air, a bottom peg in each hand, and ripped the board in half. Tossing the broken sign onto the floor, Moonstone stalked back outside.

      “He just split that wood with his bare hands,” Mrs. Mystic whispered at my side.

      “He sure did,” I said, thankful there hadn’t been any vampire customers standing around when the wood went flying, or they’d have fainted in fear. Nothing said Merry Christmas like being staked in the heart while Christmas shopping.

      “I need him to stop by my house,” Mrs. Mystic continued. “I have a whole woodpile that needs to be split.”

      I snorted. “I’m pretty sure you can just wiggle your fingers, cast a spell, and have that taken care of.”

      “True,” she agreed. “But it would be more entertaining to watch Mr. Moonstone do it. I mean, did you see the muscles in that man’s arms? And that face.” Mrs. Mystic fanned herself with the stuffed elf. “I may have six kids, but I can still appreciate the male form.”

      We both giggled.

      “As I was saying,” Maxwell Swift continued as though the whole Moonstone thing hadn’t just happened, “we had a deal. But I’ll give you a couple days to think about it. Here’s my card with my number just in case.”

      Grover snatched the man’s business card, ripped it up, and sprinkled it on the ground.

      “This has been the craziest day,” I murmured.

      “Well, it’s about to get crazier,” Mrs. Mystic said. “Because now it’s my turn to have a go at Grover Burns.”

      I glanced around, trying to spot Mom and Aunt Serenity. They were over by the candy aisle, half watching the show, half stuffing their shopping bags with goodies. Mom raised her eyebrows at me and mouthed the word “crazy” to me.

      I started to walk over to them, but I hadn’t taken more than two steps before Mrs. Mystic’s voice made me pause.

      “It’s a dud,” she insisted. “I want my money back.”

      “All Christmas sales are final,” Grover said. “Sorry.”

      Mrs. Mystic shook the poor little elf, his head flopping back and forth. “It doesn’t work! You promised me it was enchanted. All I had to do was set it out at night and it would move itself! Well, guess what? It’s broken! It didn’t move itself in the middle of the night. Do you know how hard it is to explain to kids why the elf was in the same dang place it was the day before? Do you? Do you know the pressure I’ve had the last three days trying to figure out a place to move this thing every night?” She gave the poor elf another vigorous shake. “Do you?”

      Once again everyone in the store had tuned in to the latest show. No one moved as they watched Mrs. Mystic rant and rail. Even an amused Maxwell Swift stood nearby watching the exchange.

      “You know,” Mrs. Featherington whispered as she leaned in conspiratorially toward me, “I’ve heard this kind of thing has been happening a lot lately here in the store. I think Grover is losing his touch on enchanting his merchandise.”

      Grover raised his hands and his voice. “Now, Mrs. Mystic, let’s just calm down.”

      “Calm down?” she mused. “Calm down? You told me the elf was enchanted. It’s not. If I wanted an unenchanted elf, I would have ordered one off the mainland from a human store. I didn’t. I wanted the enchanted one you sold me!”

      Grover rolled his eyes. “You’re a witch. You could enchant it yourself.”

      Mrs. Mystic whacked Grover repeatedly with the elf. “That’s not the point! The point is I paid you for a product that doesn’t work. I want my money back.”

      “All sales are final,” Grover insisted.

      “Oh c’mon, Grover,” someone hollered. “Give the woman back her money. Geez!”

      “Yeah!” others chorused.

      “Where’s your Christmas spirit?” a voice behind me called out.

      Grover narrowed his eyes at Mrs. Mystic. “No.”

      He turned and started to walk away when my Aunt Serenity’s voice rang out in the store. “Your heart is as black as coal, Grover Burns. May you get nothing but coal in your stocking this year.”

      I blinked in surprise, and once again it seemed like everyone in the store held their breath. That was about as close to a hex as you could get. Totally out of character for my aunt. Witches understand the power of words, and my aunt had just let loose with some pretty powerful stuff.

      “Bah!” Grover said as he marched to his back storeroom, oblivious to the unease around him.
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      “I can’t believe I missed all that,” Tamara said the next morning as she tied an apron around her waist.

      “It was definitely something to see.” I chuckled. “Especially Mrs. Mystic whacking Grover with the elf.”

      Tamara and I always opened the store together. It’s our favorite time of the day. Just the two of us, baking morning treats, and getting our shop ready for customers.

      “What do you feel like today?” I asked, walking toward the coffee machine.

      “Peppermint mocha.”

      I smiled. “Sounds good to me too.”

      We spent the next couple hours baking, ordering supplies, and talking about yesterday’s exploits. When it was finally time to open the bakery, I waved my hand toward the door, and the sign flipped over to OPEN. It didn’t take long before we were hopping.

      Around eight, Heather Castleman popped in for her weekly standing order of six chocolate-chip muffins and a spiced mocha.

      “Have you heard the latest?” she asked.

      “You mean what happened yesterday at Grover’s store?” I mused.

      She shook her head. “No. I mean, I heard about that, and I wished I could have seen it all go down. But, no, I mean about Officer Hexton?”

      I blinked in surprise. Surely if something had happened to Officer Hexton, my new boyfriend and police detective, Grant Wolfe, would have told me…right?

      “What about Officer Hexton?” I closed the lid on the box and handed it to her, then turned to make her drink.

      “His mom, Gilda, had a stroke last night, and he left to go take care of her.”

      “Oh no! Will she be okay?” I asked.

      Heather shrugged. “Officer Hexton didn’t know much. Just that she was taken to the hospital where she lives.”

      I frowned. “Where was it she moved again?”

      “Harbor Cove in Connecticut.”

      If my memory was right, she moved there a few years ago to be with her sister after her sister’s husband passed away. Gilda had enjoyed the little town so much she decided to stay on and moved in with her sister.

      “I hope Gilda recovers quickly.” I handed her the spiced mocha. “And Officer Hexton can come back home.”

      “Me too. Well, see ya next week, Serena.”

      As she headed out the door, Tamara rounded the corner from the back and came to stand next to me. “Everything is finished. Need some help out here?”

      At that moment, the door opened and three customers shuffled in, knocking snow off their boots. We’d gotten a light dusting overnight.

      “I could always use your help,” I said, bumping my hip against hers. “Let’s get this day started.”

      Mom and Aunt Serenity stopped by around nine for a couple of ourfamous cinnamon rolls and coffee…and stayed to gossip with other customers for a while. Of course the big buzz was what had happened yesterday at Grover Burns’ store and how Aunt Serenity put a hex on him with her coal remark.

      “I heard about it from my neighbor.” Lydia Wolfman handed me her money, and I slid her a gingerbread latte. “Nothing but coal. How funny!”

      The front door opened, and the bakery quieted as Treena Oakley stepped inside…her hair and clothes slightly disheveled. As she neared the counter, I could see her eyes were red and puffy. However, the smile she gave me seemed genuine.

      “Good morning, Serena.”

      “Good morning, Treena,” I said. “How are you?”

      I mentally kicked myself for that automatic question. What did I expect her to say? That she was doing great after being dumped by Grover Burns? The bakery was painfully quiet, waiting to hear what Treena would say.

      “I’m doing okay. All things considered.” She leaned in and smiled even wider. “Especially after I heard what happened yesterday at Grover’s store and how your aunt put a hex on Grover. I’ll take an eggnog latte and a cranberry-orange muffin.”

      Her response had the customers in the bakery chattering once again. Words of encouragement rang out to Treena, and she smiled bravely as I hurried to fill her order.

      After I rang her up, Treena gathered her goodies and made a beeline for the door—stopping quickly in front of Mom and Aunt Serenity’s table. Once again the bakery went deadly quiet.

      “I heard what you did yesterday,” Treena said to Aunt Serenity. “It’s not near as harsh as the things I’ve said this last week, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      Aunt Serenity reached up and squeezed Treena’s arm. “You be strong.” Aunt Serenity closed her eyes then opened them and smiled at Treena. “The hurt will pass and soon you will have what you have been yearning for.”

      Treena gasped. “Really? Oh, thank you!”

      With a bounce in her step, Treena turned and scurried out the door…and I practically leaped over the counter to hurry over to Mom and Aunt Serenity’s table.

      “Did you feel something?” I asked.

      My Aunt Serenity didn’t so much have visions as she had feelings. She once described it to me as being able to touch someone and feel their true essence and emotion. Not the one they may be showing, but their deep-rooted feeling. I always thought that was why she was drawn to—and fell so hard for—Shayla’s father.

      “I felt joy and happiness and love,” Aunt Serenity said.

      “Good for her,” I murmured. “Hey, did you guys hear about Officer Hexton’s mom?”

      My mom clucked her tongue. “We did. So sad. I hope she’s able to fully recover.”

      “I’m a little surprised Grant didn’t call me this morning to tell me,” I said. Okay, it may have come out more of a whine, but I felt I was entitled.

      “Speaking of Detective Delicious,” Aunt Serenity teased, “here he comes now.”
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      Sure enough, Detective Grant Wolfe strolled through the bakery door looking handsome in his blue suit and bright red and green Christmas tie.

      He was just shy of thirty, with short dark hair, hazel eyes, broad shoulders, and a handsome angular face with a permanent five o’clock shadow.

      Grant had a complicated past with Enchanted Island. While his father and grandfather had not had an active wolf gene, Grant’s wolf gene—after moving to the island—went from dormant to active. I had noticed the signs on our last case together, and I immediately put a call into Tom and Linda, his grandparents. We all had an intervention with Grant, and after much reluctance, he finally acknowledged subtle changes he’d noticed since his move to the island two months ago. Tonight was a full moon, and Tom and Linda both thought Grant might be able to shift with their guidance.

      I took a step toward Grant, stood on my tiptoes, and kissed his cheek. “How’s it going, detective?”

      He sighed. “Not well, I’m afraid.”

      “I heard about Officer Hexton’s mom,” I said. “I’m sorry about that.”

      Grant nodded. “Thanks. That definitely puts us in a bad spot right now.”

      I frowned and motioned for him to follow me back toward the counter. “Why’s that? I mean, it’s not exactly like Enchanted Island is a hotbed of criminal activity. Surely he can be gone for a few weeks without it causing too much hardship?”

      “Well, that’s the—”

      “Do you want a cinnamon roll?” I interrupted. “And a regular coffee?”

      He sighed again. “Yes, please.”

      “I got the coffee,” Tamara said.

      I snatched up the tongs and dropped the biggest cinnamon roll into a bag. “Why do I get the feeling you’re being cryptic?”

      Grant took the bag from me then glanced surreptitiously around the room. “I need to talk with your aunt.”

      Alarm bells instantly went off in my head. “Why?”

      “Official business,” he said. “We can talk after I speak with her.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t like the sound of that, Grant.”

      He reached into his back pocket, but I waved him away. “It’s on the house. At least, as long as you tell me afterward what’s going on.”

      He snorted. “Bribing a police officer is against the law. You do realize that, don’t you?”

      I grinned. “I’m willing to take my chances.” I motioned toward the table where Mom and Aunt Serenity watched our exchange with rapt attention. “Go on then. Go tell Aunt Serenity whatever it is you need to tell her.” I gasped and felt the blood drain from my face. “Grant! It’s not about Shayla, is it? She’s not hurt is she?”

      He shook his head. “No. This has nothing to do with Shayla. But I do need to talk with your aunt in an official capacity.”

      I narrowed my eyes again. “Are we going to have our first fight?”

      He grinned. “It would be far from our first fight, Serena.”

      “Our first fight since we’ve started going out then,” I corrected.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Frowning, I watched him saunter over to where Mom and Aunt Serenity sat by the window. The two women excitedly motioned for him to sit at their table.

      “What’s all that about?” Tamara asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly.

      Glad for the small reprieve from customers, I crossed my arms and watched Grant talk to Mom and Aunt Serenity. After a few minutes, his relaxed pose became more rigid. He leaned in and said something to Aunt Serenity.

      “Murdered!” She bolted up from the table, and every eye in the bakery turned to her. “Are you sure?”

      I set my coffee down on the counter and sprinted over to their table. “What’s going on?”

      Grant motioned for Aunt Serenity to sit back down. “The Enchanted Island Sheriff’s Department received a call this morning around nine-twenty regarding a possible homicide. When I arrived at the scene, it didn’t take long to ascertain that indeed the gentleman had come to a bad end.”

      “What’re you talking about?” I mused. “Or rather who are you talking about?”

      Glancing around the rapt room again, Grant sighed. “Grover Burns was found dead this morning after being bludgeoned then buried beneath a pile of coals.”
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      The whole bakery exploded into chaos. Questions and exclamations were tossed around like confetti at a party. No one knew what to make of Grant’s announcement.

      “I’m going to need you to come down to the station with me, Serenity,” Grant said.

      I gasped. “You can’t possibly think Aunt Serenity had anything to do with the murder? While I was in the store yesterday, I witnessed Grover fighting with at least three different people.”

      Grant held up his hand. “I just need to take her down to the station for some questions, Serena.”

      “Fine.” Aunt Serenity stood and snatched up her purse. “But I don’t know anything.”

      “I’m coming with you two,” Mom said. “And don’t you dare shake your head at me, Grant Wolfe. That’s my sister you’re hauling away.”

      Grant sighed. “Starla, I’m not—never mind. Please feel free to come with us to the station.”

      “I will,” Mom said stiffly.

      “I’ll call you later,” Grant said to me.

      Mom waited until Aunt Serenity and Grant reached the front door then turned to me. “Call Shayla and get her here as fast as you can.”

      “On it,” I promised.
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      Two hours later, I finally received a call back from Mom. She quickly filled me in on everything that had happened down at the station. Grant had asked Aunt Serenity to go over her story a number of times, each time ending with her hexing Grover.

      “Did you get hold of Shayla?” Mom asked.

      “Yes. I explained everything that had happened, and she said she’d be here tomorrow evening at the latest. She has some vacation time coming, and she’s going to put in an emergency request.”

      “Good. I’m going to take Serenity home with me so she can rest up and not be alone.”

      I caught Tamara’s eye. “I need to run, Mom. Still got the lunch crowd in here.”

      I said goodbye and dropped the cell phone into my apron pocket then hurried back over to help prepare orders. We worked steadily for the next hour, laughing and talking with customers who were out doing last-minute shopping. By the time two o’clock came, and the bakery had pretty much emptied out, I was exhausted.

      “Tomorrow’s our last day,” Tamara said wearily. “I’m so glad we decided this year to close the bakery on Christmas Eve day.”

      “It’s too hard to run the bakery and help Mom with her party,” I said. “Besides, we don’t really get that many customers. It won’t hurt us to close shop.”

      “I agree,” Tamara said. “Plus, we could use two days off in a row.”

      “You aren’t kidding,” I said.

      The front door opened and Sheriff Hawkins and Detective Wolfe strolled through the front door.

      “This can’t be good,” I murmured.

      The two men waved to a couple sipping coffee near the window before making a beeline to the counter. Tamara, quick on her feet, already had coffee poured.

      “Here ya go.” She handed the coffee over to the men. “What else can we do for you?”

      “I need to speak to Serena,” Sheriff Hawkins said.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “About what?”

      Sheriff Hawkins sighed. “I need your help.”

      “Nope. I’m not going to leave Tamara alone today and tomorrow. Especially with tomorrow being our last day open before Christmas.”

      Tamara snorted. “We’re only open for another forty minutes today.”

      “But we have to clean the shop, and we have three people picking up orders tonight.”

      Tamara laughed and lifted her hand. “Hello? You forget I’m a witch too? I can wave my hands and have this place cleaned up in a matter of minutes. And the people picking up orders are coming at four. I’ll be home by four-thirty today.”

      “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t an emergency,” Sheriff said.

      It wouldn’t be the first time Sheriff Hawkins had asked for my help over the years. Since he was practically my second dad growing up when my real one passed away from a boating accident, he’d made sure I was trained in police procedures, even though I never went into the law enforcement field. Wishful thinking on his part.

      “I’ll tell you what,” Sheriff Hawkins said, “I can promise you this will be the last time I ask you personally for help.”

      The look Grant shot Hawkins told me there was something to that statement. I didn’t have time to dwell on it though because the sheriff kept on talking. “With Officer Hexton away, I’m down a helper. Please, Serena?”

      “Go!” Tamara said. “I have it handled here. If you’re still needed tomorrow, I can always call my sister to help out.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Sheriff Hawkins. “Last time? You promise?”

      Sheriff Hawkins smiled. “Last time I ask you personally. Promise.”

      Another unspoken communication passed between the two men before Sheriff Hawkins leaned over and kissed me on my cheek. “You’re the best, Serena. Always my girl. You be careful now.” He grinned. “I don’t want your momma mad at me any more than she already is.”

      Sheriff Hawkins exited the bakery, and I hurried to the back to grab my coat, scarf, and purse. I’d hitched a ride with Tamara, so there’d be no reason for me to come back to the bakery once I was finished helping Grant.

      Five minutes later, Grant and I strolled toward his police-issued Blazer.

      “If Grover was struck on the head,” I said, “and then buried under a pile of coal, do you think someone is trying to frame Aunt Serenity?”

      “I think the killer took advantage of what happened yesterday in the store, and the hex or whatever she said.”

      He unlocked my side of the car and opened the door for me. Smiling, I hopped inside. “So who are our suspects?”

      Grant shut the door, hurried around the front of the car, and jumped inside. “After talking to your aunt, I have four suspects I want to focus on—Treena Oakley, Clyde Moonstone, Maxwell Swift, and Mrs. Myra Mystic.”

      I laughed. “Mrs. Mystic? You must be kidding?”

      “Nope. I realize it’s probably not her, but I need to rule her out. Our first stop is to question the ex-fiancée. Then I want to question Clyde Moonstone.”

      “We aren’t questioning all four suspects today?” I asked.

      Grant winced. “I need to be back at my grandparents’ house by five-thirty. It’s the full moon tonight, remember? I’m going to have supper with them, and then we’ll see what happens later.”

      I slapped my hand over my face. “I’m a horrible girlfriend. How are you feeling?”

      He snorted. “Scared, amazed, excited, shocked.”

      I reached over and touched his hand. “You’ll be fine.”

      He gave me a tight smile. “Let’s go find out who killed Grover Burns.”
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      Treena Oakley lived five miles outside town back in the woods on about four acres. Everything about her place screamed she was a woodland fairy. Her modest stone cottage was covered in ivy, and Glory of the Snow peeped out from her two window boxes.

      “Woodland fairy, right?” Grant asked as he shut off the engine.

      “Yes.”

      The front door opened before we even reached the walkway, and a weepy Treena motioned us inside.

      “I figured it was only a matter of time,” she said. “Please make sure you knock off the snow from your shoes. I usually don’t wear shoes inside. Let’s sit in the kitchen. It overlooks my back property. Can I interest you in hot tea?”

      We all seemed to want to ignore the fact Treena was babbling. I finished knocking the snow off my ankle-high boots and shook my head. “I just had a cup of coffee. So I’ll pass.”

      “Same with me,” Grant said.

      She motioned for us to follow her around the back of the house and into the kitchen. “I’ll have a cup if you don’t mind.”

      Grant and I sat at the table as Treena moved a kettle from the back to the front burner and ignited the gas stove. As she waited for the kettle to boil, she leaned back against the counter and stared at Grant.

      “You know why I’m here, right?” Grant asked.

      Treena nodded. “Yes.”

      “And I’ve been deputized since the department needs more help,” I added.

      “I know you help out some, Serena,” Treena said.

      “How long did you and Grover Burns date?” Grant asked.

      “Almost four years.”

      “And you recently broke up?” he asked.

      She sent me an accusing stare.

      “I didn’t say anything,” I said.

      “It’s common knowledge around town,” Grant said gently.

      She nodded and wiped her eyes. “I can’t believe he’s dead.”

      “When was the last time you saw Grover?” Grant asked.

      “He stopped by three days ago.” She sighed. “This all happened so fast.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “What exactly happened?”

      The whistle blew, and Treena turned off the burner and poured the water into another pot sitting on the counter. Closing the lid, she carried the pot and a cup to the table and sat down next to us.

      “A couple weeks ago out of the blue, Grover started hounding me about how he knew I was seeing someone else. I was so shocked. I didn’t know how to respond. He said he received a letter with a photograph of me with another man.” She poured the steeped tea into her cup. “I’ve never been out on a date with another man. And then last week, I received the same thing. A letter came addressed to me with a photograph of Grover and another woman.” She snorted. “I showed it to him and asked him why he thought someone was doing this to us. And instead of discussing what had happened and why, he freaked out and accused me of sending the note to myself and doctoring the photograph just to get even. I was so shocked and confused.”

      “Do you still have the letter and photo?” Grant asked.

      Nodding, Treena got up from the table and rummaged through some papers on the kitchen counter. Grant took out one latex glove then handed me the other. After a few seconds, she returned and handed the paper and photograph to Grant.

      “Thank you.” Grant read the letter, looked at the photograph, then handed them both to me.

      I immediately discovered the issue. Taking off my glove, I gingerly touched a spot on both the photo and paper.

      “What do you think?” I asked Treena, handing the paper and photograph back to her.

      She looked down at the picture and sighed. “I think it’s Grover…but it’s not.”

      “Whaddya mean?” Grant asked.

      Treena shrugged. “I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “I do,” I said. “I think this is a spell of some kind. I can almost make it out with my eyes, and I definitely felt it when I touched the paper and photo.”

      Both Grant and Treena stared at me incredulously.

      “You’re serious?” Grant asked.

      I nodded. “Very much so. There’s deceit and confusion swirling in the paper and photo. It’s been spelled and doctored to look like Grover.”

      Treena started to cry. “We broke up for nothing?”

      Grant waited a few seconds for Treena to regain her composure. “So the last time you saw Grover alive was three days ago?”

      “Yes! He stopped by to collect the ring and get some of his things.”

      “You’re aware there was an—well, there were quite a few altercations at Grover’s store yesterday late afternoon?”

      Treena slid me a glance. “Yes. I heard. I had dinner delivered last night to my house, and the delivery boy told me all about Serenity putting a hex on Grover in his store.”

      “Where were you between ten o’clock last night and eight o’clock this morning?” Grant asked.

      Treena crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “I was home. Alone! I went to bed around eleven and got up around seven. I got dressed and went to Serena’s bakery around eight or so. Then I came back home.”

      “You work from home?” Grant asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What do you do?” he asked.

      “I grow specialty flowers in my greenhouse for the local florist in town.”

      Grant steepled his fingers. “So you’d have access to a shovel, correct?”

      Anger crossed Treena’s face. “I didn’t kill Grover! I loved him! I was going to marry him!”

      As she broke down in tears again, I handed her a tissue from my purse. “Thank you for talking with us, Treena.”

      She snorted and wiped her nose. “Like I had a choice.”
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      Clyde Moonstone owned one of the two hardware stores in town. It was a family-run business that had been in his family for generations. His dad had run the business, his grandpa had run the business, and even his great-grandpa had run the place when it started as a General store.

      Since most of the parking along the street was taken, Grant pulled to a stop three doors down from the hardware store. As we strolled in front of Grover’s Odds & Ends, I couldn’t help but feel a pang at the thought of the store never opening again.

      Grant held open the door, and I slipped inside Moonstone Hardware. My senses were immediately assaulted with the smells of oil, wood, and old metal. I had no doubt there would be plenty of implements of death lying around.

      We were greeted by a woman behind a cash register.

      “I can’t say I’m surprised,” Clyde growled as he stepped out from the back room. “Arial, please man the store while I’m away.”

      The girl behind the cash register swallowed, her eyes wide with fear. “Yes, sir.”

      “We can talk in my office.”

      Without saying a word, Grant motioned for me to follow Clyde. I waited until Clyde sat behind his desk before sitting in one of the club chairs next to Grant.

      “I didn’t kill him.”

      “I’m just here to ask you questions,” Grant said.

      Clyde scoffed. “You’re here to accuse me of murder.” He turned to glare at me. “And why are you here?”

      “Ms. Spellburn is helping the Enchanted Island Sheriff’s Department out today. Mr. Moonstone, can you tell me what happened yesterday in Grover Burns’ store when you made an appearance?”

      Low growl. “I went over to confront him about moving his sidewalk sign in front of my store. He’s been doing it now for two weeks.”

      “What exactly was he doing?” Grant mused.

      “He would go out and physically move his store sidewalk sign to right under my window. He was advertising his place on my property!” He crossed his arms over his massive chest. “I go outside yesterday, and Grover’s sign is again under my window on my property. So I took the sign over to his place of business and told him he better not do it again.”

      One corner of Grant’s mouth lifted into a half smile. “And did you demonstrate in front of a group of people what exactly would happen if he did do it again?”

      “I may have ripped the sign in half.”

      “With your bare hands,” I murmured.

      Both men turned to me.

      “What?” I said defensively. “It was the craziest thing I’d seen in a long time. He just ripped the sign in two like it was nothing.”

      “You said this had been going on for two weeks?” Grant asked.

      Clyde’s brows furrowed. “Yeah, about that time.”

      “The first time you confronted Grover two weeks ago about the sign, what did he do?”

      Clyde scoffed. “He denied it! Said he didn’t do it. He claimed the sign was in front of his store last he knew.”

      Grant frowned. “But you think at some point every day Grover went outside and moved the sign onto your property?”

      “Yeah! Who else?”

      Grant and I look at each other in astonishment.

      “Maybe a customer?” I suggested. “Or just some random person moved it while walking down the sidewalk?”

      “Every day? No way.” Clyde held up his hand. “He said he puts it on the property line in the morning when he opens, and somehow it must get shoved back onto my property by accident.”

      “Doesn’t that seem plausible?” Grant asked.

      “No,” Clyde said stubbornly.

      Grant leaned forward in his seat. “Why do you think Grover purposely put the sign on your property?”

      “Because he knew I’d—” Clyde cut himself off.

      “You would what?” Grant prompted.

      Clyde’s nostrils flared, and he emitted a low growl. “He knew I’d be angry. This wouldn’t be the first altercation we’ve had over the years.”

      “After you left the store yesterday,” Grant said, “another customer had an altercation with Grover. Did you hear about that?”

      Clyde’s smile was just a little too predatory for my liking. “You mean about the hex? Yeah, I heard. Lots of customers stopped by to let me know what happened.”

      “Can you tell me where you were last night between ten o’clock and eight this morning?” Grant asked.

      “I was at home. I closed up the shop around six. Went home. My wife made a lovely beef stew for dinner, and then we watched some lame Christmas movie on TV. Then we went to bed.” He paused and leaned in close. “Where I stayed until I woke up around seven to get ready for work this morning.”

      “And I’m sure your wife could verify that?” Grant asked.

      “Of course she could verify that,” he snapped.

      Grant stood. “Okay. Thank you, Mr. Moonstone, for your time today. If I need to ask you any more questions, I know where I can reach you.”

      Clyde frowned. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Oh…well.” He stood and shrugged. “I mean, okay. That’s it.” He blew out a breath. “Listen, I hear tonight may be your first time to turn.”

      I’m not sure who was more surprised at the change in conversation, Grant or me.

      “That’s right,” Grant said. “I’m staying with my grandparents tonight.”

      Clyde nodded. “That’s good. Tom and Linda are great people. They’ll take good care of you.”

      “Thank you,” Grant said. “I’m sure they will.”

      Clyde shuffled his feet. “I mean, it’s just that usually the first turn is a big deal in our way of life. So, you know, good luck if it happens for you tonight.” He chuckled. “I’ve never met someone who had a dormant gene before. You’re the envy of a lot of non-changing werewolves right now.”
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      “That was a turn of events I didn’t see coming,” I said mildly as I snapped my seatbelt into place.

      Grant laughed. “Agreed. One minute the guy looks and acts like he’s going to rip my head off…then he’s wishing me good luck on my possible change tonight.”

      I reached over and laid my hand on his arm. “I know you’re anxious. I wish there was something I could do for you to ease that for you.”

      “I know you do.” He leaned over the center console and brushed his lips over mine. “And for that, Serena, I’m grateful.”

      “So what’re you thinking with regard to these two suspects?” I asked.

      “I think both Treena and Clyde have motives to kill Grover. Treena was dumped by her fiancé and very angry and upset, and Clyde was also motivated by rage and anger. Both knew about the hex, even though they weren’t in the store at the time it happened. Treena’s alibi is riddled with holes. She claimed to be at home all night but no one can corroborate that.”

      “But that’s totally believable!” I exclaimed.

      He chuckled. “I’m just brainstorming with you.”

      “Then I’ll counter that by saying of course Clyde’s wife will say he was home all night, that’s her husband.”

      “True. So we dig deeper. I want to know more about this picture sent to both Treena and Grover and the spell put on it.”

      “I agree,” I said. “To me, it almost makes it seem like we have to rule Treena out because she was ultimately harmed by it too. It wasn’t just Grover.”

      “Unless she planned it that way,” Grant said. “Just like Grover accused her of. Takes the suspicion off her.”

      “Hmm. I guess you could be right. I don’t like thinking that of Treena. She’s a nice lady.” I took a deep breath and blew it out. “So now what?”

      “Not much more we can do tonight. I called Maxwell Swift’s office earlier and spoke with his secretary. We are meeting him tomorrow around eleven. I tried to make it as late as possible for you because I know you don’t want to miss too much work.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And then after Maxwell, we go question Mrs. Mystic.”

      I snorted. “You don’t seriously think she did it, do you?”

      “No. But I want to exercise all avenues. What about you? What are your plans for tonight?”

      “I’ll probably stay at Mom’s for a while.” I sent him a wicked smile. “Get all the sordid details of what happened down at the station this morning. Then just go home, grab a bite to eat, and watch some TV with Tamara.”

      “Be careful and be on guard,” Grant cautioned. “We were seen together today, so if one of these two suspects is the killer, they know you’re working with me.”

      “That’s comforting,” I deadpanned.

      Grant drove me to Mom’s house and idled in the driveway.

      “You take care tonight.” I reached over and ran my hand over his cheek. “I’ll worry.”

      He kissed my palm. “I’ll have plenty of support from my grandparents.”

      “I know.”

      He flashed me a grin. “Don’t let your mom or your aunt rake me over the coals too much about how rough I was on Serenity this morning.”

      “No pun intended?” I mused.

      “What?”

      I laughed. “You said not to let them rake you over the coals too much.”

      He slapped his hand over his face. “That’s just wrong, Serena.”

      I grinned. “I know. I’m horrible. It’s one of the reasons you like me so much.”

      He pulled me to his chest and lowered his mouth to mine. “Keep telling yourself that.”

      I’d have argued…but his mouth felt too good on mine.
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      Tamara and I stayed up late watching movies—and maybe I had hoped to hear something from Grant—so the next morning I was dragging. Since we didn’t have to do much baking on our last day open to the public, we arrived a little late to the bakery, and I drank way more coffee than normal.

      Customers didn’t usually start trafficking in until around seven, so Tamara and I used the downtime to close our eyes. Around six-forty, I messaged Grant again. Still no word from him. Just when I was about to lose my mind with worry, he strolled through the bakery doors around nine.

      “Sorry.” He grabbed hold of the coffee I passed him like it was a lifeline. “I just woke up. It seems I was the only person unaware of how much shifting and running can take out of you. Sheriff Hawkins told my grandparents to let me sleep late this morning.” He leaned over the counter and kissed me. “Sorry if I worried you.”

      “How—you know, how was it?” I asked. “I mean, only if you want to talk about it.”

      “I don’t really remember much, to be honest. But my grandparents said that was normal. The more often I change and get a grasp on being a wolf, the more control and memory I will have.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll stop by around ten-fifty to pick you up so we can go see Maxwell together. But right now I need to run and get a few things done.”
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      Maxwell Swift’s one-story brick office was located between Charmed Street and Black Cat Drive. If the snow hadn’t started falling an hour before, we could have walked. As far as I knew, there were only three Realtors on Enchanted Island. Since most houses are either passed down through the generations or built brand new for families who needed to expand, there wasn’t an overwhelming demand for real estate agents.

      “What sort of supernatural is Maxwell Swift?” Grant asked as he opened the front door to the office.

      “His mom is a witch, and his father is a leprechaun.”

      Tilly Twinkle stood and greeted us from behind an ornate wooden desk when Grant and I walked in. I was a huge fan of Tilly’s eclectic look. She was mid-fifties, had jet-black hair cut in an ear-length bob like mine, and was compact and curvy. Every time I saw her she was in a print skirt with a matching-colored sweater set. But the best part of her look was the ever-changing cat-eye frames she wore. They could be green with rhinestones, or bright neon pink, or even multi-colored. Today her frames were a bold Christmas green and red.

      “Good morning, Detective Wolfe. Oh, and Serena. It’s nice to see you both.” She hurried around the desk, her kitten heels tapping against the tile, and gave me a hug. “I trust you and your family are well this Yule season?”

      “Very well, Ms. Twinkle. Thanks for asking.”

      She fluttered her hands around her face before clasping them nervously in front of her chest. “Mr. Swift is in his office waiting for you—um, both. Do you want me to bring you coffee or tea?”

      “No, thanks.” Grant smiled at Tilly. “We just need to know where his office is.”

      “Of course.” She flittered around us and back to her side of the desk and motioned to the closed door behind her. “He’s in there. Let me just ring him and let him know you both are here.”

      Fifteen seconds later, the door opened and Maxwell Swift filled the doorway. His strained, overly-wide smile told me he was either nervous or extremely put out that we were there.

      “Come in. Come in.” Maxwell stepped back to let us in, and then shut the door firmly behind us. “Have a seat.” He walked with purpose to his desk, then waited until we sat before lowering himself onto his massive black chair. “How may I help you today? My secretary said you had some questions about Grover Burns’ death? I’m always happy to help the police, but I’m not sure what all I can offer you in regards to his death.”

      “You didn’t know Grover Burns?” Grant asked as he pulled out his notepad.

      “Know him? Of course I knew him.” Maxwell steepled his hands and leaned back in his chair. “But I don’t know who killed him.”

      “How did you know Grover Burns?” Grant asked.

      “We were about to close on a deal,” he said.

      I frowned at that answer.

      “What kind of deal?” Grant pushed.

      “Grover was about to sell me his store,” Maxwell said.

      “That’s not how I heard it,” I said.

      Maxwell grunted. “If you are referring to what happened in his store the other day, that was just a misunderstanding. Burns had me draw up the papers so he could sign them. I just figured it was cold feet, and he’d come around eventually.”

      “What makes you say that?” Grant asked.

      “He’s the one who contacted me about five days ago. Said he broke up with his fiancée, and he was thinking of making a fresh start. So he thought he’d take me up on the offer I’ve been making him for years.”

      “And what offer is that?” Grant asked.

      “To buy his store.”

      I frowned. “So why the sudden cold feet?”

      Maxwell shrugged. “Dunno. A couple days ago he calls me and says he’s having second thoughts about selling. That he’s thinking of getting back with his ex-fiancée. So I decided to go to his store and pay him a visit. Remind him of the papers he had me draw up. If they wanted to get back together, that was fine. It didn’t mean he had to go back on his deal with me.”

      I frowned. “What’s the connection between Grover and Treena breaking up and Grover having second thoughts about selling the store?”

      Maxwell shrugged. “I assumed during their reconciliation talk, she pressured him to keep the store and not sell.”

      Grant looked up from his notepad. “Were you in the store yesterday when someone supposedly put a hex on Grover?”

      Maxwell chuckled and looked at me. “Yeah, I heard Serena’s aunt put a hex on Grover.”

      I was about to jump in with my two cents, but Grant beat me to the next question. “Where were you between the hours of ten o’clock and eight o’clock the following morning on the night Grover Burns was killed?”

      “I had drinks with a friend around eight that led to an invitation to my house. I was there all night with her. I’m not sure what time we finally rolled out of bed the next morning, but since it was a workday, I’m sure it wasn’t too late.”

      I barely refrained from rolling my eyes at that remark.

      “Who is this friend?” Grant asked.

      “Now, detective, is it really necessary for me to bring her into this?”

      Grant just stared at Maxwell.

      “Fine. Her name is Frieda Fairyweather.”

      I knew Frieda. I didn’t think she was the type of person who would lie about an alibi for someone, so if Maxwell said she could corroborate, then I had to assume she would.

      “Thank you for your time, Mr. Swift.” Grant stood, and I followed suit. “If I have any more questions, I’ll contact you.”

      “I have no doubt,” Maxwell Swift said.
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      “Do you know this Frieda Fairyweather?” Grant asked. “I assume she’s a fairy?”

      “Actually no.” I buckled my seatbelt. “I mean, yes…but no.”

      Grant snorted and started the SUV. “Which one?”

      “She’s of fairy descent, but Frieda doesn’t have any fairy powers. She’s one of the people who grew up on the island, and even though the magical fairy gene skipped her, she still elected to stay on the island. She’s what we refer to as a Normal.”

      “Did you know Maxwell and Frieda were seeing each other?”

      “I remembered after he said her name. I think because it’s another one of those matches like Grover and Treena—where he’s a jerk and she’s nice—that I forgot Maxwell and Frieda were seeing each other.”

      Grant chuckled. “What about his claim that Grover and Treena were getting back together?”

      “Maybe I buy it. I think I remember overhearing Grover say something about it during their altercation, but I couldn’t be sure.” I shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, Treena did say he stopped by to see her a couple days ago, but that was to get the ring. If Grover thought they were going to get back together, why take the ring?”

      “I think we need to ask Ms. Oakley a few more questions.” He pulled out onto the street. “But first, let’s go see Mrs. Mystic.”

      I groaned. “This close to Christmas, all six of her kids will be home. You realize that, right?”

      Grant grinned. “Why do you think I’m bringing you as backup?”

      Since Mr. Mystic was a fisherman, the family lived near the water’s edge on the south side of the island. It was about a fifteen-minute drive from downtown normally, but with the continued steady fall of the snow, it took more like twenty-five minutes.

      “I know I’ve only been here a couple months,” Grant said, “but I can’t help but notice that nearly all the residents live either inside the city limits or on the south or west side of the island. Why is that?”

      We followed the main road out of town toward the water.

      “Basically because the east and north sections of the island are uninhabitable,” I said. “That’s the way the island wanted it.”

      He slid me a glance. “Excuse me?”

      “There’s still a lot about Enchanted Island you don’t know, detective.” I grinned. “But the longer you stay, the more you’ll understand.”

      “That sounds strangely ominous.”

      “It’s up here on the left.” I pointed to a narrow road. “It’s a little curvy, so drive carefully.”

      A few minutes later, the road wound its way past seven or eight brightly-colored HardiePlank-sided houses. It didn’t take a genius to figure out which house was the Mystic house. In between the myriad Christmas lawn ornaments were bikes, trikes, toy trucks, baby dolls, and a plastic playhouse.

      “Mrs. Mystic is a witch?” Grant asked.

      “Yep. Both she and her husband. He won’t be home though, I don’t think.”

      The front door swung open and five kids of various ages and bundled in parkas and boots flew outside, screaming and pushing each other. Mrs. Mystic—hair sticking out from her head, dressed in a bathrobe, coffee mug clutched in her hand, and baby attached to her hip—sagged against the door jamb.

      “You kids stay in the yard!” Mrs. Mystic yelled out. “Milton, put that down right now! Don’t you dare use magic to throw that snowball at your sister! Milton? Do you hear me, Milton?”

      But Milton had already launched the snowball at his sister. As it hurled through the air headed straight for her, I lifted my hand, conjured up a fireball, and tossed it at the snowball as it whizzed past me. The ball disintegrated.

      “Cool!”

      “Do it again!”

      “Awesome! I want to do that!”

      “Teach me! Teach me!”

      Grant and I picked up our pace before we could be bombarded by the kids.

      “Mrs. Mystic?” Grant called out. “Can Serena and I speak to you for a few minutes?”

      “Sure thing. Just knock the snow off your shoes and c’mon inside.” She set the little boy down inside the living room. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      I gestured to her coffee. “Coffee would be great.”

      She laughed and took a long swallow of her drink. “Please, girl. This ain’t coffee, it’s bourbon.”

      “Actually, Mrs. Mystic, we’re okay,” Grant said. “I just need to ask you a couple questions about what happened at Grover’s store the other day.”

      “You mean when I went in there and hit him with that stupid broken doll he sold me?”

      “Yes. Can we have a seat?” Grant asked. “I promise not to be too long.”

      “Sure.” She dropped wearily onto the sofa. “But let me just say, you don’t seriously think I found enough alone time to actually drive into town, kill someone, and drive back out here without anyone noticing, do you?”

      I snickered.

      Grant cleared his throat. “It’s not—”

      “Damon!” Mrs. Mystic yelled. “Get the cat’s tail out of your mouth right now!”

      Whipping my head around, I nearly fell out of my chair at the sight of the little two-year-old boy spitting a tail out of his mouth.

      “Here’s what happened,” Mrs. Mystic said as she took another gulp of her drink. “I bought an enchanted Elf on the Shelf from Grover’s Odds & Ends about a week ago.”

      “And what exactly does that mean?” Grant asked.

      “It means that Grover cast a spell that would enchant the doll to get up in the middle of the night and move itself. I wouldn’t have to.”

      “Innovative,” Grant said.

      “A lifesaver for someone like me,” Mrs. Mystic corrected. “Anyway, I get it home, and nothing! I wake up the next morning to my kids crying and screaming about how Zunthor didn’t move during the night.”

      “Zunthor is the elf’s name?” I asked.

      Mrs. Mystic rolled her eyes and took another drink. “Yeah. I’m sure it’s some demon name I don’t know about, but it’s the name my oldest gave it.”

      Grant bit his cheek and looked away, as though trying not to laugh…but I wasn’t as successful. A little giggle escaped. “So Zunthor didn’t move?”

      “Nope. Not that night or the next night. So now, instead of making my life easier, it’s one more task I have to undertake.” She tossed back the last of her drink and leaned forward, her hair swaying back and forth in the air. “Do you know how hard it is to remember not only to move the dang thing, but to actually find a place to move the thing and be creative enough to tell a story? It’s been a nightmare!”

      “So you wanted your money back?” Grant prompted.

      “Damn right I did! I called my mom, asked her to watch the kids, then took myself into town.” She turned to me. “That’s when I met up with you and your mom and aunt outside the store.”

      “And what happened next?” Grant asked.

      Before she could say anything, the front door burst open and one of the Mystic kids ran inside. “Ma! Milton is hanging Arlow upside down real high in the air!”

      Mrs. Mystic sighed, looked over at the locked liquor cabinet, then shuffled toward the open door. Not wanting to miss the show, Grant and I headed over to the window to watch. Sure enough, a boy of about five was hanging upside down, yelling and screaming. I wasn’t sure, but I thought that’s pretty much what all the Mystic kids did all day—yell and scream.

      “Milton!” Mrs. Mystic hollered from the doorway, “release your brother right now!”

      I gasped when the upside-down boy suddenly plummeted toward the ground. Before I could lift my hands to throw up a spell, Mrs. Mystic waved her hands and conjured up a mini stunt airbag underneath the boy. The impact could be heard inside the house. She didn’t say anything else, just simply shut the door, sighed, looked at the liquor cabinet again, shuffled back over to the couch, and sat.

      “Where was I?” she asked.

      “Uh—well, I was asking what happened next at the store when you went inside,” Grant said distractedly, still watching the front door.

      “Oh, right. Anyway, so I go inside, see Grover talking to someone, and figure I’ll wait my turn. Only like two other people also had it in for him, so by the time I reached him, I was good and mad. I asked for my money back, he said no, and I hit him with the broken elf.”

      “Did you notice—”

      Grant’s question was cut off when the front door burst open again and this time a little girl stood in the doorway. “Ma! Beldon won’t give me back my babydoll!”

      Grant cleared his throat. “You know, I think I have everything I need. Thanks for your time. We can see ourselves out.”

      “Wait!” Mrs. Mystic cried as she stood up. “I can go with you. Do you need help? Better yet, I can send a couple of my kids with you to help catch whoever killed Grover. Just put them in the same room as the killer, and the bad guy will confess. I guarantee it!”

      I stood and hugged Mrs. Mystic. “Only another week and a half, then they’ll be back in school. Hang tough.”

      “I’ll try.”

      Grant and I all but bolted from the house. Jumping into the Blazer, I barely had my seatbelt buckled before Grant peeled out onto the snowy road. The back end of the vehicle fishtailed a little, but that didn’t slow our progress down the street.

      “That poor woman,” Grant said. “How can she do that every day?”

      I snorted. “No idea. Well, I mean, I guess I have a little clue. That wasn’t no coffee in her mug.”

      “There wouldn’t be a bottle big enough if that was me.”

      I laughed. “Same.”

      “Okay. I didn’t think we’d get anything from her, but I wanted to make sure I dotted and crossed everything.”

      “So now where?” I asked.

      “I want to go back to Treena’s and see what she has to say about reconciling with Grover.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      Treena Oakley was working in her greenhouse when we arrived back at her place.

      “Treena,” Grant said, “I need to speak with you again.”

      Treena dropped a miniature spade and sighed. “Now what, Detective Wolfe?”

      “Maxwell Swift said Grover called him a couple days ago to tell him he no longer wanted to sell his store, and that you two were thinking about getting back together.”

      Treena frowned. “What’re you talkin’ about? Sell the store? Grover would never sell that store. He loved it.”

      “Evidently, when you two broke up last week, Grover called up Maxwell Swift and agreed to sell the store to him. But then a couple days ago Grover called Maxwell and said he was having second thoughts. That you two were trying to work things out.”

      “News to me.” Treena waved her hand in front of a multi-colored rose. One of the wilted brown petals instantly turned back pink. “I don’t know what to tell you, detective. None of this makes sense.”

      “You’re not making this easy, Treena,” Grant said.

      “Why should I?” she demanded. “I’m the one that’s hurting. I’m the one that’s been victimized. I lost my fiancé. You realize that, right?”

      “Thank you for your time.” Grant looked around the greenhouse. “You have some very beautiful flowers here.”

      “Thank you. I hope you find out what happened to Grover soon.” Treena wiped away a tear. “I really need closure.”
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      “Now what?” I asked, clicking my seatbelt.

      Before Grant could answer, my cell phone buzzed.

      “It’s a text from Shayla. She’s on the island and said she wants to get together tonight at my place for dinner and drinks if I’m available.”

      “It’ll be nice for you to see your cousin,” Grant said. “I know you miss her.”

      I nodded. “It will be. I hope you don’t mind if I spend the evening with her.”

      “Are you kidding? Not in the least. Go have fun.”

      I settled back against the seat as Grant drove down the driveway and back onto the main road. “Now where are we going?”

      “I’m going to drop you off at your house so you can get ready for tonight, then I’m going to go question Frieda Fairyweather. I want to check Maxwell’s alibi.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you?” I asked.

      “Nope. You go on home and have fun tonight. I’ll either text you tonight or in the morning and let you in on what I learned tonight. You aren’t opening the bakery tomorrow, right?”

      “No. I’ll probably head over to Mom’s around two to help her get ready for the Christmas Eve dinner party.”

      A few minutes later, Grant pulled into my driveway and parked. Tamara and I lived in a two-bedroom rental cottage about ten minutes from the bakery. There was a half-acre in the back to grow our own herbs and have both a vegetable and flower garden.

      “Tell your cousin I said hello.” He brushed his lips across mine. “See you tomorrow.”
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      Shayla set the wine bottle on the counter and grinned. “I want to know all the juicy details about you and Grant. I knew the last time I was here you two were throwing sparks.” She smirked. “Or should I say you two were on fire?”

      I snorted. “Whatever.”

      “He’s cute,” Shayla said. “Smart, sexy, single. You hit the jackpot, cousin.”

      I rolled my eyes…embarrassed but pleased. I looked up to my older cousin so much, it was nice to hear her approval.

      Shayla was everything I longed to be. Successful, brilliant, poised…and an obvious badass thanks to her job. Tonight her long, auburn hair was pulled into a high ponytail with a single braid down her back. Her emerald green sweater matched her eyes perfectly. She was tall and athletic, but rarely did she have to use her physical muscle since her magic was paralleled to the most powerful of witches.

      In fact, I was pretty sure the magic I knew she possessed was only the tip of the iceberg. And most of it came from her father—the person no one in our family spoke about.

      “Enough about me,” I said. “Tell me about this case you were on? Who did you apprehend?”

      Shayla gave me a wan smile before taking a sip of her wine. “It wasn’t really all that exciting.”

      “Not exciting?” I scoffed. “Everything you do is exciting!”

      She set her wine on the counter. “I’m going to be forty soon.”

      When she didn’t say anything more, I shrugged. “Yeah? And?”

      “And I’ve been thinking about a change,” she said softly.

      I blinked. “What kind of change?”

      She was about to say something when my cell phone alerted me to a text. I frowned when I read it.

      “What’s wrong?” Shayla asked. “Bad news?”

      I shrugged. “It’s weird. I don’t know this number, and the text says, ‘Isn’t the sky beautiful tonight?’ Very strange.”

      Shayla tilted her head and looked out the window above the sink. “It does look beautiful out. Beautiful and cold.”

      I laughed. “Since when did we worry about cold?” I let my mouth drop open in mock horror. “Or is that something that happens when you get old and move to the mainland where the humans live?”

      The tea towel sitting on the counter suddenly lifted in the air on its own and hit me in the face. Laughing, I grabbed it and tossed it back down. “Why don’t we bundle up and go look at the trees in the backyard that Tamara and I decorated for Yule?”

      “You still do that?”

      Decorating the trees for the animals during the winter was something my mom and aunt had taught us to do.

      “I do,” I said. “Don’t you?”

      Shayla snorted. “I live in a brownstone in Maryland. There isn’t a single tree in my tiny yard.”

      I frowned. “That’s kind of sad.”

      “It is,” she agreed. “So, yeah…let’s bundle up and go look at these magnificent trees you and Tamara have decorated for the animals.”

      Five minutes later, we were layered with so many clothes and coats we looked like the little boy in The Christmas Story. Giggling, we shoved our feet into our boots.

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t wake up Tamara and have her join us?” Shayla asked.

      “Nah. She looked like she could keel over at dinner. Let the poor girl sleep.”

      “Fine.” Shayla wrapped her arm around mine. “Then let’s you and me go be popsicles.”

      My phone beeped again with an incoming text.

      “It’s Grant. He said someone tried to break into Grover’s Odds & Ends and the alarms are going off.”

      “What a crazy night,” Shayla said. “Hopefully he’ll be able to catch whoever it was.”

      I opened the back door off the kitchen and stepped out onto the cement porch. It was so bitterly cold, the wind seemed to bypass my clothes and shoot straight into my bones.

      “Crap, it’s cold,” I said. “I think the temperature dropped twenty degrees since I got home.”

      “I think we need more wine. I’ll grab the bottle and our glasses and be right back.”

      I pulled my cap lower over my ears, walked farther out into the backyard, and looked up at the night sky. It really was beautiful. Thanks to the moon and stars, the sky exploded in light. Shoving my hands down into my pockets, I let my head drop back and stared up at the stars.

      I heard a branch snap in my left ear and silently agreed. It was so cold out a person could snap off an extremity. Frowning, I strained to see if I could hear Shayla coming outside, but all I could make out was the snapping of more twigs.

      I raised my head back to its normal position…and almost fainted. The trees Tamara and I had painstakingly decorated just weeks ago were slowly inching closer and about to surround me!

      I stumbled backward and fell into the snow. Jumping up, I tried to run, but a large branch snapped and dropped in front of me, blocking my path.

      Where the heck are you, Shayla?

      I heard another crack and looked up. A large branch was plummeting to the ground. I lifted my hands and sent two streams of electricity through the wood, causing it to split in pieces when it fell. Orange and apple slices peeked out at me from beneath the snow.

      This time when a limb fell, it hit my back, and I stumbled forward. When I righted myself, the trees were almost on top of me. All it would take was one more falling branch, and I was a goner! There was nowhere for me to run.

      “Sorry it took so long,” Shayla called out. “I got a call from my partner and he—what the—”

      I heard glass shattering, and a few seconds later, I swear I heard painful moaning and wailing coming from the trees…but they collectively shuffled backward. More moaning and groaning…and another shuffle backward.

      By now there was a big enough clearing that I could make out Shayla, both hands lifted in concentration, body straining forward as if physically shoving the trees back herself. A loud “pop” filled the air, and apples, oranges, and peanut butter pinecones rained down on my head and back. Clasping my arms over my head, I took the hits.

      “I’m so sorry!” Shayla cried as she ran over to me. “I was able to stop the trees, but I couldn’t stop the fallout.”

      When the last fruit bounced off my back, I lowered my arms and stared incredulously at Shayla. “What the heck just happened?”

      “Someone tried to kill you,” she said solemnly.

      “What?”

      “Serena, that was a summoning spell like I haven’t encountered in a long time. The trees were being summoned against their will to hurt you. Couldn’t you feel their pain and terror?”

      “I felt their branches!”

      “Trust me. They were just as scared and hurting as you.” Shayla lifted her arms, closed her eyes, and whispered something into the night. I gasped as each tree lowered a branch to gently touch Shayla’s face, her back, her hair…then slowly make their way back to where they were originally planted.

      “What’s going on?” I whispered.

      “The oldest tree told me that they had been summoned against their will to hurt you. Though they tried to fight the spell, they could not. They were thanking me for helping them and asking for forgiveness for any damage done.”

      I stared at my cousin in fascination. The truth was, I knew Shayla was powerful, I just didn’t know exactly how powerful. This had just given me what I assumed was a small glimpse into her power.

      “They wanted me to tell you they were sorry, and to tell you thank you for always showing them and the animals kindness. I assured them we would redecorate their limbs as soon as we could.”

      I couldn’t stop the half-sob, half-snort that came out of me. “I’m a little freaked out right now. I’m not sure if I can get close to another tree right—”

      “Of course you can,” Shayla interrupted sharply. “They had nothing to do with what happened to you. It wasn’t their fault.”

      “Okay.” I closed my eyes and swallowed hard. “You’re right. I don’t want this to taint my opinion of the trees.”

      “Good. Besides, we have bigger problems. I also just tried to do a locator spell, and I got nothing. I can’t feel anyone else here. Whoever spelled the trees must have left and not watched.”

      “I’d say we should call Grant, but he’s busy down at Grover’s store, and I’m sure Sheriff Hawkins is with him.” I frowned. “Do you think the killer just assumed the trees would take care of me and bolted because they didn’t want to take the chance of someone seeing them?”

      Shayla nodded. “Probably. I’d also venture to guess they had no idea I’m here visiting and what exactly my powers are.”

      I snorted. “I’m not even sure what your powers are, and I’ve known you my whole life.”

      Shayla grinned and wrapped an arm around me. “Let’s get inside. I dropped our wine glasses near the back door, so be careful. We can clean it up later.”
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      “Coffee?” Tamara asked as I shuffled into the kitchen the next morning.

      I groaned. “Need you ask?”

      She laughed. “You two must have had some night after I went to sleep. I cleaned up broken wine glasses outside the door this morning.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “We totally forgot to clean it up.”

      “It’s no big deal,” she assured me. “I just did a quick clean-up spell.”

      “It kind of was a big deal.” I went on to tell her about being attacked by the trees last night.

      “I just thought we had some sort of storm during the night,” Tamara said. “I saw the broken tree limbs and our fruit in the snow, but figured it was the weather. And you have no idea who sent the trees to harm you?”

      “Nope.”

      Shayla shuffled into the kitchen, covering a yawn as she walked over to the coffee pot. “Happy Christmas Eve, ladies!”

      “Same,” I said.

      “You too,” Tamara echoed.

      “So what’s on—”

      Shayla was interrupted by the notification from my cell phone. And not just one—but three. Like they were coming in quick succession. I glanced down…and my mouth dropped.

      “It’s from Grant. Basically, he’s saying that they’re hauling in Treena today because one of the tools found at last night’s break-in at Grover’s store had Treena’s initials burned into the handle. They want to ask her about it and see if she’ll come clean before they try and search her place later today.” I frowned at that. Something wasn’t sitting right with me. “He’s going to be tied up all morning questioning Treena.”

      “What’s wrong?” Tamara asked. “Why’re you frowning?”

      “He said Treena’s initials were burned into the handle of the tools she used to break into the store. The thing is, when Grant and I visited Treena yesterday, I saw one of her tools, and they didn’t have her initials on the handle.”

      “Maybe she engraved it before—” Tamara broke off and laughed. “No, that would be stupid to do.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “Treena wouldn’t do something so foolish.”

      “You’re thinking someone planted it?” Shayla asked.

      I nodded. “I do.”

      Shayla finished doctoring her coffee then ambled over to where Tamara and I sat at the kitchen table. “Let’s go through this together. Who are the suspects? What are their motives? Who had access? What are their supernatural powers? Just lay out all the evidence.”

      “Wait!” Tamara cried. “I’ll get paper and pencil.”

      She hopped up from the table and returned a few seconds later, pencil poised and ready.

      “First we have Treena,” I said. “Motive to kill Grover is because he broke up with her after years of being together. She admitted a delivery boy told her on the night Grover died about the coal hex that Aunt Serenity put on Grover. But the important thing to remember here is that I stumbled upon a spell that was cast for discord between the two. Someone wanted them to break up.”

      “Next?” Shayla asked.

      “Clyde Moonstone. A wolf. Unless he’s hired someone, I don’t see him having the ability to cast a spell like the one given to Treena and Grover. However, he does have a motive to kill Grover. He and Grover had been fighting for a while, and I personally saw him threaten to rip Grover apart if Grover didn’t stop messing with Clyde’s property. Also important to note here, is the fact that Clyde actually admitted that Grover denied moving this sign that caused the friction. Grover said he didn’t do it. So either passersby moved the sign, or the killer—if it’s not Clyde—wanted to play mind games with Clyde.”

      “So the killer was provoking both men?” Shayla mused. “He wanted both agitated enough that Grover would start doing what Clyde accused him of doing, and Clyde would have a clear motive to kill Grover.”

      “Isn’t killing Grover a little drastic over moving a sign?” Tamara asked.

      “Clyde said he and Grover had had other altercations over the years.” I sighed. “And let’s be honest…we all know when werewolves get angry, they aren’t always level headed.”

      “Who’s next?” Tamara asked.

      “Grant and I have ruled out Mrs. Mystic,” I said, “so that leaves only Maxwell Swift.”

      “What about him?” Shayla asked.

      “I witnessed Grover tell Maxwell that he had second thoughts about selling his place. I know from Mrs. Mystic, that Grover had unhappy customers lately because his merchandise was faulty.”

      “Faulty how?” Tamara asked.

      “His items were becoming unenchanted.”

      “Unenchanted?” Shayla asked. “Really?”

      I nodded. “That’s what Mrs. Mystic and Mrs. Featherington claimed. And I know that Maxwell Swift was angry when Grover told him he wasn’t selling, but then he tells Grant and me that he wasn’t worried. He knew Grover would eventually sell to him.”

      “What kind of supernatural is Maxwell?” Shayla asked.

      “A witch,” I answered.

      “Before we jump to conclusions,” Shayla cautioned, “let’s talk about what happened last night with the trees. Who is strong enough to do that? Treena Oakley is a woodland fairy, correct?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      Shayla frowned. “I know for a fact that most woodland fairies are powerful enough to make trees do their bidding. But it also goes against everything they stand for. Who else is that powerful? A werewolf? No. Not unless he hired someone. A witch? Maybe. But they’d have to be strong in their magic.”

      “That’s the thing,” I said, “I’ve never known Maxwell Swift to yield that kind of power.”

      Shayla smiled slyly. “Of course not. That’s the sort of thing you hide from others.”

      “Could he unenchant the items in Grover’s store, do you think?” Tamara mused.

      “Yes,” Shayla and I both said.

      “And,” I added, “that could be the reason Maxwell was so sure Grover would eventually sell. He was the person causing all the disruption to Grover’s store and in his personal life.”

      “Now what?” Shayla asked.

      I shrugged. “Grant has Treena down at the station. What do you think we should do?”

      Shayla grinned. “Pay Maxwell Swift a little visit.”
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      I parked my car in front of Maxwell’s office. I didn’t have much hope he’d be here since I didn’t see his car anywhere. Tamara had begged off joining in the pursuit of Maxwell, saying she’d leave the capture to the professionals. She would, however, stay behind and finish baking for tonight’s Christmas Eve dinner party.

      Tilly waved from behind the desk when we entered. Today she had on neon green cat-eye frames with a red sweater set. She stood, motioning us over, and I smiled at her Christmas tree patterned skirt.

      “C’mon in, girls.” She blinked in surprise. “Shayla? Shayla Loci? Is that really you?”

      “Yes, Ms. Twinkle,” Shayla said. “How’re you?”

      “I’m good, thanks. Oh, your mom must be thrilled you’re home for the holiday season!”

      “That she is, Ms. Twinkle.”

      “Well, what can I do for you girls today?” She frowned. “I’m afraid if you had an appointment with Mr. Swift that he’s not in right now. Which is unusual, because he should have been here at least fifteen minutes ago. It’s not like him to not even call me if he’s going to be late.”

      “So you haven’t seen or heard from him this morning?” Shayla asked.

      “No. Is something wrong?”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Shayla said smoothly. “And Serena and I didn’t have an appointment, we were just hoping to catch him in the office. Maybe he’s around town? We’re on our way to do last-minute shopping. Hopefully we can run into him.”

      Tilly clapped her hands together. “Oh, Shayla, are you thinking of moving back to the island? I’m sure Mr. Swift has some rentals he’d be willing to show you.”

      Shayla took a step backward. “Oh no—I mean, it’s nothing like—I just wanted to speak with him.”

      I snorted at Shayla’s discomfort. Usually she was always in control. She must have heard me because she turned and glared at me. I’d have been scared, but I knew my cousin was all bark and hardly no bite.

      “Is this Maxwell’s scarf?” I walked over to the coat rack and held up a blue and green scarf I was sure I’d seen him wearing that day in Grover’s store.

      “It is. He must have forgotten it last night.”

      “His mind must have been elsewhere,” I deadpanned.

      Like how he was going to cast a spell and make my winter trees try to kill me!

      I was still fingering the scarf when I met Shayla’s eyes and gave her a small nod. Shayla smiled and turned to Tilly.

      “I just love your outfit today,” Shayla gushed as she walked around the desk to stand in front of Tilly. “This fabric and the print is stunning.”

      Tilly tittered and beamed. “Thank you!”

      As Tilly glanced down at her skirt, I yanked the scarf off the coat rack and shoved it down the front of my jacket. I’d just finished zipping it closed when Tilly glanced back up.

      “Well,” I said, “I guess we better run. Lots of things to do this morning. Mom still needs some items from the grocery store.” I opened the front door. “Have a great holiday, Ms. Twinkle!”

      Shayla closed the door on Tilly’s nonstop well wishes, and we bolted to my car. Once buckled, I unzipped my coat and threw the scarf at her.

      “I take it I’m doing the location spell while you drive,” she said dryly.

      I drove to the parking lot exit and waited impatiently for her to tell me which way to go.

      “I see lots of flowers,” she said. “Maybe a greenhouse?”

      “I know where he’s at.” My back end fishtailed slightly as I pulled out onto the snowy road. “I need to get hold of Grant and have him meet us out at Treena’s with the binder!”

      “Witch, please,” Shayla said. “I never go anywhere without my binder.” She patted her waist. “Got it right here.”

      “Then at least text him and tell him where we’re going,” I said. “And while you’re at it, you might as well text Sheriff Hawkins with the information too.”

      “It’ll be nice to see Sheriff Hawkins,” Shayla mused.

      “He misses you. He talks about you incessantly.”

      She smiled as she plunked out a text. “I miss him. I actually miss Enchanted Island a lot.”

      I gave her a strange look, but when she didn’t say anything else…I let it drop.
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      It was quiet when I rolled up on Treena's place. But I knew we were right on the money when I saw Maxwell Swift's car parked in the driveway. “I'm sure he’s around back in the greenhouse.”

      Shayla got out of the car, cracked her neck and fingers, and sent me a grin. “Been a long time since I actually captured a bad guy. Since getting promoted to my current job, I’m only in on the retrieval and detention. I kinda miss the action.”

      Oh boy.

      As we rounded the house, I could see the greenhouse door was wide open.

      “I’ll cover the back,” Shayla said.

      “Shouldn’t I follow your lead?” I asked.

      Shayla scoffed. “Nope. This is your baby. If there’s a way for me to enter back there, I will. Element of surprise. He won’t expect a fight from behind. I’ll cover you, don’t worry.”

      And for some crazy reason, I wasn’t the least bit worried. Shayla always had a way of making me feel confident and strong, even though my powers and abilities were nowhere near hers.

      I tiptoed through the front of the greenhouse and saw Maxwell Swift bent over Treena’s tools. The smell of burned wood filled the air.

      “Whaddya doin’ there, Maxwell?” I asked casually, ignoring the pounding of my heart.

      Maxwell whirled around, a short-handled trowel in his left hand. His right hand sparked with magic. On the wood portion of the tool were Treena’s initials, still burning a bright red.

      “Burning Treena’s initials into her tools?” I mocked. “Do you really think she’d be that stupid?”

      Maxwell narrowed his eyes at me, and I could see I hit a nerve. “It was enough to get her arrested this morning, wasn’t it?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Maybe you just stepped into our trap. Maybe Grant is here ready to arrest you for the murder of Grover Burns.”

      He snorted. “Nice try. So I figured I’d come out here and do up the rest while she’s in custody.”

      I saw Shayla slip in the back way and decided to keep Maxwell talking. “So what? After witnessing the fight between all the customers the other day, and hearing Aunt Serenity hex Grover, you decided to take action and kill him yourself?”

      “Seemed like the most advantageous time. So many people confronting Grover that day, I felt like I was being offered a gift. So I gave my female alibi a sleeping spell, left and went to see Grover, knocked him over the head, and then conjured up some coal to bury him under. All nice and neat.”

      “You’re the one who sent the doctored photos with the magic spell to Grover and then Treena?”

      “Right again. I’ve wanted that store and that property for years, and every year Grover said no. So I decided to ruin him and his store. I started to mess with his merchandize so customers would become angry. Then I came up with the idea of splitting Grover and Treena up, hoping in despair he’d sell to me. And he was right on the cusp of doing that until he got it in his head to try and get back together with her! And so by planting the right evidence, Treena Oakley will now take the fall for killing Grover, and I’ll make out even better in the long run. I was paying Grover top dollar for that property…with him dead and Treena gone, the property will probably revert back to the town, and I’ll be able to get the building for a steal!”

      “You know I’m not going to let that happen,” I said.

      “Amateur witch! You don’t have near the power I do!” He threw the shovel down and faced me. “Speaking of which, how did you escape the trees last night? You aren’t that strong of a witch.”

      I frowned. “I could say the same about you. I didn’t realize you were that strong of a witch either, Mr. Swift.”

      He sneered. “I’ve been practicing. No one really knows how powerful I am.”

      “That’s about to change,” I said smugly as Shayla started down the aisle.

      Maxwell must have either noticed I looked behind him, or else he sensed someone at his back, because he sent a burst of electrical charge my way—making me stagger backward—before whirling around and sending the same electrical charge hurling toward Shayla.

      She lifted her own hands and deflected the charge…her stride never faltering.

      “No!” Maxwell cried. “Not possible! Who are you?”

      I formed a fireball in my palm and tossed it playfully in the air. “That’s my cousin. You remember her…don’t you, Maxwell? Surely you’ve heard of her dad?”

      His wild eyes darted to me, and when he noticed my playful little fireball dancing about in the air, he swung an arm my way.

      I leaped aside, the stream of energy bypassing me, and let my own ball of fire go. Figuring his coat might be flame retardant, I aimed lower. As luck would have it, his pants caught and started to burn. Both of his energy streams disappeared as he smacked furiously at his—delicately put—nether region.

      “You crazy witch!” he cried. “Are you insane?”

      I cackled maniacally. “The jury is still out on that, Maxwell.”

      Laughing, Shayla engaged her binder and aimed it at Maxwell as police sirens filled the air. “Looks like your boyfriend is on his way.”

      I groaned. “Wonder how mad he’s going to be.”
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      As it turned out, Grant was both furious and relieved. An odd combination for sure. I didn’t bother telling him that I was never in any real danger. Shayla wouldn’t let that happen. There was a reason why she held one of the top positions at the Paranormal Apprehension and Detention Agency.

      Everyone scattered after Maxwell was taken away. Grant said he had overdue paperwork to work on, and Shayla said she’d call her partner, Zane, to come pick Maxwell up. I had to admit, I was surprised she didn’t offer to deliver Maxwell to The Agency herself. With a kiss on my cheek, she simply said she’d meet us at Mom’s house later that night around six for the Christmas Eve dinner party. Since Tamara and I were helping Mom set up, Grant said he’d just meet me at Mom’s too.

      The first dinner guest arrived at six, and yanking off my apron, I hurried to Mom’s front door. I’d put a couple curls in my usually straight chin-length bob, so I gave them a good fluff before opening the door. Mayor Stone and his wife stepped inside and handed me a bottle of wine. As I took the wine into the kitchen, Tamara passed out hors d'oeuvres. There was a steady stream of partygoers coming in for the next fifteen minutes.

      Picking up my champagne flute off the counter, I entered the living room where Mayor Stone stood talking to Sheriff Hawkins, Grant, and Shayla. Mom sidled up behind me and made the announcement that dinner was almost ready if the guests wanted to top off their glasses.

      Mayor Stone stepped forward and lifted a hand. “Can I just take one moment, Starla?”

      Mom nodded. “Of course, Mayor.”

      “Tonight is a night for celebration and thanks. Not only for the new season and new year we are about to embark on, but also for the time we are given to celebrate such things with family and friends. It’s also a time for reflection. And tonight we have many memories to reflect back on, and even a few blessings to announce. The first being that I just received notification through Sheriff Hawkins that Officer Hexton has officially resigned from the Enchanted Island Sheriff’s Department. He has decided to stay in Connecticut with his mother as she recovers from her stroke.”

      “Oh no!” Mom said. “The department is already stretched thin as it is.”

      Murmurs of surprise filled the air and Mayor Stone let them ring for a moment before clearing his throat. “But not to worry. I already have a plan in motion.” He turned to Sheriff Hawkins. “It’s your turn now.”

      Sheriff Hawkins handed his drink to Mayor Stone as the guests started to again titter and murmur and guess at what Sheriff Hawkins would say. “I’ve known most of you in this room all my life. Starla, Serena, Serenity, GiGi, Mr. & Mrs. Gardener, Tamara, Mayor Stone, Shayla…all of you mean so much to me.” He stepped forward, took Mom’s glass out of her hand, and passed it to Mayor Stone. “Some of you mean the world to me.”

      I heard myself gasp as Sheriff Hawkins took both of Mom’s hands in his.

      “Starla, you know how much I loved and respected your husband. Heck, he was my best friend and still is, even though he’s been gone now for almost twenty-seven years. I even stood as best man at your wedding. But if I don’t say this now, I may never get the courage to say it again.” He gave Mom’s hands a squeeze. “I’ve had feelings for you for quite a few years now, Starla. I know I never voiced them, but I didn’t want to risk rejection. I’m making quite a few changes in my life in the next month, and I’d like you and Serena to be one of those changes.” He pulled my shocked mother toward him. “Starla Spellburn, will you do me the honor of going out on a date with me?”

      My eyes whipped to my mom. A flush crept up her neck and settled prettily in her cheeks. “Sheriff Hawkins, I’d like nothing more.”

      Whoops and whistles filled the air as Sheriff Hawkins leaned down and kissed Mom’s cheek.

      “About damn time,” GiGi muttered before knocking back her drink.

      Sheriff Hawkins raised his hand in the air. “And now I have one more major announcement to make.”

      “Now what?” Aunt Serenity mused. “My heart can’t take much more!”

      Sheriff Hawkins chuckled. “I’ve decided to hang up my badge. I’ll be retiring at the end of this month.”

      The whoops and whistles that had filled the air just moments before now turned to gasps of shock and dismay.

      Mayor Stone stepped forward and slapped Sheriff Hawkins on the back. “Don’t worry. I already have a solution in mind. Sheriff Hawkins has been discussing his retirement with me for a couple weeks now, and it just so happens I know someone who is currently looking for a position. He has been wanting to relocate to Enchanted Island for a while now, but the timing was never right. It is now. When I told this other law enforcement officer about the position here on Enchanted Island, he resigned his current position and will be ready to start here at the first of the year.”

      “Who is it?” Mrs. Gardener asked.

      “My nephew,” Mayor Stone said proudly. “He’s been living in the Pacific Northwest for the last—well, a long time. He’s always been in law enforcement.” Mayor Stone puffed up his chest. “He’s a gargoyle after all, and we are fiercely protective. He has an exemplary record, and he’s excited to start.”

      Aunt Serenity lifted her glass in the air. “Then I guess we have much to celebrate tonight. I—”

      “Wait.” Every eye turned to Shayla, and Aunt Serenity lowered her flute of champagne. “I have an announcement too.”

      “Please don’t tell me you’re leaving after dinner,” Aunt Serenity pleaded.

      Shayla smiled. “No. In fact, just the opposite. I’ve spent all afternoon on the phone with my commander.” She took a deep breath. “I have officially resigned from my position with the Paranormal Apprehension and Detention Agency.” She turned to Aunt Serenity. “I’d like to come back to Enchanted Island and live.”

      Aunt Serenity yelped and threw herself at Shayla, hugging her fiercely. “Are you serious? You’re sure? But what—I mean, what job will you do? Mayor Stone already hired a new sheriff.”

      Shayla smiled. “I want to step back from law enforcement and apprehension for a while. I think I’m burned out.”

      “But what will you do?” I asked. “I mean, you could always help out at the bakery.”

      “Yeah,” Tamara agreed. “It would be fun to have you with us every day.”

      “Thank you, girls,” Shayla said. “But I already have another job in mind.”

      “What?” Aunt Serenity asked.

      Mayor Stone cleared his throat. “There’s been a job opening on Enchanted Island now for—oh, many years. Until Shayla, we’ve never had anyone qualified to fill it.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Shayla smiled. “I’m going to be the new wildlife, fish, and forest officer for Enchanted Island.”

      “The what?” I asked.

      “Simply put,” Shayla said, “you’re looking at the island’s new game warden.”
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      Shayla Loci’s story continues with the A Witch in the Woods series. A prolific paranormal cozy mystery series featuring Shayla, Needles (a talking and flying porcupine), Alex (the new gargoyle sheriff), and all the other characters you’ve just read and many more you have yet to meet!! You can grab the first book, Deadly Claws, here: My Book

      

      A Witch in the Woods has a crossover series featuring Shayla’s ex-partner, Zane, and Alex’s ex-partner, Kara. One is a fallen angel, the other had no idea she was a Valkyrie until her 40th birthday when Zane whisked her away to Mystic Cove. This series is built in the Paranormal Apprehension and Detention Agency world, and Zane and Kara are PADA detectives. This crossover series falls between books 10 and 11 in the A Witch in the Woods series, but you don’t have to wait until then to start. Come join Kara, Zane, Link (a pixie who lives in Kara’s tree stump), Rota, and many more amazingly wonderful supernaturals in the first book, Sounds of Murder: My Book

      

      If you could, would you right a wrong? If  your answer is yes, then join time-traveling, cold-case solving witch Lexi and her side-kick detective familiar, Rex the Rat, as they do just that! Check out their first stop to 1988 in Time After Time My Book

      

      Have you read the hilarious adventures of Ryli Sinclair and Aunt Shirley? 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 as they solve murders while slinging suds and chasing bad guys in this hilarious series. 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
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      When she’s not writing, Jenna likes to attend beer and wine tastings, go antiquing, visit craft festivals, and spend time with her family and friends. Check out her website at http://www.jennastjames.com/. Don’t forget to sign up for her newsletter and receive a free e-book boxset. By signing up for the newsletter, you can also keep up with Jenna’s latest releases and what’s going on in her life! You can also join her Jenna’s Reading Crew on Facebook https://www.facebook.com/groups/2787636591248452 to get access to current books, giveaways, and so much more…or you can catch her on Instagram at authorjennastjames.
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